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“HONOR KILLINGS” AND THE MUSLIM BAN:
HOW PRESIDENT TRUMP’S EXECUTIVE ORDERS ARE PREMISED ON ANIMUS
AND NEGATIVE STEREOTYPES AGAINST MUSLIMS
In January 2017, President Donald Trump signed Executive Order 13679, “Protecting the Nation
From Foreign Terrorist Entry Into the United States” (First Executive Order).1 After a number of
federal courts blocked that order from going into effect, President Trump, in March 2017, signed
Executive Order 13780 (Second Executive Order).2 These orders—known as President Trump’s
Muslim Ban—have garnered much attention because of their provisions that would temporarily
ban the entry of travelers from several overwhelmingly Muslim countries3 and suspend all
refugee admissions into the country.
Less well-known but equally damaging, however, are provisions in both Executive Orders that
require the regular collection and publication of information about “honor killings,” a
phenomenon that has no connection to international terrorism and reference to which is used
almost exclusively to stigmatize Muslims by portraying them as regressive, uncivilized, and
inherently prone to violence.4 While President Trump and his administration have asserted that
the Executive Orders are not designed to discriminate against Muslims, the inclusion of the term
and directive regarding “honor killings” make clear that animus against Muslims is in fact that
overriding purpose.
Background
The term “honor killing” refers to the killing of a woman who is perceived to have brought
shame upon her family by her relatives in the name of restoring family honor.5 Even though this
form of gender-based violence occurs across a variety of demographic backgrounds, the term is
almost exclusively employed as a means of referring to such acts within Muslim families or
families perceived to be Muslim.6 As the research of scholars like Columbia University
anthropologist Lila Abu-Lughod has shown,7 the term’s appearance in public discourse is almost
always linked specifically to Islam, and its invocation has become a powerful rhetorical tool
through which to implicitly attack the religion and its followers.8
The First Executive Order uses the term in precisely this manner, wasting little time before
invoking “honor killings” as a partial justification for the Muslim Ban’s very existence. In
Section 1 of that Order, which clarifies its purpose, President Trump asserts that the United
States “should not admit those who engage in acts of bigotry or hatred (including ‘honor’ killings
[and] other forms of violence against women).”9 The Second Executive Order, while nixing this
barefaced attempt to link the problem of violence against women to the populations of
predominantly Muslim countries, nevertheless retained its predecessor’s instructions for the
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creation of a report that would serve the same purpose, directing the Secretary of Homeland
Security to gather and make public “information regarding the number and types of acts of
gender-based violence against women, including so-called ‘honor killings,’ in the United States
by foreign nationals.”10 The Second Executive Order mandates that the inaugural report be
released six months after the Order’s effective date, with subsequent reports released every six
months thereafter with no specified end date.11
The only purpose of this reporting mechanism is to stigmatize Muslims by reinforcing the false
and harmful stereotype that “honor killings”—and violence against women more broadly—are
“culturally specific form[s] of violence” that are connected to Islam and to Muslim men in
particular.12 This is utterly and demonstrably false. Neither Islamic law nor the faith’s major
religious leaders condone “honor crimes,” and there have been numerous and repeated
statements from Muslim religious leaders explicitly condemning these acts of violence against
women.13 Nevertheless, the “honor crimes” label has consistently been selectively applied to
those violent crimes against women whose perpetrators are perceived to be Muslim, regardless of
whether or not religion plays any role in the acts.14 In explaining how the term’s usage reflects
observer bias rather than objective fact, Professor Abu-Lughod has written:
The population concern with the honor crime solidifies certain violences as timeless
cultural practices associated with particular kinds of communities defined by their alien
difference from us, rather than treating them as the perverse and diverse acts of
individuals in different circumstances.15
Regrettably, violence against women is a global phenomenon that knows no national or religious
boundaries.16 Rather than acknowledging this, President Trump’s Muslim Ban seeks to associate
the global scourge of violence against women with the populations of several overwhelmingly
Muslim countries, and in so doing serves only to reinforce a xenophobic and prejudicial
stereotype of the Muslim community.
“Honor killings” in public discourse
In the United States, media coverage and political commentary that invoke the term “honor
killing” almost always do so in a way that links such crimes to Islam.17 In 2009, for example, the
New York Daily News reported on a murder that took place near Buffalo, NY; the headline read:
“Muslim TV mogul Muzzammil Hassan’s alleged beheading of wife…may be ‘honor killing,’”
despite the absence of evidence that religion played any role in the crime.18 Similarly, Fox News
reported on the murder by citing “experts” who determined that the murder’s “fierce and
gruesome nature…signal[ed] it’s an honor killing.”19 Less than one month prior, both media
outlets reported on a Chinese student at Virginia Tech who beheaded a female friend; no mention
was made of the man’s religion, and no speculation as to his “honor-related” motivations was
made.20
This pattern of associating Islam and “honor killings” is also visible in statement that reduce all
perpetrators and victims of “honor killing” to Muslims: a July 2016 New York Post article about
“honor killing” in the United States, for example, described such violence as “Muslim-onMuslim” crime.21 Such comments lay blame for this violence squarely and exclusively at the feet
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of the Muslim community. This kind of coverage both informs and in reinforced by the
perceived linkage between “honor killing” and the adherents of Islam. As a result, this has
bolstered the term’s power as a rhetorical device in the hands of anti-Muslim activists, who often
invoke it as a means of implicitly attacking and demeaning Muslims and their faith.
The term “honor killing” makes frequent appearances in the speeches and writings of prominent
anti-Muslim voices and the organizations with which they are affiliated. Its use in attacking
Islam and its adherents as retrograde and violent is consistent and can easily be observed over a
number of years. For example:
•

In 2008, Robert Spencer, the director of the anti-Muslim blog Jihad Watch stated after an
alleged “honor killing” took place in the United States that the crime was “the direct
result of…a failure to confront the ugly realities of Islam.”22

•

In 2009, the Center for Security Policy—an organization that has been deemed an antiMuslim hate group by the Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC)23—published an article
by Nonie Darwish in which she wrote that “Muslim individuals were told they must be
Allah’s enforcers of Sharia on earth if the government fails to do so. That is the reason
honor killing…happen [sic] in the West.”24

•

In 2014, Pamela Geller, a political commentator who have been designated an antiMuslim extremist by the SPLC,25 spearheaded a campaign in Edmonton, Canada to place
ads on the back of public busses that read, “Muslim Girls Honor Killed By Their
Families” under a photo of several women and girls and declared that “[h]onor violence,
honor murder, is not just a tribal custom; it’s Islamic law.”26

•

In January 2017, Phyllis Chesler, a psychotherapist and Fox News “expert”27 who has
published articles on “honor killings” in which she connects such crimes with the Islamic
faith,28 defended Trump’s First Executive Order while explicitly citing the Order’s
mention of “honor killings.” On her website, Chesler acknowledged that “[n]ot all honor
killers are Muslim,” but placed all such potential killers outside the Western world and
declared that “[t]hose who emigrate to the West do not bring this custom with them. Only
Muslims do.”29

•

ACT for America, an organization that has also been designated an anti-Muslim hate
group by the SPLC,30 focuses its programming around “honor violence” in the United
States;31 in June 2017, ACT’s founder and chairman Brigitte Gabriel posted an article
about “honor killing” in which she stated that, “[i]n the West, we call this murder. In the
Islamic world, they call it ‘honor killing.’”32

A host of additional examples are available, but the point is clear: anti-Muslim activists regularly
use the term “honor killings” in order to demonize Muslims and Islam. The invocation of the
term in President Trump’s Executive Orders is not coincidental, but is instead a pointed “dog
whistle”—coded language used for the sole purpose of tarring an entire group with a negative
stereotype.
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“Honor killings” in the United States
Despite the consistency with which a purported connection between Islam and “honor killing” is
drawn in the public sphere, no such uniformity can be found within Islamic law or among
Islamic religious authorities to support it. In fact, many Muslim religious leaders have repeatedly
and forcefully condemned acts of violence against women, declaring that Islam does not in any
way permit such crimes.33 Researchers and scholars have also found that acceptance of violence
against women may be reinforced in any cultural context in which honor occupies a central role
in social life and is connected in part to the perceived fidelity of women—examples of such
cultures are in no way limited to the “Muslim world” and instead range from the Middle East to
the Mediterranean to the American South.34
Furthermore, with regard to actual observed instances of “honor killings” in the United States,
existing research fails to establish such crimes as a category requiring emergency intervention.
Indeed, according to a 2014 study commissioned by the U.S. Department of Justice, “cases of
any type of honor violence [in the United States] appear to be rare in comparison to other types
of crime.”35 Furthermore, the lead author of one of the only studies to actually estimate the
number of “honor killings” that occur in the U.S. each year—the results of which have been cited
by organizations like ACT for America as necessitating the organization’s attention to the
issue36--has himself stated that the study was “not terribly scientific,” and that there simply is no
reason to make “honor crimes” a focal point of American crime policy.37 Clearly, then, even a
cursory review of relevant research points to the absurdity of citing the practice as a justification
for excluding an entire class of immigrants from the country.
Given the absence of any information suggesting that “honor killings” are a distinctive problem
in the U.S.—or one that is in any way related to national security or to the populations of the
countries identified in the Orders38--President Trump’s decision to track and publish figures of
these crimes in the U.S. reveals an interest in stigmatizing Muslims and the nationals of the
Muslim Ban’s targeted countries, rather than in actually combating violence against women.
Indeed, this latter point is underscored by the fact that his Executive Orders only charge the
Secretary of Homeland Security with collecting and disseminating information about “honor
killings” and other acts of violence against women that are committed by foreign nationals,
despite the absence of any evidence that those crimes are more pronounced among immigrants.
The Trump administration and violence against women in the United States
To challenge aspects of the Muslim Ban’s brief mention of violence against women is not to
argue that such violence never occurs among Muslim communities, but rather that there is
nothing characteristically “Muslim” or “Islamic” about such violence.39 Regrettably, violence
against women occurs in all national and cultural contexts with disturbing frequency—and the
United States is no exception. But the narrow focus of the Muslim Ban’s reference to genderbased violence wrongly suggests that violence against women is a problem that can be addressed
simply by closing our borders and collecting information about those crime that are committed
by the Muslim immigrants and other foreign nationals who remain. Beyond being simple-minded
and ineffective, this approach is an affront to the reality of violence against women in the United
States and around the world.
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In fact, rates of violence against women in the United States are alarmingly high.40 According to
the 2010 National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey, approximately one quarter of all
women in the U.S. have been victims of severe physical violence at the hands of an intimate
partners in their lifetimes.41 Similarly, annual Violence Policy Center studies since the early
2000s have consistently found that significant percentages of female homicide victims in the
U.S. are killed by their male intimate partners.42 Just this year, the Center for Disease Control
and Prevention released a report43 that again displayed this trend,44 finding that nearly half of the
10,000 female homicide victims it analyzed were murdered by their male intimate partners.45
If the Trump administration were truly focused on combating violence against women in the
United States rather than simply compiling stories for use in promoting its anti-Muslim, antiimmigrant policies, its efforts would look very different. The lack of a systemic, single-source
method of tracking violence against women in the United States, for example, is a deficiency that
the federal government has a legitimate interest in addressing. However, the creation of a public
list that documents only those acts of violence against women that are committed by foreigners is
preposterous as a proposed remedy; it is a transparent attempt to place the blame for these crimes
on non-citizens, and its explicit mention of “honor killings” points towards its attempt to
stigmatize Muslim in particular.
President Trump’s efforts to implement massive federal budget cuts in relevant areas have
further underscored his administration’s lack of motivation to genuinely address violence against
women in the United States. In April 2017, the President put forward a budget “blueprint” that
would take an axe to federal funding for grants authorized by the Violence Against Women Act
(VAWA), potentially cutting such funding by 93% over the next ten years.46 These grants
currently provide victim support services, trainings, and other measures that are vitally important
in the fight to reduce gender-based violence in the United States.47
Conclusion
By invoking the term “honor killings” in both Muslim Ban Executive Orders, President Trump is
seeking to appear as if he is taking a strong stance in opposition to violence against women. In
reality, however, he is simply peddling anti-Muslim animus and promoting inaccurate and
inflammatory stereotypes about Muslims. The President’s actions represent the latest example in
a long and ugly history of “dog-whistle” politics.
In singling out “honor killings” and connecting violence against women with Muslims and Islam,
the Trump administration is turning a blind eye towards the larger problem of domestic violence.
President Trump should instead be addressing the overall rates of violence against women in the
United States, and creating policies that effectively and meaningfully respond to the true breadth
of the issue. His focus on “honor killings” will simply add further hardship to the everyday lives
of Muslim and immigrants in the United States while doing nothing to combat the most
ubiquitous forms of violence against women around the country.
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President Trump’s Muslim Ban and “honor killings” database will neither make women safe nor
America great. It should be rejected and replaced with a policy that seeks to address violence
against women in the United States in all its forms.
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