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To my mother Randa Saifi-Husseini, my mentor, who taught me the joys of life and showed me the value of being grateful for every good thing that happens to me.

To my late father Ahmad Husseini, who dedicated himself to make sure we lived the best life. He did not live to see my accomplishments but I live better knowing that he would have been proud.

To my brother Moutaz, who has continuously shown support for my work and who still looks out for his little sister.

To my nephew and niece Zein and Hana: May ‘Murder in the Name of Honour’ be a thing of your past.

This book is also dedicated to every woman that has been murdered in the name of so-called honour.



FOREWORD

Jane Fonda

As I write this foreword, CNN is broadcasting the footage of a young woman being publicly stoned to death by a lynch mob, while the police just stand by watching. It pains me deeply to live in a world where a Kurdish woman has been killed for falling in love with a man from a different faith. Murders like this, which happen around the world, destroy the honour they are intended to restore. Honour is respect for life. Honour is respect for love. There is no honour in murder.

I first met Rana Husseini in 2005, at an international meeting of women in the media organized by Equality Now with journalists from Algeria, India, Jordan, Kenya, Palestine, Peru and Saudi Arabia. Rana Husseini was being honoured for her groundbreaking work as an investigative reporter for The Jordan Times. She had broken the silence on so-called ‘honour’ killings in Jordan. The stories were devastating, but Rana was utterly inspiring. She is a young woman of courage, committed to the principles of truth and justice, and her writing has sparked a national campaign in Jordan to stop this violence and to hold those responsible for it accountable under the law.

Rana’s work is a testament to the power of the pen over the sword, and this book will no doubt be an invaluable contribution to advocacy efforts around the world to end gender-based violence. No country is free from violence against women, and the UN has estimated that one in three women around the world will be beaten or raped in her lifetime. Domestic violence and rape are universal, while other forms of violence take culturally specific forms. Rana’s clear, strong voice cuts through the north/south, us/them divides that are so often used to marginalize violence against women in its varied forms.

Breaking the silence is only the first step towards social change. Rana’s work has provoked much discussion in Jordan, and it is heartening to know that over time attitudes have started to change and the legal system is beginning to take these ‘honour’ killings more seriously. In this heated debate, prejudice is plainly exposed and the way in which women are spoken of is all too familiar. Women as property and the sanctity of the hymen, dubbed by Rana as ‘the small piece of quasi-mythical flesh’ by which women’s value is measured, are all too familiar themes that reinforce discrimination against women around the world.

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights starts with the principle that ‘all human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights’, a principle universally challenged by violence against women. From the time she came across her first case of ‘honour’ killing, the murder of a girl by her brother for having been raped by her other brother, Rana Husseini has followed her instinct, guided by her heart and conscience. If enough people read this book, maybe the next time a young woman is being stoned to death for having fallen in love, someone will intervene to save her life.



INTRODUCTION

Imagine your sister or daughter being killed for chewing gum, for laughing at a joke in the street, for wearing make-up or a short skirt, for choosing her own boyfriend/husband or becoming pregnant.

This is what happens to five thousand women who are murdered each year in the name of honour; that’s thirteen women every single day. It is very likely that this figure, calculated by the UN in 2000, is a gross underestimate. Many cases are never reported and many more so-called honour killings are disguised as suicides and disappearances. This is something I know to be true in my home country of Jordan where, according to police and medical officials, there is an average of twenty-five so-called honour killings annually.

A so-called honour killing occurs when a family feels that their female relative has tarnished their reputation by what they loosely term ‘immoral behaviour’.1 The person chosen by the family to carry out the murder (usually male: a brother, father, cousin, paternal uncle or husband) brutally ends their female relative’s life to cleanse the family of the ‘shame’ she brought upon them. The title ‘honour killing’ is ironic in the extreme because these murders, and the manner in which they are carried out, lack any honour whatsoever.

It was in my capacity as a journalist writing for The Jordan Times, Jordan’s only English-language daily newspaper, that I had an eye-opening encounter with one such murder that changed my life forever. Thankfully, despite strict state censorship of the media when I started reporting in the mid-1990s, my courageous editors agreed that the story should be published. The resulting article, published on 6 October 1994, appeared under the headline ‘Murder in the name of honour’.

I did not know it then, but I had begun a quest that has since become all-consuming and has taken me all over the world. Thanks to the continued support of my editors, I was able to investigate and report on honour killings in depth. As time went on, I gradually realized that while reporting these crimes was a step in the right direction, it was never going to be enough – I had to do something else to end these senseless murders. So I began a sensational campaign to change the law and attitudes in Jordan, a campaign that I, along with many others, have since taken across the world.

This book tells my story so far, from my humble beginnings as a naïve but enthusiastic and stubborn journalist to the campaigns to change Jordanian law, as well as my experiences in other countries in the Middle East, and investigations into so-called honour killings across Europe (especially the UK) as well as the USA. This book is also an evaluation of the current situation around the world in terms of the numbers of honour killings and the laws available to murderers to escape justice. I am sure that many readers will be truly shocked to see just how widespread and out of control this phenomenon is across the world, from the Third World to the First.

Fighting so-called crimes of honour has proved to be a perilous and traumatic journey. My life has been regularly threatened and my reputation is under constant attack. I find myself frequently slandered and libelled. Examples include accusations that I am a ‘radical feminist seeking fame’ or that I’m a ‘western-collaborator intent on tarnishing the delicate fabric of the pure [Jordanian] society’.

Unfortunately, some influential and powerful people, such as MPs, judges, lawyers and policemen, have opposed me and, as extraordinary as it seems, believe that those who claim to have killed in the name of honour deserve lenient punishments, because everyone has the right to protect their family’s honour. In my own country, Jordanian law states that those who murder in a passionate frenzy (for example, men who have caught their wives in the embrace of another) deserve mercy. As we shall see, such laws and leniency are by no means unique to Jordan (for example, a similar law is still in place in the UK). Perpetrators are well aware of the sympathy shown by their country’s legal system, and abuse it to their advantage. Thus, in many cases, the crimes often have serious hidden intentions far removed from honour – such as the murder of female siblings in order to claim sole inheritance of the family estate. Murders are often meticulously planned by several family members but are then claimed as ‘crimes of honour’, again far removed from the state of blind anger associated with this crime.

Sometimes all that is needed to incite murder is a deliberate and malicious campaign of gossip. In fact, the majority of so-called honour killings I reported on were based on mere suspicion, something I have since seen repeated in countries across the world. The problem is not restricted to adultery. Generational conflict, teen culture, urbanization and adolescent rebellion are common trigger factors in immigrant communities in European countries as well as the USA.

As I have already mentioned, honour killing is a global phenomenon and takes place in many more countries than most people realize. Besides Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Brazil, Ecuador, Egypt, Palestine, India, Israel, Iraq, Pakistan, Morocco, Turkey, Yemen and Uganda, honour killings occur throughout Europe and the USA. The number of honour killings has been rising in recent years among immigrant communities in Europe, particularly Germany, France, Scandinavia and the UK – and the authorities have been caught napping. For example, British police are currently reviewing more than one hundred murder cases in the belated realization that they may in fact have been so-called honour killings.

Until recently, so-called honour killings have received little attention because they are all too often disguised as a traditional or cultural practice which has to be respected and accepted by everyone. Many people associate them exclusively with Islamic communities, but while some Muslims do murder in the name of honour – and sometimes claim justification through the teachings of Islam – Christians, Hindus, Sikhs and others also maintain traditions and religious justifications that attempt to legitimize honour killings.2 But crimes of honour are just that: crimes, pure and simple. For me, wherever their roots are supposed to lie, they are nothing to do with tradition, culture or religion. They are all about control – an effective method of regulating the freedom of movement, freedom of expression and sexuality of women. They violate rights to life, liberty and bodily integrity; they violate prohibition of torture or other cruel, inhuman or degrading punishment; the prohibition on slavery; the right to freedom from gender-based discrimination and sexual abuse and exploitation; the right to privacy and to marry and start a family.

I am not a legal, religious, cultural, historical, tribal, social or moral expert, but I am an Arab Muslim woman intent upon living in a sound society where all members benefit from justice, regardless of rank, religion, race or gender. I, like any other citizen of this world, seek to feel safe. I want to live as part of a system in which crimes are seen for what they are, freed of the double standards that mask their heinous nature, and punished with a severity that matches the crime.



CHAPTER 1

Murder in Amman

In summer the temperature in Jordan soars to the unpleasantly high thirties. Across the sweltering capital, those of Amman’s citizens who were fortunate enough not to have to make their living on the teeming streets hid away from the sun in the city’s many coffee shops.

It was 31 May 1994, the day that Kifaya’s mother, uncles and brothers had decided she would die.

In the built-up part of the conservative old city, Kifaya sat, tied to a chair in the kitchen of her family home. The sweets that her older brother, Khalid, had bought earlier to persuade her that everything was all right lay untouched on the counter.

Kifaya’s crime was to have allowed herself to be raped by her other brother, Mohammad. She had then been forced by her family secretly to abort his child and had been made to marry a man thirty-four years her senior, whom she had divorced after six miserable months.

She had shamed her family. There was only one solution.

Khalid held a glass to Kifaya’s lips, and told her to drink some water. He asked her to recite verses from the Quran and picked up a knife. Kifaya begged for mercy. Outside, the neighbours listened but did nothing as she started to scream.

* * *

‘You’re a professional,’ I muttered to myself. ‘Don’t worry, you’ll know what to say when you get there. Just stay focused, stay focused.’

It was 1 June 1994. I turned off Amman’s busy commuter highway and drove upwards with mounting apprehension towards one of the most impoverished areas of the city.

Jordan’s capital, home to two million souls, is always congested, but nowhere more so than in the poorest parts of the city. There’s no rail or metro system, and in old Amman, the narrow streets cannot hope to cope with freight trucks, buses and cars.

As I sat behind an ancient truck that coughed exhaust fumes at my battered rust-bucket of a car, I recited the words I’d read in the paper for the umpteenth time that morning. ‘Thirty-two-year-old man kills sixteen-year-old sister in Hashemi Shamali. Surrenders to police. Investigations underway.’

I don’t know how many times I saw similar four-line stories spread all over the Arabic press. Something told me that I needed to investigate these stories. As a twenty-six-year-old crime journalist, I was still somewhat uncertain of myself. I had been working for The Jordan Times, the only English-language daily in Jordan, for just nine months.

Journalism had become a career choice almost by accident. My father, a civil engineer, and my mother, a librarian, both supported my dreams of studying Public Relations and Advertising at a US university and so when I won a place at Oklahoma City University in 1987 they were only too happy for me to go.

This was around the time of the first Palestinian uprising, and a reporter called Corky Huffin asked me to write about the intifada (although I hold Jordanian nationality, I am originally Palestinian). I wrote the article and it was published. Corky then asked me to join the university’s newspaper since they always needed reporters, so I did and loved it. I wrote about women’s sports as I was an athlete myself (I played basketball for Jordan’s national team) and then switched majors, focusing on journalism.

During the final semester I worked for the weekly Oklahoma Gazette, where I wrote about social issues; I learned how people can make a difference and help each other and how journalism helps them to do this. By the time I returned to Jordan, I knew I wanted to focus on women’s issues but had no idea what I was about to get into.

As I drove deeper into the poor neighbourhood, the buildings became shabbier; the road narrowed and the streets soon became jammed with cars forced to a honking crawl as pedestrians spilled from the crowded pavements.

I stopped the car and rolled down the window. A young man was striding purposefully down the road towards me. I called out to him: ‘Have you heard about a young girl who’s been murdered?’

‘Who hasn’t?’ he replied, pointing back in the direction he’d come. ‘Round the corner, close to Omar’s barbershop, you’ll find her family’s house; she was killed there.’

It seemed as though everyone knew. This was, after all, a very crowded neighbourhood where everybody knew everyone else’s business. A real-life murder was a sure attention-getter in the absence of other distractions like movie theatres, parks or libraries.

‘Do you know why they killed her?’ I asked.

He was already walking away. ‘Because her brother raped her,’ he said casually.

Assuming I’d misheard him (who kills rape victims?), I soon found Omar’s barbershop and parked my car. As I got out, a loose paving slab wobbled under the sneakers I’d decided to wear in case I had to run away – I was about to stick my nose in some very private business. My non-traditional baggy T-shirt and loose-fitting jeans also helped me feel more comfortable, although I stuck out like a sore thumb in this conservative part of town.

I pushed the front door halfway open; the smell of stale cigarettes and hair grease overwhelmed me. Through the haze, I saw there were two empty chairs to my left. A fat man, who I assumed was the proprietor from the way he straddled the chair, faced me. Two skinny middle-aged men were slouched on a brown hole-ridden sofa to his left. They were all smoking.

‘Assalamu Alaikum,’ I said.

‘Wa Alaikum Assalam,’ they chorused.

‘A young girl was murdered around here, have you heard about this?’

At this the two men looked at each other and both sat up. ‘Yes,’ one of the skinnier ones said. ‘Who told you?’ he asked, suspiciously.

‘It was in the paper this morning.’ I pulled out the page I had torn from the newspaper and showed it to them while I remained on the doorstep.

‘It’s already made the papers?’ This development was apparently unwelcome. The barber took a drag of his cigarette and asked, ‘Who are you and why do you want to know?’

I declared confidently that I was a crime reporter working for The Jordan Times. Inside I was a bag of nerves. Media coverage only serves to keep any ‘scandal’ committed by the victim of the so-called honour crime alive, which is why so few reporters – in fact, no reporters whatsoever – investigated honour killings.

They didn’t respond, so I stepped through the door and sat on the sofa next to the two men. Hoping to win their confidence and encourage them to speak to me about the murder, I chatted with them casually about my job, my education in the USA, journalism, the country and politics.

Our chat revealed that the two men on the couch were her uncles. ‘Kifaya was not a good girl,’ one of them said, as if killing a ‘bad girl’ was acceptable.

Kifaya. Suddenly, my story had a name.

I stayed and we talked some more. Every now and again I asked why Kifaya had been killed, until one of the uncles said, ‘She was raped by Mohammad, her brother. That’s why she was killed.’

I straightened my back, and placed my notebook on my lap, not sure what to say next.

Eventually I said, ‘Why was she punished and not her brother? Why didn’t Kifaya’s family discipline him instead?’

One of the uncles looked worried. ‘Do you think we killed the wrong person?’

Her other uncle answered quickly, ‘Relax. We did the right thing.’

I struggled to contain my fury. It was as if they were speaking about a sheep. These men were part of the conspiracy. Her body not yet cold, yet here they were – on a sofa in a barbershop chatting with the owner and smoking cigarettes.

‘She seduced her brother. She tarnished the family’s honour and deserved to die,’ the skinnier uncle declared.

I sighed at his stupidity. Jordanian society blames women for everything: for being raped, for being harassed on the streets, for philandering husbands, for husbands who divorce them, for bearing a child of the wrong gender – the list is endless.

‘But why would she choose to sleep with her brother? If she wanted to sleep with a man, surely, she would not choose to sleep with her brother.’

Instead of answering my question, the barber stood up and said, ‘Why do you care for such a story?’

‘Why are you dressed like this?’ one of the uncles asked, pulling an expression of disgust at my jeans and T-shirt.

‘Why are you in our neighbourhood?’ the other continued. ‘You do not belong here. You have become westernized in America. You forget where you are now.’

I was clearly ‘not a good girl’. I thanked them and quickly left.

Outside, I looked at the houses stacked haphazardly on top of and overlapping each other. Kifaya’s wasn’t hard to find. Even the kids playing in the street could point me to the three-storey house situated at the end of the road. I looked at it with pain in my heart.

‘Why did they kill you?’ I asked myself. ‘You were only sixteen.’

I headed towards her neighbours; a shabby house where a newly-wed couple lived. They offered me tea and told me what they saw.

They had heard Kifaya scream and beg for mercy. They had seen her brother Khalid standing outside his house holding the bloodstained knife and shouting, ‘I have cleansed my family’s honour.’

His family was waiting to congratulate him.

Khalid then went to the nearest police station and turned himself in, claiming to have killed Kifaya to cleanse the honour of his family.

I arrived back at the newspaper offices frustrated and exhausted. I needed to exorcize this experience from my system by telling my story to my editor, Jennifer Hamarneh. Jennifer had arrived at The Jordan Times a couple of years before me. She was a tough editor and would often get mad when I made mistakes. But she taught me so much; though at times it was tough, I took on board what she was telling me in a positive way; I certainly didn’t make the same mistake twice.

‘I don’t want Kifaya’s murder to be just another crime story; I want so-called honour killings to become a national issue.’

Jennifer looked at me like she was weighing me up. ‘Tell the story, we’ll make space for it.’

I think Jennifer knew then that Kifaya’s story was going to change my life for good. In order to maintain objectivity, I had to suppress my great anger and sadness as I wrote, hoping that someone important, that any of our readers, would read it and would feel inspired to take action.

The following day my story appeared on page three with a headline that read: ‘Victim of incestuous rape killed by second brother’.

The next morning George Hawatmeh, my former editor-in-chief, took a call from a Jordanian woman, who described herself as an intellectual who worked in an official position. George was also a strong believer in the fight against so-called honour crimes and was immediately thrilled at the thought that the caller was also outraged at this appalling murder and wanted to voice her objection. Perhaps she wanted to use her influential post to exert some pressure on the government to help prosecute all those involved in Kifaya’s murder.

But his hopes were immediately dashed. She shouted down the phone at George: ‘You should stop Rana Husseini from reporting these crimes because they do not exist in Jordan! This does not happen in our society!’

Luckily, George and Jennifer disagreed and supported me when I told them I wanted to become the voice of these women whose lives have been wiped out and every record of their existence destroyed by their family. I would expose each and every murder I heard about.

I didn’t realize then quite how busy I was going to be.



CHAPTER 2

Interview with a Killer

As I began to write more and more about honour killings, with the support of opinion writers and my editors, so our postbags began to swell. The readers of The Jordan Times are mostly the affluent English-speaking minority, many of whom were already aware of violence against women, but remained apathetic until we started reporting the cases in depth.

At the start of each week I’d arrive at work to find my own inbox filled with threatening letters. A typical one said, ‘If you don’t stop reporting these murders, I will send someone to visit you at your home or workplace.’

Another memorable warning read: ‘I’m going to clean my hunting rifle; it’s the season for hunting coloured birds.’ Oddly enough, far from deterring me, threats like these made me all the more determined to carry on. I had found my life’s mission.

As well as the threats, our postbags also began to fill with letters of support from readers, expressing their anger and outrage about the killing of innocent women and the leniency shown to killers for murder in the first degree.

But even some supporters, friends and colleagues were discouraging, and argued that we were wasting our time with a lost cause. ‘No one will listen to you,’ one friend told me. ‘Nothing ever changes in this country.’ Many urged me instead to write about politics because it was ‘more rewarding’ and because achieving social change was next to impossible.

I listened, but simply followed my heart and my conscience. These women needed a voice. They were lost souls, buried without ceremony in unmarked graves; it was as if they’d never existed. People needed to know that they had lived, loved and died in the cruellest manner possible. They needed to know who had murdered them and why their killers had gone unpunished.

I first met Sarhan in 1999, when CNN decided to film a documentary about so-called honour crimes in Jordan and approached me to be part of it. The programme makers wanted to interview prisoners who had killed their female relatives to cleanse their family honour, or who were in prison awaiting a court verdict.

I agreed immediately. Back then it was almost impossible for a Jordanian reporter to be allowed to interview prisoners at all. This restriction, however, did not apply to the majority of foreign media representatives who were welcome to film inside prisons and interview any inmate they wanted. The double standards towards the two different media bodies still apply on occasion in other bureaucratic institutions around the country.

It was decided that the shoot was to take place at the Jweideh Correctional and Rehabilitation Centre, home to over a thousand men waiting to be tried for crimes ranging from robbery to first-degree murder.

After going through several security checks, the CNN crew and I were ushered into a small, windowless room filled with half-a-dozen prison guards and officials in civilian clothes. The crew began setting up their equipment and adjusting their cameras. I was directed to sit on a chair. The guards kept eyeing me, wondering what was so special about me that CNN wanted me on their programme.

A few minutes later, a well-built man in his late twenties entered the room, accompanied by several guards who seated him opposite me.

One of the prison officials said, ‘This is Sarhan, he killed his sister to cleanse his honour.’

Oddly, Sarhan had a wide smile on his face, apparently welcoming the attention.

His sister, Yasmin, had been raped by her brother-in-law. Knowing full well the consequences of such a crime, she had turned herself in to the police, rather than risk the wrath of her family.

Sarhan headed to the police station the following day and tried to bail out his sister. His request was refused; the police thought he might kill her because she had lost her virginity.

Sarhan went to a friend’s house and stayed there for a couple of days. When he returned home, he found his sister in the living room. Without uttering a word he shot her four times with an unlicensed gun and turned himself in.

The minute we made eye contact, I felt rage beginning to boil inside me. I tried hard to suppress it; I wanted to remain professional. I didn’t want to get emotionally involved, not now.

‘I killed her because she was no longer a virgin,’ he told me. ‘She made a mistake, willingly or not. It is better that one person dies than the whole family of shame and disgrace. It is like a box of apples. If you have one rotten apple would you keep it or get rid of it? I just got rid of it.’

When I challenged Sarhan by pointing out that his act contradicted the teachings of Islam and was punishable by God, he said, ‘I know that killing my sister is against Islam and it angered God, but I had to do what I had to do and I will answer to God when the time comes.’

He added: ‘People refused to talk with us. They told us to go cleanse our honour; then we were allowed to talk with them. Death is the only solution to end disgrace ... Even if we had wed my sister society would not stop talking. They only stopped talking when she is dead.’

The story didn’t end there. A few weeks later I was covering a high-profile case of a Jordanian teenager who killed his entire family because, he said, of the pressure they were putting on him to pass his school exams.

I was at court when I noticed a familiar face among the crowd. It was Sarhan! I could not even guess why he was a free man after such a short time in prison.

I found a seat next to him on the bench. He flashed the same smile he gave me during our interview. When the court adjourned for a ten-minute break, I was able to exchange a few words with him.

‘What are you doing here? Who wants to be back in the courtroom where he was tried?’ I asked him. He told me proudly that he had returned to offer support to a defendant with whom he had struck up a friendship during his incarceration.

I asked him how he ended up receiving such a lenient penalty when the facts of his sister’s case were clear; it was a premeditated murder. Sarhan explained he took the advice of one of the officials who questioned him after he had turned himself in. Sarhan told the investigator in his initial testimony that he decided to kill his sister after learning that she was no longer a virgin. He said he asked his family to bail her out and that he waited for them to bring her home, which they did. The minute she walked in, he shot her to death.

The investigator informed him that if he insisted on this version then he might face life imprisonment and advised him to change his story to say he was taken by surprise by his sister’s rape and the loss of her virginity, in order to get the lightest sentence possible. His lawyer gave him the same advice when the case was about to be heard in court.

Sarhan’s confession meant that his father was an accomplice – a fact that was nowhere to be found in the verdict or in the charge sheet.

‘I took the stand and told the judges that I had to kill my sister, because if I did not kill her, it would have been like killing more than a thousand men from my tribe.’

I told him this was impossible. How could a court accept such an argument?

After the court session had finished, I followed Sarhan outside. Again, I asked him why he killed her. Again, I pointed out that she had been raped. She was not at fault. He repeated what he had already told me; that she had to die because she had lost her virginity.

He said that he sat with his father, his mother, his uncles and around eight hundred men of his tribe and they had reached this consensus together. ‘If I hadn’t killed her, people would look down on me. Once she was raped, she was no longer a girl. My only alternative was to kill her. Death is the only way to erase shame.’

He also told me that his family and relatives visited him in prison to congratulate him on the act. Nevertheless, he did indicate that he was not entirely comfortable with what he’d done and told me he’d been ‘forced’ to kill his sister, whom he grew up with and loved deeply.

‘I know my sister was killed unjustly but what can I do? This is how society thinks. Nobody really wants to kill his own sister,’ he said.

I asked him why Yasmin’s rapist was neither similarly punished nor questioned by his family. Sarhan said his brother-in-law had vanished. He insisted that if he found him he would kill him as well.

During the course of our conversation, I asked Sarhan how long his sentence was.

‘One month for possession of an unregistered firearm and six months for the misdemeanour.’

I sat in shock. Misdemeanour?!

Sarhan had pleaded guilty to manslaughter and possessing an unlicensed gun during the trial, but the court decided that he did in fact ‘benefit from a reduction in penalty because he committed his crime in a fit of fury.’

‘Sarhan lost his temper and killed his sister in a moment of extreme rage after learning she was no longer a virgin. This was proven by the medical report,’ the court verdict said. The court considered the girl’s loss of her virginity a crime – even though it was clearly recorded by the court that she was raped. This lenience was made possible by Article 98 of the Penal Code which permits those acting in a ‘fit of fury’ to benefit from reduced penalties.

I couldn’t understand the verdict. I immediately sought out one of the tribunal’s three judges. Many judges had already heard of me and I had managed to build up relationships with some of them, and so one of them agreed to an interview. I had to be extremely careful about how I discussed any issue with the members of the judiciary; as a rule, no doubting, blaming or questioning was allowed. Judges were and still are considered to be among the most respected authorities in the kingdom. It was going to be extremely difficult for me to hold my tongue.

The judge was welcoming, and ordered us some mint tea. As soon as it had been poured I took a deep breath and started the interview. ‘How do you explain that Sarhan received only six months when the case clearly does not qualify under the fit of fury clause as stipulated in Article 98 of the Penal Code? The girl was raped and it was not her fault,’ I said. Yasmin had turned herself in to the police for protection. Before the authorities released her, her father signed a guarantee that she would not be harmed. Obviously – to me, at least – the ‘fit of fury’ argument should not apply in the court’s consideration of the case, since, plainly, the murder was planned and coldly executed.

The judge took a sip of mint tea. ‘The rape happened within the family, so it was clearly a family affair. Sarhan killed his sister after family encouragement, so this murder was a product of our culture.’

‘But what about Yasmin? Who should then defend her? She was also a victim. Was her life worth nothing?’

The judge looked at me and said nothing. For a fleeting second, I felt that my argument had had an impact on him. But it was time for me to leave; the judge told me he was a busy man. I had pushed too hard.

Inam Asha, a social worker and activist who had seen Yasmin at the police station, offered me further details. The head of the station told her about the interrogation that took place. Yasmin had arrived at the station with her brother-in-law, the rapist, and he had asked her to claim that someone else raped her to cover up his crime. Yasmin tried to obey but because she was scared she kept getting the story wrong. Finally, after one of the interrogators slapped her across the face, she collapsed and told the truth.

My courtroom encounter with Sarhan was not the last. He was repeatedly interviewed by many local and international media agencies, some of which I worked for as a mediator. On one occasion, after Sarhan had finished an interview, I asked him if he regretted what he had done. He said that the murder had ruined his life. Today, he said, no woman wants to marry him. He had tried to seek the hand of eleven women in marriage, but they all refused, including a cousin whose father had encouraged him to kill his sister.

‘They all refused for fear that I might kill them or my daughters one day. But if I were put in the same situation again I would kill my sister and any other sister who goes through the same thing. This is our society, this is how we are brought up and it will never change.’

He nostalgically told me he was treated as a hero in prison. ‘All the men who were with me for the same reason in prison were treated as heroes by everybody.’ Once he was back in the real world, he was ignored and felt worthless.

Sarhan kept telling me how much he loved his sister, even though he ended her life. ‘She was so close to me. She was the one who resembled me the most. I had to kill her, I had no other choice. This is what our society wants. It is better to sacrifice one soul than to sacrifice my whole family.’

But he insisted his sibling died unjustly. ‘I am sure of that fact. No one wants to be the one to kill his sister, but traditions and society inflict things on us that we really do not want to do. If society would not have shunned us after her rape, we would not have killed her and instead locked her inside the house until she died or someone married her.’

Sarhan’s family’s promises of rewarding him and helping him out for killing his sister were never fulfilled. He has been unable to find regular work and instead does odd jobs every now and then.

In one of our most recent interviews, he told me, ‘To be honest with you, Rana, I am scared to have female children because society is harsh and I have a feeling that I might want to bury my female daughter because this is what I would feel is right… I wish my other sister would get married quickly because women are a source of concern. If something goes wrong, they do not pay the price; we do.’

He also acknowledged that his lenient punishment would encourage him and other males to murder again in the name of honour.

‘If the state amends the law to execute men who kill their female relatives or lock us behind bars for good, I do not think that any family would venture and push her male relative to kill. No family wants to see its male relative executed or locked up for good.’

His final comment to me was, ‘I hope that the situation will change because I alone cannot change or fix things in my society. My whole society has to change.’

Even Khalid, who admitted to murdering Kifaya, received a lenient sentence of seven-and-a-half years and was released for good behaviour two years early. I only found out by accident when I returned to the scene of the crime to try and speak to Kifaya’s father. They weren’t there but the neighbours told me that Khalid was living on the first floor of their three-storey building. Feelings of anger and excitement flowed through my veins as I climbed the stairs and knocked on his door.

The door opened slowly and a short, tired-looking man in his mid-thirties asked me who I was. He invited me into the tiny one-room flat. Inside, he had mattresses spread out on the floor and so I chose a small one and sat on it. Khalid called his wife and asked her to make us some tea.

I started by asking him about his days in prison. ‘All my cellmates sympathized with me and treated me as a champion. All the men who were in the prison for killing their sisters or female relatives were treated as champions.’

He told me he realized that what he did was against the Sharia (Islamic law), ‘but society is stronger than me or religion. I had to kill her to preserve the family’s honour. Society imposes rules on us and I did it to please society. No one was talking to me in the street. We live in a backward society that imposes backward ideas on our lives.’

He also told me bitterly that he suffered even though he was treated as a hero in prison. ‘It was a tough experience that I had to go through. I have four children that I have been deprived of being with for over five years and now I am trying to compensate for these lost years.’

‘Do you regret killing your sister and if you were put in the same situation again would you kill her?’

His answer was similar to many I would hear from killers I interviewed over the coming years.

‘No, I do not regret killing Kifaya. But if I went back in time, I would not kill my sister. I would tie her up like a sheep in the house until she either died or someone married her. I have wasted enough of my life in prison and I would not repeat the same mistake.’

His words made me realize that Khalid was, like his sister, but to a lesser extent, a victim of his own society; a victim of ancient and unfair traditions that turned a normal human being into a killer.

Three years after Kifaya’s murder, I found her father. I had been planning to do a follow-up story on her family but hadn’t held out much hope of finding them in the same area. I knocked on the door and it was opened slowly, revealing a white-haired and sad-faced man in his mid-fifties. He invited us in, confirming in a sorrowful voice, ‘Yes, I am her father’.

He ushered us into the sparsely furnished living room. A small coffee table was surrounded by mattresses where we sat. Kifaya’s father called one of his daughters and asked her to make us tea.

‘I am against what they did,’ he told me. ‘I would never have allowed anyone to kill my daughter, no matter what. Damn them for taking such a decision.’

At the time of the murder, he was working in the USA. ‘I immediately returned to Jordan when I heard that my daughter had been killed. I could not believe it. I did not expect them to kill her. They did it because they were jealous of me living and working in the US.’ He laughed bitterly and told me, ‘You should see the kind of life I had in the US they were so envious of. I worked the dirty jobs that most immigrants take – as a garbage collector, a mechanic, a grass-cutter.’

I felt his bitterness as he talked. He told me that his wife, Kifaya’s mother, died of cancer six months after her daughter’s murder.

‘Kifaya’s mother had a hand in her death,’ he added.

I was startled. ‘What do you mean?’ I asked him quickly.

‘Her mother helped plot her murder along with her uncles,’ he explained.

I screamed, ‘But why?’ He couldn’t give me an answer. I thought that maybe she had no choice because they might have killed her as well had she not helped.

One of Kifaya’s sisters offered me a small glass of tea. Her two siblings sat quietly next to their father. I asked him about Mohammad, the brother who raped Kifaya. ‘Let him rot in prison. I have no sympathy for him. I do not want to see him ever again in my life.’

I then asked for his permission to discuss Kifaya’s murder with his three daughters. The eldest sister, who was fifteen at the time of the murder, said Kifaya did not deserve to be killed and Mohammad was to blame for all the misery they had endured since her death.

The middle-aged sister, who was thirteen at the time, was undecided; she did not know what to think. The youngest sister, twelve at the time of the murder, was the most critical of her sister’s actions. She blamed Kifaya for everything that had since gone wrong and accused her of destroying the stability of their family. She told me Kifaya had ruined her father and that both brothers were in jail because of her.

I asked the older sister if they had a photo of Kifaya. I just wanted to see her face and see what she looked like. I wanted to read her features, to try and get to know her, to establish her identity.

‘We don’t have any photos of Kifaya. Her uncles burned them all.’

It was as if she had never existed.



CHAPTER 3

Honour as an Excuse

Zarqa, about thirty kilometres north of Amman, is Jordan’s industrial capital. It sits on the edge of the great eastern desert that stretches all the way to Iraq and Saudi Arabia. Founded in the 1920s, the large town is home to Jordan’s main oil refinery as well as several military bases. Together, they have turned the river black.

In the autumn of 1995, Zarqa’s market square was packed with people, vehicles and goods as usual. Traders competed with the old trucks to be heard and shoppers shouted to each other as they discussed the wares, competing in the din.

Suddenly, a window in a residential house above the square shattered. Stunned shoppers screamed as they saw a young woman plunge twenty feet through a shop awning, landing headfirst on the pavement. Still conscious, she fought to stand, but, badly concussed, she swayed and half-collapsed, half-sat down in the street.

A horrified shopkeeper who had rushed outside recognized the young woman. Her name was Kifaya and she was twenty-three years old. He looked up at the window and saw her brother Mohammad, shouting at the fallen woman. He knew Mohammad well; everyone knew him to be a troublemaker who had been in and out of prison for various petty crimes. He held a pistol in his hand. People thronging in the busy street screamed and ran for cover as he fired; the first three bullets missed their target, ricocheting off the road.

The shopkeeper started to run to help Kifaya, but he was too late. The fourth bullet was deadly. It struck her in the head.

* * *

On 30 December 1995, I went to the Criminal Court as part of my routine tour looking for new verdicts. Most verdicts were usually published at the end of each month. I knocked and entered the office of one of the judges with whom I had become friendly.
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