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MY YEARS OF CAMPAIGNING FOR  
THE TERM FEMICIDE 

 
Diana E. H. Russell* 

Emerita Professor, Mills College, USA 

 

*Published posthumously. Diana Russell submitted this essay to Dignity before her 
death in 2020. As a feminist sociologist, Dr. Russell, published many ground-breaking, 
research-based articles and books on violence against women. She was a dedicated 
feminist activist, who stood in protest outside sites associated with violence against 
women. When publishers turned her work away because it graphically showed the 
harm being done to women, she published it herself (Against Pornography: The Evi-
dence of the Harm, 1994). This series of articles focuses on her advocacy for the term 
femicide to name the misogynist murder of women and girls by men. 

To learn more about Diana Russell’s scholarly and activist work, please visit her web-
site at  https://www.dianarussell.com/  
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 INTRODUCED THE TERM FEMICIDE for the first time over forty years ago, at the In-
ternational Tribunal on Crimes Against Women in Brussels in 1976. Belgian femi-

nist Nicole Van de Ven and I had organized this unique event and were delighted that 
approximately 2,000 women from fourty countries attended. We used the term 
“crimes” to refer to any and all forms of patriarchal and sexist oppression of women. 

Author Carol Orlock had originally coined the term femicide but had not published 
it. When I first heard of it in 1974, I became excited by this new word, seeing it as a 
needed substitute for the gender-neutral word “homicide.” Femicide, which I now de-
fine most simply as “the killing of females by males because they are female,” wasn't 
simply a new word. It did not only mean the killing of women, or any killing of women 
by men. It is a conceptual tool, a term that specifically points to and politicizes the 
sexist, patriarchal, misogynistic killing of women and girls by men. 

 Just as the term sexual harassment helped feminists to campaign to recognize and 
combat these crimes and resulted in legal decisions which made sexual harassment a 
transgression of women’s civil rights, so the concept of femicide can help feminists to 
engage in concerted campaigns to combat these massive and misogynistic crimes.  

 Since 1976, I've engaged in a number of efforts to inspire feminists in the United 
States to adopt the term femicide instead of using gender-neutral terms, such as mur-
der or homicide. These included authoring articles on femicide, and writing/co-
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editing the first two published anthologies on femicide: Femicide: The Politics of 
Woman Killing, (1992) and Femicide in Global Perspective (2001).  

 I believe that feminist researcher Jacquelyn Campbell, at John Hopkins University, 
was the first to undertake empirical research on femicide (1992, 2003, 2012). Now 
she has other U.S. and Canadian scholars joining her in this endeavor.  

 The National Coalition Against Domestic Violence (NCADV) has always con-
fronted the frequent killing of wives/partners by their husbands. NCADV however did 
not always conceptualize these murders as femicides or see their connections with 
other such acts, such as femicidal rapes, femicides involving the abuse of female chil-
dren, or femicides of prostituted women and girls. At a national conference co-spon-
sored by NCADV and NOMAS in 2012, a Keynote Panel entirely on femicide included 
Jacquelyn Campbell, Robert Brannon, and me. We hoped this would lead to more 
awareness and incorporation of this useful concept by feminist activists. 

 In 1990 I travelled to England to attend a Conference, and met a British feminist 
activist and researcher Jill Radford, and was greatly impressed by the work she had 
done. I decided to invite her to edit the anthology with me. We decided that we'd both 
find contributors to our anthology in our respective countries. Our anthology, Femi-
cide: The Politics of Woman Killing (1992) was published in Canada and in Oxford, Sin-
gapore, and Sydney. It drew favorable commentary from some leading feminists 
known for their work against violence: 

 This creative collection defines for the first time where the sexist face of gen-
ocide meets the genocidal face of sexism. Femicide is a milestone in compre-
hending a social world that wants - even loves - women dead. -- Catharine A. 
MacKinnon 

The first of its kind -- and a classic. This book should be required reading for 
everyone: college students and their professors, policy makers and business 
people, lawyers and judges, police officers and members of the clergy. It 
raises our consciousness and inspires resistance to femicide. -- Phyllis Ches-
ler 

 Eight years later, I decided to co-edit another anthology on femicide. I invited Rob-
erta Harmes to search the international literature for all the articles on femicide that 
she could find, including scholarly articles. This anthology, Femicide in Global Perspec-
tive (2001), included detailed chapters about the history of femicide, how it had been 
defined over time, and introduced typologies of different types of femicides, etc. Other 
authors wrote chapters about femicide in Australia, Canada, China, Israel, and five Af-
rican nations: South Africa, Botswana, Swaziland, Zambia, and Zimbabwe.  

SUCCESS IN MEXICO AND LATIN AMERICA 

In 2004, I was invited to speak at a Seminar on femicide in Juarez, Mexico. Juarez 
had long been the “femicide capital” of Mexico. Epidemic numbers of femicides involv-
ing young girls had been perpetrated in that city, on the border of Mexico, and the 
United States. The majority of these young girls had been raped, tortured, mutilated, 
and killed over a period of several years. The police appeared to do little or nothing to 
try to solve these femicides, despite the devastating impact on their families and the 
communities where they had lived. For this reason, it was decided to hold the seminar 
on femicide in Juarez. 
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 The thirty mostly female invitees to the seminar were primarily women from Mex-
ico, with a few from Guatemala, and also the United States. An additional audience of 
about forty women were also present in the large hall. Congresswoman and professor 
of anthropology Marcela La Garde chaired the seminar. She was the charismatic leader 
who had organized the event and invited me to be the guest of honor. La Garde intro-
duced me and then declared: 

Sometimes a book changes history. Diana Russell and Jill Radford's 
book, Femicide: The Politics of Woman Killing, is such a book. 

 La Garde described how reading this book had revolutionized her understanding 
about the murder of women; and that it had inspired her to organize feminists to com-
bat the epidemic of femicides in Juarez, as well as the rest of Mexico. Initiating the 
seminar was only the first step. 

 La Garde played a major role in getting the government of Mexico to pass legisla-
tion against femicide. She was also responsible for disseminating the term femini-
cidio to many other Latin American countries. I was of course pleased when Marcela 
LaGarde arranged for both anthologies, Femicide: The Politics of Woman Killing, and 
Femicide in Global Perspective to be translated into Spanish. Once feminists in these 
countries had adopted her term “feminicidio,” or my term femicide, they typically went 
on to form feminist organizations to engage in actions to combat femicide in their 
countries. Several of these activist organizations also succeeded in getting their gov-
ernments to implement laws against femicide.  

 A woman from Chile who spoke at the United Nations Seminar on Femicide in Vi-
enna in 2012 reported that after a law against femicide was passed in her country, the 
number of femicides seemed to significantly decline. She explained that this was due 
to men becoming afraid of being charged as perpetrators of these crimes. 

 Latin America is the region where the term femicide has been most widely 
adopted, no doubt reflecting the tragic fact that femicides there have been massive 
and often flagrant (Fregoso & Bejarano, 2010). In Argentina, 1,808 women were killed 
violently from 2008 to 2016, according to NGOs. In 2016, hundreds of thousands of 
Argentinian women took part in a national work stoppage and protest following the 
brutal killing of a 16-year-old girl, which was just one of a string of “femicides” (Ful-
ton, 2016). Protest actions took place in Buenos Aires and many other Argentinian 
cities. According to the Argentinian Independent, solidarity protests also took place in 
Mexico, Guatemala, Chile, Bolivia, Uruguay, Paraguay, France, and Spain. The large 
numbers of women involved in these strikes and protests, and the impressive solidar-
ity revealed by women in so many other countries, is striking evidence of how effec-
tive the term femicide has been in politicizing the killing of women, because they are 
women, on this continent.  

ADOPTION BY THE UNITED NATIONS 

 I was invited by the United Nations in 2012 to speak at their first Seminar on Fem-
icide in Vienna, on the “Best Strategies to Advance the Global Struggle Against Femi-
cide.” Other U.N. seminars have followed, as well as conferences on femicide in several 
countries of Europe. The U.N. held a Symposium in 2016 in Vienna titled Combating 
Femicide to discuss progress made. It stated that “femicide is globally recognized as 
one of the gravest violations of human rights, and the most serious form of gender-
based violence." 
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 Although the term femicide is now spreading in several countries in Western Eu-
rope, as well as Latin America, it is not yet widely used in the United States. To my 
knowledge only a few scholars, including Catharine MacKinnon, Phyllis Chesler, Rob-
ert Brannon, and myself, use the term with any regularity. Nevertheless, in light of 
femicide’s demonstrated usefulness in identifying, and inspiring actions against, the 
misogynistic murders of women, I am optimistic that it will eventually be adopted 
more widely.  
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