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THE INCREASING INCIDENCE OF HONOUR KILLINGS 

IN INDIA: A STUDY OF PATTERNS, UNDERLYING 

FACTORS, AND LEGAL DEFICIENCIES. 
 

AUTHORED BY - DR. C. USHA 

 

 

Abstract:- 

Honour killings represent a grave form of violence aimed at maintaining or restoring the 

perceived honour of a family, caste, or community when an individual's behaviour is deemed 

to bring shame or dishonour. These acts predominantly target women who challenge traditional 

gender norms, such as marrying outside their caste or religion, engaging in relationships 

without familial consent, or partaking in activities considered immoral or inappropriate by 

societal standards. Nevertheless, men can also fall victim, particularly when their actions or 

choices clash with the expectations of the prevailing cultural or social group. 

 

In India, honour killings are a troubling reflection of patriarchal dominance and societal 

conformity. Although these acts are illegal, they persist in both rural and urban settings, with a 

notably higher incidence in specific regions, especially in parts of North India. The entrenched 

caste, class, and religious divisions significantly contribute to the continuation of these 

practices, as they are often perceived as a means to maintain social order and family honour. 

Honour is frequently associated with social standing, and when a family member is viewed as 

violating these norms, it is regarded as an affront to the community's collective identity. 

 

Various socio-cultural and psychological factors further enable the ongoing occurrence of 

honour killings. Cultural beliefs surrounding the subjugation of women, the significance of 

family reputation, and the fear of social exclusion compel many to resort to violence in the 

name of honour. The psychological consequences of such violence are severe, often leaving 

survivors or witnesses in a state of trauma and fear of subsequent repercussions. 

 

The legal framework in India, although offering certain safeguards, encounters considerable 

obstacles in adequately confronting honour killings. Various elements, including inadequate 

law enforcement, insufficient training for police personnel, and a lack of political commitment 

to combat these offenses, play a role in the continuation of honour killings. Additionally, the 
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societal stigma associated with honour-related violence frequently deters victims and witnesses 

from reporting incidents, complicating the prosecution of these crimes. It is essential to fortify 

the legal structure, raise awareness, and improve law enforcement practices to effectively tackle 

this deeply rooted problem. 

 

1. Introduction 

Honour killings, referred to as "honour-based violence," constitute a serious infringement of 

human rights and represent an extreme manifestation of gender-based violence. These acts are 

typically executed in reaction to perceived dishonour inflicted upon a family or community, 

often rationalized as a means to restore familial or societal honour. In India, such killings 

predominantly affect women who are viewed as having violated social, cultural, or familial 

norms, particularly concerning marriage, sexual conduct, or caste affiliations. While men can 

also fall victim to honour killings, women are disproportionately impacted due to the 

patriarchal structure of Indian society. 

 

In recent years, India has experienced notable legal and social reforms aimed at fostering 

gender equality and safeguarding individual rights. The nation has implemented progressive 

legislation, including the Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act (2005) and the 

Criminal Law (Amendment) Act (2013), designed to combat violence against women and 

affirm their rights to life, dignity, and personal autonomy. Additionally, there has been a 

growing awareness of women's rights and gender equality, especially in urban settings. 

Nevertheless, honour killings continue to occur in various regions of the country, particularly 

in rural areas where traditional cultural and social norms remain deeply entrenched. 

 

Honour killings frequently arise when individuals, especially women, partake in actions that 

defy established norms regarding marriage, caste, religion, or sexual relationships. These acts 

are predominantly perpetrated by family members, who often justify their actions as essential 

for preserving the family's honour. In the realm of marriage, individuals who choose to marry 

outside their caste, religion, or against their family's preferences are frequently targeted. 

Likewise, women who engage in premarital relationships, pursue divorce, or form relationships 

with individuals of lower caste or differing religious backgrounds are often subjected to such 

violence. 
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The precise number of honour killings in India is challenging to determine due to significant 

underreporting, unreliable data, and the stigma associated with these crimes. Many families 

may seek to obscure the true nature of such incidents, often categorizing them as accidents or 

suicides to evade social repercussions and legal ramifications. Furthermore, social pressures, 

fear of retaliation, and insufficient support for victims and witnesses frequently hinder the 

reporting of honour killings. Nevertheless, research and human rights organizations indicate a 

troubling increase in the incidence of these killings in recent years. Factors such as heightened 

awareness of personal autonomy, evolving marital customs, and the rise of inter-caste and 

interfaith unions have incited a backlash in certain communities, resulting in more violent acts 

committed in the name of honour. 

 

This paper aims to conduct a comprehensive analysis of the factors that contribute to honour 

killings in India. It delves into the socio-cultural and psychological elements that drive such 

violence, including the influence of patriarchy, caste systems, and societal norms that govern 

individual behaviour, particularly that of women. Additionally, it scrutinizes the legal 

framework in India, pinpointing the gaps and shortcomings that impede effective prosecution 

and deterrence of honour killings. Although India has established laws that criminalize murder 

and domestic violence, the enforcement of these laws is frequently insufficient, and 

accountability for perpetrators of honour-based violence is lacking. In numerous instances, law 

enforcement agencies hesitate to intervene due to fears of social backlash or the sway of 

powerful local communities that endorse the practice. 

 

Ultimately, tackling the issue of honour killings necessitates a multifaceted strategy. Legal 

reforms, enhanced enforcement of existing laws, awareness initiatives, and education on 

gender equality and human rights are essential to challenge the social structures that sustain 

such violence. There must also be a concerted effort to create a supportive environment for 

victims and witnesses. 

 

2. Patterns of Honour Killings in India 

Honour killings in India illustrate a troubling and intricate pattern of violence rooted in socio-

cultural norms, patriarchal ideologies, and entrenched caste or religious frameworks. Although 

women are predominantly the victims of these acts, men can also be targeted, particularly in 

instances of inter-caste or inter-religious unions that challenge conventional standards. Such 
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killings are generally perpetrated by family members, including parents, siblings, or extended 

relatives, who rationalize their actions as a means of restoring the family's perceived honour. 

 

2.1 Common Triggers for Honour Killings   

Honour killings are primarily driven by actions or behaviors deemed to bring dishonour or 

shame to a family or community. The most prevalent triggers include: 

2.1.1 Inter-Caste Marriages: Couples who choose to marry outside their caste, especially in 

rural regions where caste hierarchies are strictly upheld, often face significant risks. The breach 

of caste norms is perceived as a direct challenge to the social order and family reputation.   

2.1.2 Inter-Religious Marriages: Unions between individuals of differing religious 

backgrounds are frequently targeted due to existing communal and religious tensions.   

2.1.3 Love Marriages: In various parts of India, love marriages are viewed as acts of rebellion 

against the traditional practice of arranged marriages. Families may interpret these unions as 

defiance, particularly if the chosen partner is considered socially or economically 

inappropriate.   

2.1.4 Premarital Relationships: Women who engage in premarital relationships or are 

perceived to be sexually active outside of marriage often encounter violence in the name of 

safeguarding family honour.   

2.1.5 Rejection of Arranged Marriages: The refusal to accept a designated partner, often 

stemming from personal choice or aspirations, can result in violent consequences.   

2.1.6 Sexual Orientation: In rare instances, individuals who disclose their LGBTQ+ identity 

may also experience violence in communities with strict gender and sexual norms.  

 

2.2 Geographical Patterns   

Honour killings are notably more frequent in specific regions of India, particularly in the 

northern and northwestern states, where traditional customs and patriarchal ideologies are 

prevalent. These regions include: 

2.2.1 Uttar Pradesh: This state, characterized by a deeply rooted caste system and 

conservative social norms, reports a significant number of honour killings.   

2.2.2 Haryana: Renowned for its patriarchal society, honour killings in Haryana frequently 

involve khap panchayats (caste councils), which may endorse such actions.   

2.2.3 Rajasthan: The persistence of traditional and caste-based customs in rural areas of 

Rajasthan contributes to a high incidence of honour killings.   

2.2.4 Punjab: This practice is relatively widespread, particularly in instances of inter-caste or 
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inter-religious marriages.   

While urban areas experience fewer honour killings compared to rural locales, they are not 

entirely exempt. In cities, such incidents often involve migrants from rural backgrounds who 

carry their traditional values, leading to conflicts when younger generations adopt more 

progressive perspectives. 

 

2.3 Involvement of Family and Communities 

The perpetrators of honour killings are almost always close family members, such as fathers, 

brothers, or uncles, who view it as their duty to restore the family’s honour. In some cases, 

mothers and female relatives are complicit, either by actively participating in the crime or by 

remaining silent. Entire communities, including khap panchayats, sometimes endorse and even 

orchestrate these killings, providing moral or logistical support to the perpetrators. This 

communal involvement reinforces the culture of impunity surrounding honour-based violence. 

 

2.4 Underlying Socio-Cultural Factors 

2.4.1 Patriarchy: A deeply rooted patriarchal structure underpins honour killings, with 

women’s autonomy and choices perceived as a threat to male authority and societal norms. 

2.4.2 Caste System: The caste system perpetuates rigid social boundaries, and inter-caste 

unions are viewed as a violation of these boundaries. 

2.4.3 Religious Conservatism: Strict interpretations of religious practices contribute to 

intolerance towards inter-religious relationships or deviations from traditional norms. 

2.4.4 Fear of Social Ostracism: Families fear losing social status or being ostracized by their 

community if they fail to act against perceived dishonour. 

 

3. Underlying Factors of Honour Killings 

Honour killings in India arise from a complex interplay of socio-cultural, psychological, and 

economic elements that are deeply embedded in the nation’s traditions and social structure. 

These elements not only sustain this form of violence but also foster an atmosphere of 

acceptance or implicit endorsement within communities. The following is a comprehensive 

examination of the primary factors that contribute to the ongoing occurrence of honour killings. 

 

3.1 Patriarchal Society 

The patriarchal framework of Indian society exerts significant control over women's 
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independence, primarily defining their roles as guardians of familial and communal honour. 

Women are frequently regarded as embodiments of virtue and chastity, with their conduct 

perceived as a reflection of family dignity. Any departure from conventional gender 

expectations—such as selecting a partner, engaging in premarital relationships, or rejecting 

arranged marriages—is viewed as a direct affront to the family's authority and societal 

conventions. This perspective cultivates a culture where the preservation of "honour" is of 

utmost importance, often resulting in violent actions to reclaim it. Men are also affected; in 

instances of inter-caste or interfaith unions, male partners may be targeted to reaffirm control 

and dominance.  

 

3.2 Caste and Community System 

The entrenched caste system in India plays a significant role in honour killings, as it enforces 

rigid social hierarchies and promotes endogamous marriage practices (marriage within one’s 

caste). Inter-caste unions, particularly those involving individuals from lower castes (Dalits), 

are perceived as a violation of the established social order and the sanctity of the upper castes. 

Such unions frequently elicit extreme responses, including violence condoned by families and 

even caste councils (khap panchayats). These councils often serve as enforcers of caste-based 

social norms, issuing directives for killings or other punitive measures to maintain traditional 

boundaries. 

 

3.3 Religious Orthodoxy   

Religious conservatism significantly contributes to the occurrence of honour killings, 

especially in the context of interfaith marriages. Unions between individuals from different 

religious backgrounds are frequently perceived as a challenge to religious identity and social 

unity. Within conservative religious circles, such marriages are regarded as unacceptable, and 

violence is often rationalized as a necessary measure to uphold religious integrity and avert the 

perceived erosion of faith. Campaigns against interfaith unions, sometimes referred to as “love 

jihad” in specific contexts, intensify this problem by legitimizing opposition to these marriages 

and providing ideological justification for honour-based violence. 

 

3.4 Economic Factors   

Economic dynamics also influence honour killings, particularly in areas where dowries, 

inheritance, and family wealth are pivotal to social status. Marriages that diverge from family 

expectations can threaten financial arrangements, such as dowry transactions, or disrupt 
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inheritance schemes. In communities where land or property serves as a crucial indicator of 

status, families may resort to honour killings to avert perceived financial detriment or to 

safeguard their economic interests. For example, a marriage to an unsuitable partner could 

instigate disputes over land ownership or jeopardize alliances with powerful families. 

 

3.5 Social Pressures   

The fear of social exclusion and the overwhelming pressure to uphold family reputation compel 

many families to engage in honour killings. In rural and conservative settings, social standing 

is closely linked to adherence to traditional values. Families often confront the risk of ostracism 

or disgrace if a member's actions are deemed dishonourable. This apprehension drives families 

to resort to violence as a means of restoring their social reputation. Community dynamics 

further complicate the situation, as neighbours and local leaders may support or even promote 

such actions to reinforce collective norms and deter others from challenging societal 

expectations. 

 

4. Legal Deficiencies and Challenges in Enforcement 

While honour killings are illegal in India, legal and systemic deficiencies often prevent the 

effective prosecution of perpetrators: 

 

4.1 Weak Legal Framework: Although honour killings are considered a criminal offense 

under Indian law, there is no specific law targeting honour killings. The absence of a 

comprehensive legal provision results in inconsistent application of existing criminal laws such 

as murder or culpable homicide. 

 

4.2 Underreporting and Victim Blaming: Honour killings are frequently underreported, 

particularly in rural areas where families and communities may attempt to cover up the crime 

to avoid social stigma. Law enforcement authorities may also be reluctant to pursue cases, 

especially if they involve powerful families or caste leaders. In some cases, law enforcement 

may sympathize with perpetrators, viewing them as upholding social order. 

 

4.3 Insufficient Witness Protection: In many cases, witnesses who could testify against 

perpetrators of honour killings are either unwilling or unable to come forward due to fear of 

retaliation. The lack of witness protection programs exacerbates this issue, as victims' families 

often face severe repercussions for cooperating with authorities. 
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4.4 Inefficient Judicial System: The Indian judicial system is often slow and overwhelmed, 

leading to prolonged trials and delayed justice. Honour killing cases are no exception, and 

perpetrators may avoid punishment due to the lack of timely and effective judicial intervention. 

 

4.5 Political and Social Influence: Political considerations often interfere with the pursuit of 

justice in honour killing cases, particularly when perpetrators belong to influential families or 

political groups. The intertwining of politics with local power structures can undermine law 

enforcement efforts, leading to impunity for the perpetrators. 

 

5. Recommendations 

To address the issue of honour killings in India, it is imperative to implement targeted 

legislative reforms that criminalize these acts and ensure accountability for the offenders. 

Legislation must clearly define honour killings, impose stringent penalties, and prohibit the 

participation of community councils, such as khap panchayats, in these offenses. Additionally, 

enhancing law enforcement capabilities is crucial; this includes providing specialized training 

for police officers to manage cases with sensitivity, protect victims and witnesses, and conduct 

thorough and unbiased investigations. The establishment of fast-track courts specifically for 

honour killing cases can facilitate a more efficient judicial process, ensuring timely justice, 

while witness protection programs are essential to safeguard those who testify against the 

accused. 

 

Beyond legal frameworks, fostering societal change is vital. Public awareness initiatives should 

aim to educate communities on gender equality, human rights, and the ethical implications of 

honour killings, utilizing schools, media outlets, and local organizations as key platforms. 

Empowering women through education and vocational training is essential to help them resist 

oppressive societal norms. Engaging the community is also important; religious and caste 

leaders, along with other influential figures, should champion the protection of individual rights 

and confront detrimental cultural practices. Encouraging open discussions within communities 

can facilitate a shift in societal perspectives, while NGOs and local organizations can offer 

support to victims and advocate for enduring cultural transformation. 
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6. Conclusion:- 

Honour killings remain a grave violation of human rights in India, driven by deeply entrenched 

socio-cultural, economic, and patriarchal norms that prioritize family and community honour 

over individual autonomy. The practice is fueled by rigid caste structures, religious orthodoxy, 

and societal pressures that demand conformity to traditional norms. While laws exist to address 

such crimes, ineffective enforcement, delayed judicial processes, and societal acceptance 

enable these acts to persist. 
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