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HONOUR KILLING IN INDIA 
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LLM, UGC/NET, Panjab University, Chandigarh 

 
Abstract 
 
Unpredictability is the essence of human life. One cannot be sure as to what happens to him the next minute of his life. In 
such a situation, it is wished by every human being that he lives the life as per his own whims and fancies. One must not 
be forced to live a life for the benefit and in the name of others. Honour killing can be termed as the killing of an 
individual, maybe a male or a female, who is not inclined to accept the marriage which has been set up by the family or 
wishes to move her marital life as per her or his wants and desires merely because of the fact that it brings down the 
honour of the family. The supreme power of the family takes into consideration the name of the family but overlooks the 
love and affection which is associated with the member of the family. This paper deals with the honour killing in India. 
The main causes of this heinous act are This type of killing happens because of certain triggers which are also discussed 
hereinunder along with the role played by law in honour killing. An individual cannot be left free if they act in violation of 
the law and in such a case this constitutes a crime which infringes a number of provisions that have been formulated in 
order to protect the citizens.  
 
Keywords: life, willingness, male, female, marital life, love, family, honour, violate, crimes 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 

Honour killing can be termed as a filthy behaviour by a family member with the belief that such an act would 
bring purity to the family. Honour Killing is a murder by the family of the family members for the purpose of bringing 
honour to the family in order to get rid of the shame and dishonour which has been brought about by the killed member of 
the family. A male family member murders the female member who goes against the wishes and honour of the family. 
Quite often, it is a pre-planned killing by the family members against that member who had bought shame to the family. 
Most of the times these acts are caused due to certain trigger and provokations done by the relatives, society, neighbours 
by whom dishonour is felt by the family. In most cases the victim is a female who are assumed for sexual and marital 
offences. India is a democracy in which each and every citizen has certain rights and freedoms which they are entitled to 
enjoy until they act in violation of law. In a society where all individuals are considered as equal, honour killing leads to a 
prejudice where one member of the family member is said to cause dishonour to the family by choosing a person of a 
different caste1. The main reasons for killing in the present world is caste and status as there is change in the caste and 
status of a girl when she goes to the house of her husband after marriage. The paper is aimed at knowing about honour 
killing and for bringing out the gravity of the crime and for educating the society about its impact and for analyzing the 
triggers of honour killing. 

 
MEANING OF HONOUR KILLING 

Indian comprises of a multi-cultural and multi-traditional society in which there are various kinds of castes, class, 
creeds, sections wherein it is belived by everyone that their class is supreme and customs and traditions of the class must 
be followed by every person throughout their lives. In such a soceity, women are considered to be the bearer of honour of 
the family. 

It is so deep rooted a perception that if any woman makes an attempt to break their rights, then the society 
strongly counters it and it is seen as an attack upon the cultural rules and regulations of the community. Such counter 
activities exceuted by her family member for the sake of honour results in Honour Killing. 

 
1 D. Bhugra.Sati: A Type of Nonpsychiatric Suicide.Crisis: The Journal of Crisis Intervention and Suicide Prevention (July 2005), 26 (2), pg. 73- 77 
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Honour Killing or Shame Killing is the murder of a member from the family, due to the executioner belief that the 
victim has brought shame to their family or has brought dishonour to their family. The victim has also violated the 
principles of their community or religion, usually for various reasons like-divorcing or separation from either of the 
spouse, refusing to enter into an arranged marriage, being in a relationship that has disapproval by their family or 
community or religion, having premarital or extramarital sex, becoming the victim of rape or sexual assault, dressing in 
such a way which is inappropriate, or denial a faith2. 

This term is also defined as the purposeful pre-planned homicide, generally of a female person, by or at the 
command of her family members stimulated by a perception that she has brought shame to her family or community 
which have dishonoured her family. 

Another report says that “the regime of honour is not able to forgive to a woman on whom suspicion has fallen are 
not given an opportunity to defend themselves whereas family members have not socially acceptable alternative but to 
remove the stain on their honour by attacking the woman.”3 

Two main factors contribute to violence against women, firstly, women's commodification4 and conceptions of 
honour. The concept of women as a commodity, not human beings endowed with dignity and rights equal to those of men, 
is deeply rooted in tribal culture. 
 
THEORITICAL FRAMEWORK 
Theory of Patriarchy 
 In early human history, life was short therefore to balance the high death rate and maintain the population; women 
had to give birth to many children. Consequently, around the world women assumed tasks that were associated with the 
home and child care, while men took other tasks that required both greater speed and longer absences from the home. As a 
result, men became dominant. It was the men who home to do work, who made contact with other tribes, who traded with 
these groups, and who quarreled and waged war with them. It was they who accumulated possessions in trade and gained 
prestige by returning to the home triumphantly. In contrast, little prestige was given to the routine, taken for granted 
activities of women who were not perceived as risking their lives for the group. Eventually, men took over society. Their 
sources of power were their weapons, items of trade, and knowledge gained from contact with other groups. Women 
became second- class citizens, subject to men's decisions. 
 With the passage of time, men began to associate women and their conduct with his pride or honour. It is this 
pride or honour that has lead to dominance of men over women. They began to see women as their property and sexual 
conduct of women were associated with honour and dishonour of men. When such women defied the dominance of men, 
it was seen as men losing edge over female and it resulted in honour based crimes5. 
Dominant Caste System 
 The concept of dominant caste is that a caste is dominant when it is numerically higher than the other castes. In 
order to retain such caste system and dominance of higher caste over lower caste, honour based crimes crept into society. 
People began to kill members who in any way became associated with members of lower castes of society. It is because of 
such prevailing scenes that honour based crime started breathing in society. 
Caste Endogamy 
 Endogamy is the social rule that requires an individual to marry within a specific culturally defined social group 
of which he/she is member. A classic case of endogamy within the Indian subcontinent is caste endogamy. Persons who 
are members of a caste group are required to select their marital partners from the same caste group. Endogamous caste 
marriages are supported, reinforced and rationalized by ritual explanations that are in turn manifest in everyday behavioral 
patterns. Concepts of physical pollution are related to the caste endogamy. A person of a higher caste who comes into 
physical contact with a person of a lower caste becomes polluted the severity of the pollution being dependent upon the 
relative rank of two castes. Endogamy with its reinforcing concepts such as pollution helps to set one group apart from 

 
2 Goldstein, Matthew A. 2002. "The biological roots of heat-of-passion crimes and honour killings," Politics and the Life Sciences, 28-37. 
3 Report by- Amnesty International- 2001 
4 The commodification of women is also the basis of the tradition of Khoon baho when a woman is handed over to an adversary to settle a conflict. 
5 Vishwanath, Jyothi and Palakonda, C. Srinivas. 2011. “Patriarchal Ideology of Honour and Honour Crimes in India”. International Journal of 
Criminal Justice Science. 6(1&2) : 386-395. 
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others. Examples of endogamy can be seen among ethnic groups within larger societies. It is this concept of caste 
endogamy that has resulted in orthodox mindset of people to marry within same caste and has paved way for crimes like 
honour killings6. 
 
REASONS BEHIND HONOUR KILLING 
 There can be numerous excuses given behind occurrence of such heinous crime but these reason won’t change the 
fact that even today our society is under dominance of such thoughts and believes which relates sexual relationships with 
honour of family and kills member of own family in the name of protecting honour. However, few reasons that are given 
behind occurrence of honour killings include7:  
1. Stratification: Sociologists believes that behind continued practice of honour killing is continued rigidity of caste 
system. It is these fear losing caste systems that make people commit such heinous crime.  
2. Mentality: Till today, society is unable to accept the marriage which has taken place in same gotra or outside. The 
society till today negatives the right of choice of marriage and in support of their claim gives vague reasons like 
mobilization of caste or restriction of other caste to interfere.  
3. Lack of Governance: The root of the cause for the increase of honour killing is because the formal governance has not 
been able to reach the rural areas. It is not wrong to say that for better development one should start from zero.  
4. Khap Panchayat: Khap Panchayats were primarily called upon by the affluent and upper caste people who desired to 
consolidate their power and position way back in 14th century India. They have become highly male-dominated. The 
absence of the formal institutions as Panchayat Smiti or a constitution gathering leads to the brutal governance of the 
illegal and unconstitutional panchayat. Earlier, when there was no explicit recognizance of rights of individual, then 
decisions of such Khap Panchayats may be considered of relevance, but, now, when there are laws which recognize and 
protect the rights of individual, the, there is no need for existence of such institution in the society.  
5. Illiteracy: The illiteracy of people regarding their rights and relief are also one of the reasons behind prevalence of 
honour killings. The honour crime violates Article 14, 15 (1) & (3) 19, 21 and 39 (f) of the Constitution of India. It is 
against various international commitments of India. It is against the spirit of the UDHR and ICCPR. Shamefully, even 
today there is no legal definition of honour crime in India. In the Indian Penal Code, penalties for such crime find ground 
in sections 299-304, 307, 308, 120A and B, 107-116, 34 and 35.  
6. Sex Ratio: Increasing difference in sex ratio is also one of the reason leading to honour killings. Honour killing are 
happening in the area where the sex ratio is low and girls are being bought for marriages. Girls are treated as commodities. 
In Haryana and in western UP, the Jat caste which dominates the region is suffering especially from what demographers 
call a “male marriage squeeze”. With sex ratios in the low 800s, there is an accumulated male marriage squeeze; as 
smaller female cohorts are born and there are more men left unmarried in preceding and new cohorts, the greater the 
marriage imbalance. In Haryana, currently, at least one in every four men stands to remain unmarried and may have to 
resort to bringing a bride from Assam, West Bengal, Kerala and a myriad other states.  
7. Politician future: Reason to protect Khap Panchayat by politician is mostly for their own future votes. Member of 
Parliaments’ (MPs) like Naveen Jindal and Chautala who pretend to take these Khaps seriously, actually supports them. 
These Kangaroo Courts function in inhumane, illegal and arbitrary manner.  
8. Status: A person’s ascribed status is more important than the achieved status. Ascribed status is one which is based on 
birth and is inherited involuntarily. It is fixed. While, achieved status is one which is determined by performance, 
educational qualification or merit.  
9. Inter, intra-caste marriage: Still present society is unable to accept love marriages and when such love marriage is 
one who is not the member of same caste, then it mostly end with crimes like honour killing.  
10. Decision by Male Community: Honour killing is mostly because of a decision given by male member of the society. 
They do so when they see that there is opposition to their prevalent dominant position and in order to curb any such 
dominance, mostly male members of the community actively participate in such heinous crimes.  

 
6 Dutta, Saptarishi and Stancati, Margherita. 2013. “Why Honour Killings Happen”. The Wall Street Journal. Retreived September1, 2016 
7 Saeed, Memoona and Siddiqui, Jawaid. 2014. “A Sociological Perspective on the Issue of Killing In The Name of Honour in Pakistan”. IOSR 
Journal Of Humanities And Social Science (IOSR-JHSS). 19(12) : 58-61. 
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11. Prestige of Every Caste: Honour killing has not emerged as a crime associated only with upper caste rather it is 
prevalent in lower caste as well. In a race to show that they are no less honoured, they also participate in such brutal 
crimes. 
 
INTERNATIONAL PROVISIONS 
 India is a signatory to the United Nations Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination against 
Women (CEDAW 1979) and has also ratified the convention8. The provisions of CEDAW can be used to argue that the 
tradition and practice of punishing individuals for ill-informed ideas of dishonoring the family, is essentially 
institutionalized discrimination against individuals and creates a legally binding obligation for India, as a state party to the 
convention, to take all measures to end all forms of the practice of honor killing and ensure that all discrimination against 
women in matters relating to marriage and family relations is eliminated, providing them with equal right to enter into 
marriage and to freely choose a spouse and to enter into marriage with their free and full consent as enumerated in Article 
16 of the Indian Constitution9. This means ensuring that informal decision-making bodies functioning on customary laws, 
such as Khap Panchayats, are refrained from enforcing their dictates, and be intrusive with the right of individuals to 
choose their spouse. Noting that the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, (UDHR 1948) affirms the principle of the 
inadmissibility of discrimination and inequality and proclaims that all individuals are born free and equal in dignity and 
rights and freedom set forth therein, devoid of distinction of any kind including distinction based on sex. Recalling that 
prejudice and discrimination against women violates the principle of equality of rights and respect of human dignity is an 
obstacle to the participation of women in the political, social economic and cultural life and hampers the growth and 
prosperity of society and the family. All crimes of honor, including honor killing, are gross violation of the rights 
enumerated in the declaration. Article 1 and 2 of the declaration state that “all human beings are born free and equal in 
dignity and rights,” and that “everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in the declaration irrespective of 
“sex.” Therefore, as enumerated in the declaration’s Articles 3 and 5, women are entitled to enjoy the “right to life, liberty 
and security of person” and also the “right to be free from torture or cruel, inhuman and or degrading treatment.” Crimes 
of honor violate Article 3 and 5 when the purpose of the perpetrator is to inflict severe mental and physical pain on the 
woman. Under Article 12 of the International Convention on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR 1976), state 
parties have to take all steps to ensure the “right of everyone to the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of 
physical and mental health,” is ensured. Crimes of honor that involve sexual violence and mental violence or physical or 
mental torture obstruct the right of women to enjoy the highest attainable standard of health. India, as a state party, is 
therefore legally obligated to ensure that individuals and victims of crimes of honor are able to avail this right. While not 
legally binding on the state, the human rights standards enumerated in paragraph 232 of the Beijing Platform for Action 
(BPFA 1995), recognize that the “human rights of women include their right to have control over and decide freely and 
responsibly on matters relating to their sexuality, including sexual and reproductive health, free of coercion, 
discrimination and violence.” The Beijing Platform for Action on Women’s Human Rights calls upon states to “take 
urgent action to combat and eliminate violence against women, which is a human rights violation resulting from harmful 
traditional or customary practices, cultural prejudices and extremism.” Crimes of honor may involve the violation or 
abuse of a number of human rights, which include the right to life, liberty and security of the person; the prohibition on 
torture or other cruel, inhuman, or humiliating treatment or punishment; the ban on slavery; the right to freedom from 
gender-based discrimination; the right to privacy; the right to marry; the right to be free from sexual abuse and 
exploitation; the obligation to amend customs that discriminate against women; and the right to an effective remedy. All 
these mentioned above violate the Human Rights Act (1998)10. Honor killings are a clear violation of human rights and 
states necessarily need to protect individuals from such violations. Two major UN documents call for the “elimination” of 
honor killing. The concept of elimination appears in the “Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women” 
(1993) and in “Working towards the Elimination of Crimes against Women Committed in the Name of Honor” (2003). In 
the words of the UN Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women: “Violence against women is a 

 
8 CEDAW. Part 4, Article16 
9 Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women. UN Document Series. Available from: http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/48/a48r10 
4.htm 
10 Honor Killing. The Oxford Dictionary of Law Enforcement. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007 
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manifestation of historically unequal power relations between men and women, which have led to discrimination over and 
discrimination against women by men and to the prevention of the full advancement of women, and that violence against 
women is one of the crucial social mechanisms by which women are forced into a subordinate position compared with 
men.” 
 
CONSTITUTIONAL PROVISIONS 
 The Constitution of India has ample provisions allowing an individual to exercise his/her choice independent of 
caste, religion or gender and protection from honour related crimes including honour killings. Following are those 
Constitutional provisions that substantiate this11: 
 Honour Killings are cases of homicide and murder which are grave crimes under the Indian Penal Code (IPC). 
Section 299 and 301 of the IPC, deals with culpable homicide not amounting to murder while Section 300, deals with 
murder. Honour killing amounts to homicide and murder because the acts are done with the intention of murdering the 
victims as they have purportedly brought dishonour upon the family. The perpetrators can be punished as per Section 302 
of the IPC. The khap panchayats or family members can also be booked under Section 302 of IPC for instigating suicide 
those who transgress the so called norms of the community. Such killings also violates Articles 14, 15 (1) & (3), 17, 18, 
19 and 21 of the Constitution of India.  

Article 14 of the Indian Constitution guarantees to every person the right to equality before the law or the equal 
protection of the laws. Every person, whatever be his or her status or situation is subject to the jurisdiction of the ordinary 
courts. This right to equality is thus documented as one of the fundamental features of the Indian Constitution. Honour 
Killings are thus hideously against this very Constitutional Right provided for the protection of Indian citizens. Honour 
killings are mainly directed towards women and thus give rise to gender violence. 

Honour killings involve the murder of a particular person especially a woman and thus come under the ambit of 
Section 299 and Section 300 of the Indian Penal Code. It is also violation of Article 19 and Article 21 of the Constitution. 
Such brutal murders, under the garb of saving the honour of the family, are clearly against the Constitutional provisions 
enshrined in Article 21. Khap panchayats violate a person‟s fundamental right to life as they kill or instigate murder, in 
the name of honour. Every person has a right to live. The capital punishment is possible only when granted by law.  

In cases where the khap panchayats have compellingly separated married couples who are of eligible age to get 
married, these have violated the provisions under the Indian Constitution. 
 
OTHER LAWS TO PREVENT HONOUR KILLING IN INDIA 
 The Indian Majority Act, Section-3, 1857 states that every person domiciled in India shall attain the age of 
majority on completion of 18 years and not before. Unless a particular personal law specifies otherwise, every person 
domiciled in India is deemed to have attained majority upon completion of 18 years of age. However, in the case of a 
minor for whose person or property, or both, a guardian has been appointed or declared by any court of justice before the 
age of 18 years, and in case of every minor the superintendence of whose property has been alleged by the Court of 
Wards, age of majority will be 21 years and not 18. 
 The Act is relevant in cases where the khap panchayats have forcefully separated married couples who are of 
eligible age to get married. It is a violation of the provisions under this Act. The main reason behind the enactment of the 
Special Marriage Act, 1954 was to provide a special form of marriage for the people of India and all Indians residing in 
foreign countries, irrespective of the religion or faith followed by either party, to perform the intended marriage. 
Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act, 1989 was enacted by the Parliament of India, in 
order to avert atrocities against Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes. The intention of the Act was to help the social 
inclusion of Dalits into Indian society. It defines acts such as forcing an SC/ST to eat or drink any inedible or obnoxious 
substance, removing clothes, parading naked or with painted face or body, assaulting, dishonouring and outraging the 
modesty of an SC/ST woman, sexual exploitation of an SC/ST woman, forcing an SC/ST to leave his or her house or 
village as punishable. 

 
11 Bidani, Sango. 2010. “Honour Killing in India: An in-depth Study”. Editor’s pick Society 
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 The Act is linked to honour killings because numerous incidents of honour killing are in relation to caste and 
religion. The Protection of Human Rights (Amendment) Act, 2006 makes the provision for protection of individual rights 
of human beings and the constitution of a National Human Rights Commission, State Human Rights Commission and 
Human Rights Courts for better protection of human rights of individuals. 
 The Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act, 2005 provides for more effective protection of the rights 
of women guaranteed under the Constitution who are victims of violence of any kind occurring within the family and for 
matters connected therewith or incidental thereto. For the purposes of this Act, any act, omission or commission or 
conduct of the respondent shall constitute domestic violence in case it –  

(a) Harms or injures or endangers the health, safety, life, limb or well-being, whether mental or physical, of the 
aggrieved person or tends to do so and includes causing physical abuse, sexual abuse, verbal and emotional abuse and 
economic abuse; or  

(b) harasses, harms, injures or endangers the aggrieved person with a view to coerce her or any other person 
related to her to meet any unlawful demand for any dowry or other property or valuable security; or  

(c) has the effect of threatening the aggrieved person or any person related to her by any conduct mentioned in 
clause (a) or clause (b); or (d) otherwise injures or causes harm, whether physical or mental, to the aggrieved person.  

The Indian Evidence Act, 1872 makes provision to punish those who conceal facts, either before or at the time of, 
or after the alleged crime. Article 13 of the Act: Facts relevant when right or custom is in question - Where the question is 
as to existence of any right or custom, the following facts are relevant:  

(a) Any transaction by which the right or custom in question was created, claimed modified, recognized, asserted 
or denied, or which was inconsistent with its existence;  

(b) Particular instances in which the right or custom was claimed, recognized, or exercised, or in which its 
exercise was disputed, asserted, or departed from. The Act is relevant to bring to justice those who become victim because 
of the verdicts issued by the khap panchayats. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 Honour killing being one of the worst social evil prevalent in the society which took many innocent life of girls 
and boys since ages as being the matter of honour of the family or of the society. It has been followed by the members of 
the society and as a matter of Izzat or pride, while doing this the member’s thinks to be cleaning the sins being committed 
by other member by going against the social norms. India there are no separate legislation in relation to crime of honour 
killing, Indian courts applies the sections of Indian Penal Code in trying cases of honour killing which is in-turn found to 
be inadequate. There has been many suggestions relation to introduction of new separate laws in towards honour killing 
but legislature till date could not make any law or separate legislation in this regard. The reason of non introduction of 
new laws or legislation may be due to sentimental aspect of the members of the society, as honour killing is being 
practiced since ages and the legislators may be thinking that introduction of new law against those social customs may 
create tension among the society. But regardless to the instability, the system of honour killing should be eradicated from 
the society as it is seen that more than thousands of persons lose their lives following this traditions. Moreover it comes as 
a hurdle to provisions of Fundamental rights provided under Indian Constitution. In order to eradicate the evils of honour 
killing there should be introduction of new acts or legislations which should be very strict and bring in the scope to every 
person whoever commits this crime, penalize them with strict punishment so that it create a fear in the minds of the people 
who tries to commit it. Strict laws will discourage people in acting or committing such a heinous crime. 
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