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The rape and murder of women and girl children is a distinct 

form of gender-based violence that combines two of the most 

extreme forms of violence against women and children. 

This study found that 494 of women murdered and 104 of the 

child murders in 2009 were linked to rape at the time of their 

murder. Rape-murder is therefore not a rare event in South 

Africa – the rape-murder rate for adult women is similar to the 

overall global murder rate of adult women. 

 

This study showed that one in ten murders of children were a 

rape murder and far exceeds other reported rates of rape and 

murder of children. Girls are by far more likely to be raped and 

murdered than boy children, but we know that rape it is not 

expected in boy children and could therefore be missed. 

Strangulation was the most common manner of death among 

women and children (35.5%) and perpetrators were seldom 

strangers.  

 

The most common perpetrators for the rape and murder of 

children were people known to them: family members (27.1%) 

and acquaintances (37.5%). This is similar to violence against 

children which often occur in the context of domestic and 

family violence. However, in high income settings the rape 

murder of children were mainly found to be strangers.   

 

 

C
H

IL
D

R
E
N
'S

 I
N

S
T

IT
U

T
E
, 

U
C

T
 



 

Although we don’t know much about the common modus 

operandi associated with rape murder of children – abduction 

of the child victim is not uncommon.  

 

Strangulation was among the most common manner of death 

in cases of rape-murder for adult females and by far the most 

common for children. This manner of death possibly points to 

the primary motive – it may have been rape as strangulation 

are used to induce unconsciousness. We suggest that 

protocols be developed for the police and Forensic Pathology 

Services to ensure routine screening and investigation of all 

child and female homicides for sexual crimes. 

 

 

Citation: 

 
Abrahams N, Mathews S, Lombard C, Martin LJ, Jewkes R (2017) Sexual 

homicides in South Africa: A national cross-sectional epidemiological study of 

adult women and children. PLoS ONE 12(10): e0186432. 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0186432 

 

 

 

 

For further information contact: Prof Shanaaz Mathews, Children’s Institute, 

University of Cape Town 

shanaaz.mathews@uct.ac.za 

 

Children’s Institute, University of Cape Town 

46 Sawkins Road, Rondebosch, Cape Town, 7700  

Tel: + 27 21 689 5404  

Fax: + 27 21 689 8330  

E-mail: info.ci@uct.ac.za 

Web: www.ci.uct.ac.za 

 @CIatUCT 

C
H

IL
D

R
E
N

'S
 I
N

S
T

IT
U

T
E
, 

U
C

T
 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0186432
mailto:shanaaz.mathews@uct.ac.za
mailto:info.ci@uct.ac.za
http://www.ci.uct.ac.za/

