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Abstract 

Femicide violence has long been invisible. Drawing on feminist 

scholarship, this article will discuss existing definitions of femicide that 

have been key to its recognition as a distinct phenomenon. However, 

the notion of patriarchy these definitions build upon is not enough to 

explain the occurrence of such crime causing these definitions to fall into 

the trap of essentialism. Femicide is the result of multiple intersecting 

systems of oppression, including race, class, sexuality, disability, and so 

forth which shape women’s’ experiences in a wide variety of ways. 

Considering this, the theoretical framework of intersectionality is 

fundamental to expand definitions of femicide as it recognises that 

women’s experiences cannot be categorised under the same umbrella, 

as there exist differences between them. Moreover, because there is a 

need to move towards more inclusive definitions, such an approach may 

successfully go beyond the traditional biological sex-based man/woman 

heteronormative binary. This binary contributes to the marginalisation of 

identities that are less visible, such as those of transgender women.  

 

Introduction 

 

Femicide, as a distinct phenomenon, has gained attention in relatively recent times 

and has emerged from being labelled as a crime of homicide. Several academics and 

activists advocated for its recognition not only as a feminist political issue but as a 

universal problem.1 This has helped to make it significantly more visible and aided the 
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identification of potential solutions. Drawing on feminist theory, this article will suggest 

that although important contributions have been made to shaping femicide as a distinct 

crime, the notion of patriarchy it builds upon is not enough to explain it as a 

phenomenon. Patriarchy, which refers to a male-dominated system which oppresses 

women by controlling governmental, social, economic, religious, and cultural 

institutions,2 is problematic as it views masculine power and privilege as the sole root 

cause of all social relations, including femicide. It places other social structures, such 

as class and race, in a secondary position and interprets them simply as male-female 

relations derivatives.3 Relying solely on patriarchal oppression as a driving factor of 

femicide fails to recognise that there exist differences in how women experience 

violence. This therefore universalises their experiences under the same umbrella. This 

article will adopt an intersectional approach and will thus argue that femicide is not 

only a product of patriarchy but results from a wider set of power relations, such as 

race, class, disability, sexuality, age, and religion.  

 

Coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw,4 intersectionality was initially designed to highlight that 

Black women’s experiences could not be assumed to be shaped only by gender as 

this interacts with other structural inequalities, such as race, class and so forth.5 Such 

a framework called attention to so-called intersectional identities. As concerns 

femicide, this framework would help overcome the limitations of prior patriarchy-based 

research, such as false universalism, the simplification of power relations, and the 

failure to consider women as also agents of patriarchy.6 Using patriarchy as a fixed 

and static factor obscures its multiple patterns and how gender interacts with other 
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social structures.7 This means that even if existing conceptualisations of femicide 

made the phenomenon visible, there is a need to go further and develop more 

inclusive definitions to account for other power dynamics.  

 

First, I will discuss the issue of invisibility, namely the fact that some crimes or harms 

are more hidden than others, as in the case of femicide. Here, I will also address the 

practice of naming as a way to draw attention to a given phenomenon. Defining a 

problem and constructing a legal framework is key to raising public awareness and 

provoking collective reactions.8 Secondly, the definitions of femicide which have been 

provided so far will be analysed to illustrate how this term has evolved. More precisely, 

I will begin with Diana Russell’s initial definition of such phenomenon, namely “the 

murder of women by men motivated by hatred, contempt, pleasure, or a sense of 

ownership of women”,9 and I will analyse how it has evolved, by looking at its strengths 

and limitations. Then, I will explore the concept of intersectionality to highlight that 

women’s experiences of femicide are determined by multiple structures of power, and 

therefore the importance of shaping definitions which include them all. In particular, 

this will be discussed with reference to transgender women’s invisibility as victims of 

femicide. This will also serve to emphasise the need to go beyond the usual 

heteronormative binary which solely considers biological men and women. Lastly, 

evidence of transgender women’s experiences will be presented and discussed. 

 

The Issue of Invisibility 

 

To date, there exists thousands of articles and papers which address and question 

femicide as a distinct phenomenon. See, for example, Russell’s, Kelly’s, and Radford’s 
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works in the following footnote.10 However, this has not always been the case, as 

women’s voices have long been underrepresented, silenced, and under-studied. 

According to muted group theory, the marginalisation of women’s perspectives results 

from an asymmetry in power relations, which impacts communication between those 

with power and marginalised, muted groups.11 Such linguistic practices were shaped 

by men who used these categories as a means to voice their own experiences.12 To 

be more precise, society is dominated by men’s power over women. Consequently, 

men exert increasing dominance over language, which, therefore, is extremely male-

biased. Men shape culture using their own words, while women are left out of this 

process. As a consequence of this, women are turned into a muted group.13 This 

implies that individuals from disempowered groups, such as women, may want to 

express their voices and make their experiences visible but do not have enough 

agency to do so. Their stories tend to be undervalued and are not considered to be 

sufficiently important to change or enact policies.14 This system has contributed to 

silencing female victims of violence for centuries and treating femicide as an invisible 

crime.  

 

According to Pamela Davies, Peter Francis and Tanya Wyatt’s writing on social harm 

and invisible crime, certain crimes or harms may remain invisible as a consequence 

of several different factors. These include their absence from the political agenda, 

which prevent them from being tackled publicly,15 the failure to place such phenomena 

at the centre of social research and develop theories which might explain them and 

their regulation16, the lack of adequate or efficient systems of control aimed to regulate 

such crime17, and lastly, the depiction of such crimes as non-real threats.18 Regarding 
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femicide, the lack of criminological research and theorising on the relationship 

between women and crime may have contributed to its invisibility. In fact, the discipline 

of criminology has long disregarded women’s experiences, and its studies have been 

considerably androcentric.19 Such a framework has hidden gender-based cultural and 

structural inequalities and has failed to provide an accurate understanding of women’s 

experiences.20  

 

Nevertheless, radical feminist scholarship of the 1960s set the stage for the 

recognition of femicide as a distinct phenomenon and called attention to the realities 

that had thus far been ignored, such as men’s wider violence against women and 

domestic abuse. The radical feminist wave brought to the fore how men’s violence 

against women, including femicide, “is both a cause and consequence of sex 

inequality in patriarchal societies, serving to control women as a sex class”.21 In so 

doing, this wave of feminism shed light on gendered patterns of victimisation and 

potential ways to address problems.22  

 

Making Femicide Visible: The Evolution of Definitions  

 

Language represents a powerful tool for people to make sense of the world and give 

voice to their perceptions and beliefs.23 When a phenomenon is named, the extent to 

which it becomes notable might contribute to moving it from the margins to the centre 

of research and motivating action to tackle it. Definitions are necessary as they help 

explain the nature of the environment in which individuals live, the difficulties they face, 

the role of the state and identify potential solutions.24 As concerns femicide, definitions 

have evolved over time and have been vital to its recognition as a real issue. However, 
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a universally accepted definition of this concept does not exist.25 The shared goal of 

all femicide definitions is to emphasise the need to distinguish femicide from the crime 

of “‘homicide”, behind which it had been hidden.26 Homicide, in its original sense 

(derived from Latin) literally means man (homo) slaying (caedere).27 In this context, 

men represent the standard against which violence is measured. However, its 

meaning is different in English where it is a gender-neutral expression aimed at 

indicating the intentional killing of an individual by another person.28 Therefore, the 

initial main objective of defining the concept of femicide was to highlight the gender-

based dimension of femicide and demonstrate that it should be considered separately 

to the killing of men.29 

  

In light of this, it is worth analysing how definitions of femicide have evolved. Diana 

Russell, an American radical feminist scholar, first coined the term “femicide” in 1976, 

and defined it as “the murder of women by men motivated by hatred, contempt, 

pleasure, or a sense of ownership of women”.30 This definition began to shed light on 

the relationship between patriarchy, women’s subordination, and violence, and aimed 

to bring misogynistic killings to the fore. This idea was taken further when a new edited 

definition was propounded, that is femicide as “the killing of females by males because 

they are females”.31 By including sexism-, patriarchy-, and misogyny-based killings, 

this definition made a ground-breaking contribution to both femicide scholarship and 

the wider field of criminology itself. In fact, it made visible the gendered structures of 

power shaping women’s experiences within society and set the scene for fighting 
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violence and crimes against them. Moreover, it contributed to raising public 

awareness.32 

 

However, despite its contributions, this definition is not without criticism. In fact, it fell 

into the trap of essentialism, as it failed to recognise that there exist multiple 

intersecting inequalities and systems of oppression which shape people’s lives, such 

as race or sexuality.33 This implies that women’s experiences, including of violence, 

cannot be categorised under the same umbrella. Furthermore, this definition excludes 

instances in which femicide is committed by other women, who “act as agents of 

patriarchy or simply on their own behalf”.34  

 

There have been attempts to include systems of power in femicide studies, such as 

race, class, sexuality and so forth. For instance, Jill Radford and Diana Russell 

introduce and differentiate between distinct forms of femicide violence. These include 

racist femicide (the killing of a woman of colour by a white man), homophobic femicide 

(deaths of non-heterosexual women at the hands of straight men), marital femicide 

(when women’s partners commit the abuse), and lastly, femicide carried out by 

strangers.35 At first glance, this definition seems more inclusive than Russell’s initial 

definition as it takes power relations into account. However, it does not define how 

such structures intersect with gender, but rather it views them as additional layers 

which can just be added to women’s gender-based subjugation. In so doing, it does 

not explicate how intersecting inequalities generate harm.36 

 

Moving forward, Marcela Lagarde and Julia Monárrez shaped a new definition and 

coined the term ‘feminicidio’, or feminicide, which was intended to provide a framework 

to address the increase of violence against and deaths of women in Mexico and 
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Ciudad Juarez.37 This term refers to any form of violence against women and the 

killings of women which constitute a breach of their human rights.38 Following this 

definition, “feminicide is genocide against women, and it occurs when the historical 

conditions generate social practices that allow for violent attempts against the integrity, 

health, liberties, and lives of girls and women”.39  

 

This conceptualisation of feminicide violence differs from existing others, such as 

Russell’s and Radford’s, in one substantial way. It touches upon the notion of 

impunity,40 namely the negligent role played by the state in perpetuating patriarchy 

and violence, as it covertly accepts the commission of such crime and fails to condemn 

it.41 As a result of this, feminicide is viewed as a state crime.42 In this context, 

feminicide is assumed to be the product of the patriarchal social organisation of gender 

which produces inequities between men and women, and the marginalisation of the 

latter from structures of power, which contributes to their oppression.43 One criticism 

of this definition is that it portrays the state in terms of male power without taking into 

consideration how the standards of masculinity and femininity have been constructed 

in parallel with other structures of power.44 In so doing, it does not draw enough 

attention to the intersectional perspective on violence or a conceptualisation of the 

state as bourgeois, conservative, and masculinised.45 Despite this, it has made 

significant contributions as it led to the criminalisation of femicide in Mexico.46 In fact, 

through Lagarde and Monárrez’s definition of feminicidio and an efficient naming and 
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shaping campaign conducted by regional feminist activists and feminist federal 

lawmakers, such crime has been brought to the fore and has been codified into law in 

all 32 Mexican states.47 For clarification, naming and shaping refers to the process of 

defining and constructing femicide as a distinctive crime. 

 

Lastly, it is worth drawing attention to another conceptualisation of femicide which has 

been helpful for its recognition of colonial power, and has been developed following a 

feminist anti-colonial approach. More precisely, it presents femicide as the result of 

historical colonial practices and the cultural dynamics colonialism produced.48 Nadera 

Shalhoub-Kervorkian and Suhad Daher-Nashif employ this concept of femicide to 

explore the murders of women in Palestinian society at the hands of their relatives and 

challenge common romanticised understandings of honour killings,49 which occur 

when girls’ and women’s behaviour is perceived to be immoral and to dishonour their 

family’s values and reputation.50  

 

Using the term femicide, Nadera Shalhoub-Kervorkian and Suhad Daher-Nashif 

refused to view the murders of women as honourable when carried out by a member 

of the family.51 In this context, femicide is defined as “all violent acts that instil a 

perpetual fear in women or girls of being killed under the justification of ‘honour’”.52 By 

looking at the interrelationship between Israeli colonial “politics of exclusion”, and 

“localised culture of control”,53 the anti-colonial framework sheds light on the material 

and structural processes perpetuated by such colonial mechanisms.54 As a 

consequence, such an approach generates the conditions for maintaining a cultural 

system which legitimises femicide violence.55 In light of this, an intersectional 
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approach is necessary to define femicide in a way that takes into account the 

interaction between distinct social inequalities, systems of power, and different forms 

of discrimination. It analyses the disempowerment of subordinated people and tries to 

capture the consequences of the interrelatedness of different forms of 

marginalisation.56  

 

An Intersectional Framework 

 

The definitions discussed so far all made ground-breaking contributions to the 

recognition of femicide as a unique crime and moved it from the margins to the centre 

of academic research.57 However, there is still a need to develop more inclusive 

definitions which consider the impact of multiple intersecting inequities that result from 

systems of domination on people’s experiences, in order to avoid falling into the trap 

of essentialism. Moreover, it is necessary to go beyond the binary sex-based 

men/women framework as it marginalises identities who remain hidden, such as those 

of transgender women.58 To clarify, sex refers to a person’s biological characteristics 

which define their maleness and femaleness.59 As noted above, this article advocates 

for the adoption of an intersectional approach as it provides an accurate framework 

for overcoming such shortcomings. 

 

An intersectional approach sheds light on how structures such as gender, race, class, 

or sexuality function as structuring agents which influence individual or group choices 

and actions, how their behaviour is perceived, the opportunities they have, and the 

treatment they receive.60 Patriarchy exists at both the macro-level (meaning that it is 

embedded within institutions), and micro-level (meaning that it is perpetuated through 
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interpersonal relationships). Although gender is the main organising feature of 

patriarchal structures, power and identity markers such as race, age, class, religion, 

nationality, and sexuality converge with it and determine the amount of privilege or 

power individuals hold.61  

 

There are several ways in which an intersectional approach could help us understand 

other factors which contribute to femicide. For instance, the intersectional framework 

could help us comprehend the experiences of women of colour as victims of abuse 

and violence, who are very likely to suffer from a social structure which is organised 

around race.62 In other instances, further socioeconomic factors may impact women’s 

killings. Some studies have found that when women have a lower social or educational 

status than their abusers, abusers are more likely to be violent towards them.63 This 

may also apply to women acting as perpetrators. Women who hold privilege have 

more power than disadvantaged women,64 which could make them feel more 

empowered to exert control and resort to violence. Therefore, there exist several 

systems of oppression, other than gender, which determine the “worthiness” of a 

woman and affects how she is treated by both men and women.65 This provides a 

framework to understand femicide within same-sex relationships, which remain under-

researched. 

 

Going Beyond the Binary: The Experiences of Transgender Women 

 

In addition to the above factors, the theoretical lens of intersectionality would allow for 

going beyond the usual binary and heteronormative framework to include invisible 

identities, such as transgender women. Following muted-group theory, it can be stated 

that even if more voice has been given to women as regards their experiences of 

violence, silencing still exists. However, it has shifted to other individuals affected by 

femicide rather than women as a biological category, as it is the case for transgender 

women. By focusing on the experiences of transgender women as a muted group, this 
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article aims to fill a gap in the literature and raise the voices of those categories which 

remain hidden in the closet. 

 

It is also worth bring up the experiences of gender non-conforming people, as it is 

often the case that they remain viewed as “feminine” or “masculine” by society, despite 

their transition and fluidity. Transgender identities are often stereotyped as deserving 

of suffering, even when violence against them has been particularly ferocious.66 

Several studies focusing on the United States demonstrated that the convergence of 

gender and race places transgender women of colour at increased risk, as they are 

victims of racist, sexist, and transphobic attacks.67  

 

The term ‘trans’ is an umbrella term which refers to a “collective community of 

individuals whose gender identities, expression and/or lived experiences differ from 

what is typically associated with the sex they were assigned at birth”.68 Therefore, 

transgender women are “individuals who were assigned male at birth but do not 

identify as men, and identify as women, transgender, or other gender identity”.69 On 

the contrary, the term cisgender refers to individuals whose gender conform with the 

sex they were assigned at birth.70 Transgender women, like cis-women, suffer from 

heteronormative and patriarchal systems which expose them to violence and abusive 

behaviours, such as social marginalisation, discrimination and stigmatisation.71 

However, their experiences are not assumed to be the same. Violence against 

transgender women is viewed as a different form of abuse which results from a culture 

which conceives gender in a static and binary sense.72 
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Transgender women’s experiences are shaped by cissexism or transphobia (hatred 

towards trans people), as well as misogyny (hostile, negative attitudes towards 

women).73 Compared to cisgender women who present more masculine traits, 

mainstream society tends to be harsher towards transgender women with the same 

characteristics, as these can be used against them to “prove” that they are not “real 

women”.74 This leads to discrimination and alienation from the social realm.75 More 

precisely, transphobia is key to understanding transgender women’s experiences of 

violence and murder, as it refers to the hatred they are subjected to because they do 

not conform to traditional gender norms, as well as “norms regarding cisgender, 

heterosexual male sexual behaviour, and so on”.76 Therefore, transphobic violence, 

sometimes also known as ‘gendercide’ or ‘trans-cide’, refers to violence towards 

transgender people as a punishment for their deviance from the cisgender standard.77 

 

Transgender women are often stigmatised and portrayed as confused, imposters, 

abnormal, or mentally ill.78 Stigmatisation makes them worthless to their abusers, who 

feel more empowered to use physical or psychological violence against them, which 

could also result in fatality.79 As a consequence of this, transgender women have 

greater rates of victimisation.80 Stigma may cause shame. Both increased victimisation 

and shame affect transgender identities and marginalised communities’ willingness to 

report violence to the police.81 This may be linked to their fear of being exposed and 

‘outed’, or the fact that their reports may not be seriously considered as they are 

viewed as “abnormal”.82 
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Stigma and shame are key to understanding the ideology of honour-based violence, 

which expects individuals to conform with their identity and its related gender norms.83 

As regards transgender people, this type of violence results from the intersection of 

gender with status, social stigma, and heteronormativity.84 In familial contexts, 

women’s trans identity may represent a source of shame and a threat to the family’s 

social reputation and status. The latter could become a priority over the well-being of 

the victim.85 Discrimination, rejection, and violence in this context constitute a 

response to transgender women’s refusal to adhere to heteronormative and gender 

expectations, which are strictly tied to cultural beliefs.86  

 

Generally, transgender people have been confined to one single category, and their 

lives have been explored using essentialist lenses.87 However, their experiences are 

not the same, as noted above, and are rather shaped by different existing and 

intersecting inequalities.88 Considering them as belonging to a uniform category fails 

to address such structures and fuels a system based on the experiences of white, 

cisgender, and middle-class people.89 When gender intersects with other systems of 

oppression such as race and class, transgender women are more exposed to 

stereotyping, marginalisation and stigmatisation, which can culminate in serious 

violence.  

 

Since 2013, the Human Rights Campaign (HRC) has been monitoring the killings of 

transgender people in the United States, revealing that transphobic, sexist violence 

disproportionately impacts transgender women of colour.90 For instance, in 2015, the 

HRC, together with the Trans People of Colour Coalition, reported that the likelihood 

of encountering discrimination, violent behaviours, and harassment increases 

dramatically for transgender women of colour, as compared to white transgender 
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women.91 Between 2010 and 2016, 111 transgender people were killed because of 

their gender identity, and 72 per cent were Black transgender women.92  

 

However, there exists limited evidence about transgender women victims of femicide 

violence. Recall, transphobic femicide or trans-cide as the killing of transgender or 

transsexual identities.93 In most instances, their deaths are not counted as femicides 

but rather as homicides.94 This is the result of a cultural system that still struggles to 

recognise transgender women, and as such, prioritises an exclusionary, binary, and 

sex-based framework. In order to understand intersectional identities, such as those 

of transgender women of colour mentioned above, there is a need to adopt a 

multidimensional approach to femicide which sheds light on the different forms of 

discrimination they face95 and reflects the various existing structures of power, such 

as race, disability, gender identity, class, and so forth.  

 

Conclusion 

 

To conclude, this article has argued that existing definitions of femicide have been 

essential for recognising such crime as a distinct phenomenon and distinguish it from 

the gender-neutral term, “homicide”. Nevertheless, there is a need to go further and 

develop more inclusive definitions, which shed light on marginalised or unspoken 

identities, such as those of transgender women, and go beyond the binary, 

heteronormative sex-based men/women framework which has been used so far. 

Future research should take this into account in order to shape new definitions which 

are both more inclusive and less biased. Research should focus on how multiple 

existing systems of power such as gender, race, sex, class, and age intersect and 

lead to differing forms and severity of discrimination. This would help to avoid falling 

into the trap of essentialism and universalism.  
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By adopting an intersectional approach, this paper has discussed that although gender 

and patriarchy are key to understanding femicide violence, femicide also results from 

multiple intersecting structural inequalities, such as race, class, identity, disability, 

sexuality, and cultural beliefs. Considering patriarchal oppression as the sole driving 

factor of gender-based violence fails to recognise that there exist differences among 

women’s experiences of harm, and therefore they cannot be essentialised. The 

analysis of transgender women’s experiences in this article has aimed to highlight the 

importance of including them in conceptualisations of femicide and considering how 

intersectional experiences differ from each other. This will help make definitions of 

femicide more inclusive and overcome a culture which still conceives gender as fixed 

and binary.  
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