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I. INTRODUCTION

It can be said that there is no group
more affected by the sin of omission
than widows. They are painfully
absent from the statistics of many
developing countries, and they are
rarely mentioned in the multitude of
reports on women’s poverty, devel-
opment, health or human rights pub-
lished in the last twenty-five years.
Growing evidence of their vulnerabil-
ity, both socio-economic and psycho-
logical (evident from the quotes cited
above), now challenges many con-
ventional views and assumptions
about this “invisible” group of
women.

This issue of women2000 is an
overview of an aspect of women’s
lives which receives varying treat-
ment within diff e rent regions and

countries. Whereas for developed
countries substantial statistical infor-
mation exists on the ages and num-
bers of widows, the data available on
the subject of widowhood for devel-
oping countries are extremely lim-
ited.1 This report focuses on widows
in developing countries rather than in
developed countries since, according
to available information, it is in these
regions that there has been the most
neglect and where the need for
action to eliminate discrimination is
most urgent.

In many developing countries the
exact numbers of widows, their ages
and other social and economic
aspects of their lives are unknown.
Almost worldwide, widows comprise
a significant proportion of all women,
ranging from 7 per cent to 16 per
cent of all adult women. However, in

some countries and regions the pro-
portion is far higher. In developed
countries, widowhood is experienced
primarily by elderly women, while in
developing countries it also affects
younger women, many of whom are
still rearing children. In some regions,
girls become widows before reach-
ing adulthood.

Although social rules differ greatly,
all cultures have rules which govern
women’s lives. Across a wide range
of cultures, widows are subject to
patriarchal customary and religious
laws and confront discrimination in
inheritance rights. Many of these
widows suffer abuse and exploitation
at the hands of family members,
often in the context of property dis-
putes. Few cases proceed success-
fully through the justice system, per-
petrators go unpunished, while oth-
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W i d ow h o o d : i n v i s i b l e wo m e n ,
s e c l u d e d o r exc l u d e d

"We are considered bad omens. We
are excluded from all auspicious
events."
(Lakshmi, Rajasthan, India, Aparajita Newsletter 1995)

"I am accused of being a witch who
killed her husband."
(Terezinha, Zambezia Province, Mozambique, 1997)

"We have no shelter, my children can
no longer go to school."
(Ishrat, Bangladesh, 1995)

"We are treated like animals just
because we are widows."
(Angela, Nigeria, 1999)

"I and my children were kicked out of
the house and beaten by the brothers-
in-law."
(Seodhi, Malawi, 1994)

"As soon as my husband had died,
they took everything away, even the
pots, blanket and sacks of maize."
(Renana, Gujerat, India, 1995)

"My husband died of AIDS and slept
with many women; I am now dying,
but his family blames me for his
death."
(Isabel, Kenya, 1996) 



ers remain undeterred and undetect-
ed. Even in countries where legal pro-
tection is more inclusive, widows
suffer from the loss of social status
and marginalization.

Neglected by social policy
re s e a rchers, international human
rights activists and the women’s
movement, and consequently by
Governments and the international
community, the legal, social, cultural
and economic status of the world’s
widows now requires urgent atten-
tion at all levels of society, given the
extent and severity of the discrimina-
tion they experience. This urgency is
increased by the fact that, in all coun-
tries, North and South, widows far
outnumber widowers, due to longer
life expectancy and the fre q u e n t
age disparity between part n e r s .
Therefore, the ageing trend of the
population globally implies that the
majority of the elderly in all countries
will be made up of females, many of
them widows requiring support.2

Widowers, even when elderly, are
far more likely to remarry, but this is
not the case for widows who, if they
do remarry, rarely do so of their own
free will. In some communities, wid-
ows may be forced into new conjugal
relations with a male relative or be
forbidden to remarry, even if they
wish to do so. As a result, many
women may spend a long period of
their lives in widowhood, with all its
associated disadvantages and stig-
mas.

Today, millions of the world’s wid-
ows, of all ages, endure extreme
poverty, ostracism, violence, home-
lessness, ill health and discrimination
in law and custom. A lack of inheri-
tance and land rights, widow abuse
and the practice of degrading, and
life-threatening mourning and burial
rites are prime examples of human
rights violations that are justified by
“ reliance on culture” and “tradi-
tion”.3

Widows are usually, but erro-
n e o u s l y, assumed to be elderly.
However, many widows in develop-
ing countries, in areas of conflict or in

communities ravaged by HIV/AIDS
are young or middle-aged. Widows,
of all ages, are often evicted from
their homes, stigmatized and physi-
cally abused—some even killed.
Widowed mothers, as sole support-
ers of their offspring, are forced to
withdraw these children from school
and to rely on their labour. The daugh-
ters of widows may suffer multiple
deprivations, increasing their vulnera-
bility to abuse. The extreme plight of
child widows in Asia and Africa has
yet to be researched and addressed
by agencies and non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) committed to
safeguarding the rights of the child.4

While the problems are worse in
the developing world, recent con-
flicts elsewhere have created a new
class of widows—the product of

armed conflict and ethnic cleansing.5

The disintegration of social security
systems and the dismantling of the
welfare state in Eastern Europe have
p roduced a further sub-class of
impoverished older widows. 

This issue of wo m e n2 0 0 0
describes the situation of widows
across the globe, particularly in parts
of the developing world where the
problem is more acute. Some sug-
gestions are also provided on what
can be done to protect women and
publicize one of the most hidden and
veiled areas of violation of women’s
human rights. However, before doing
so, this article will review the existing
knowledge gap on the situation of
widows, in an effort to identify where
research is most needed to guide
informed action.
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Older women are far more likely than older
men to be widowed

Percentage of those aged 60+ who are widowed, 1985-1997

Women Men
Africa
Northern Africa 59 8
Sub-Saharan Africa 44 7

Latin America and the 
Caribbean
Caribbean 34 12
Central America 36 12
South America 37 13

Asia
Eastern Asia 49 14
South-eastern Asia 49 14
Southern Asia 51 11
Central Asia 58 13
Western Asia 48 8

Oceania 44 15

Developed regions
Eastern Europe 48 14
Western Europe 40 12
Other developed regions 39 11

Source: The World’s Women 2000: Trends and Statistics
(United Nations publication, Sales No. E.00.XVII.14).



II. THE KNOWLEDGE GAP

Although widows make up a signifi-
cant proportion of the female popula-
tion in all societies, with a few laud-
able exceptions compre h e n s i v e
research concerning their status in
developing countries is lacking.6

Research on the elderly—the major-
ity of whom are widowed women—
has been undertaken by NGOs such
as HelpAge International Studies, and
poverty-alleviation programmes have
been directed at female-headed
households.7 Such work, however,
ignores younger widows and widows
who do not head households. Even
the number of widows as a percent-
age of the female population is often
unknown. In addition, there is a lam-

entable dearth of knowledge and reli-
able data on widowhood in the con-
text of armed conflict and the
HIV/AIDS pandemic. It has become
apparent that adequate quantitative
and qualitative information is needed
to inform and guide policy makers
and planners. Data are more available
for the industrialized or more devel-
oped countries than for the develop-
ing or least developed states.8 A lack
of reliable hard data is one of the
biggest obstacles to influencing poli-
cies and programmes that address
the situation of widows.9

Methodologies utilized for gather-
ing census data in many developing
countries are often not designed to
identify the inequalities inherent in
widowhood, or to reveal the unpaid

economic contribution widows of all
ages make to society. Widows may
in fact be excluded from national cen-
suses because they are homeless or
constantly moving among a number
of different households headed by
relatives. More o v e r, the povert y
experienced by individual widows
residing within households is often
hidden, since poverty surveys tend to
obscure the inequitable distribution
of cash, land and other critical
re s o u rces within a family and
between households.

The women’s movement has long
been fighting to remove “marital sta-
tus” from identification cards and
o fficial documentation, on the
grounds that such information can
make women easy targets for dis-
crimination. However, it can be
argued that if data are not disaggre-
gated by marital status as well as by
sex and age, Governments are then
without the vital information needed
to develop effective policies to guar-
antee women of different status, par-
ticularly widows, their human rights
to access basic services and
re s o u rces. However, the use to
which such data are put needs to be
carefully determined. 

This gap in knowledge about such
facts as numbers, ages, coping
strategies and the basic needs of
widows can be illustrated by refer-
ence to widowhood in armed con-
flict, and in the context of HIV/AIDS.
Women bereaved through war and
ethnic cleansing, in countries like
Angola, Bosnia and Herz e g o v i n a ,
the Congo, Indonesia, Kosovo,
Mozambique, Rwanda and Sierr a
Leone, have never been off i c i a l l y
counted. Estimates vary widely. In
Rwanda, it has been suggested that
as many as 70 per cent of all children
are dependent on widowed mothers.
In Mozambique, around 60 per cent
of adult women are widows. In
Bosnia and Herzegovina, none of the
i n t e rnational humanitarian agencies
have identified the numbers of
widows. According to local Kosovar
NGOs, a high percentage of adult
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Widowhood at younger ages is not uncommon
for women in some regions

Percentage of those aged 45-59 who are widowed, 1985-1997

Women Men
Africa
Northern Africa 19 1
Sub-Saharan Africa 16 2

Latin America and 
the Caribbean

Caribbean 8 2
Central America 10 2
South America 10 3

Asia
Eastern Asia 9 2
South-eastern Asia 16 2
Southern Asia 17 5
Central Asia 16 3
Western Asia 13 1

Oceania 13 3

Developed regions
Eastern Europe 12 3
Western Europe 7 1
Other developed regions 5 1

Source: The World’s Women 2000: Trends and Statistics
(United Nations publication, Sales No. E.00.XVII.14).



women are now widows, or do not
know whether their missing hus-
bands are dead or alive. These
women continue to be under-repre-
sented in the process of peace-build-
ing and democratization.

So far, the richest source of infor-
mation comes from the widows
themselves, and a wealth of narrative
and anecdotal material exists within
many traditional communities, gath-
ered through the initiatives of small
g r a s s - roots groups of widows or
through the efforts of dedicated indi-
vidual researchers. In Ghana, India,
Kosovo, Nigeria, Rwanda and Sri
Lanka, groups of widows are organiz-
ing and undertaking their own sur-
veys, conducting research and identi-
fying needs. 

The data and information gathered
in this way have been presented in a
number of forums: during the United
Nations General Assembly special
session, “Women 2000: Gender
equality, development and peace for

the twenty-first century ” — a l s o
known as Beijing+5 (New York, 5 to 9
June 2000)—the United Nations
Development Fund for Wo m e n
(UNIFEM) organized a panel on wid-
owhood to provide an opportunity for
the voices of widows to be heard.
The World Bank has acknowledged
the need to listen to widows in its
publication Voices of the Poor.1 0 I n
addition, an international NGO,
Empowering Widows in Develop-
ment, supported by the Swedish and
United Kingdom Govern m e n t s ,
provided widows of the South with
a platform to express themselves
at the Widows without Rights
C o n f e rence, held in London (6-7
February 2001). However, these ini-
tiatives need further support from
Governments and intergovernmental
bodies in order to put the issue of
widowhood on the public agenda of
the new millennium.

III. PROFILE OF
WIDOWHOOD

Widows across the globe share two
common experiences: a loss of social
status and reduced economic circum-
stances. Even in developed countries
the older generation of widows,
those now over 60, may suffer a dra-
matic but subtle change in their social
position. The monetary value of wid-
ows’ pensions is a continuing source
of grievance, since the value often
does not keep up with fluctuations
in the ever-changing cost-of-living
indices, or with expectations that the
older generation may have had of
what life would be like in retirement.
The relative poverty of older widows
and young widowed mothers and
their children, due to the dismantling
of welfare systems in the North and
in Eastern Europe, while not compa-
rable to the pauperization of widows
in Asia and Africa, marginalizes them
f rom mainstream society and
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Widowhood common among older women but not among older men

Most women and men marry and
live as partners for at least part of
their adult lives. However, higher
mortality rates for men leave many
women living alone in their later
ye a rs, especially since most wid-
owed women do not remarry. In
contrast, older men generally live
with a spouse.

Widowhood for women aged 60
or over is most prevalent in
Northern Africa and Central Asia—
59 and 58 per cent, respectively. The
p revalence is high in No r t h e r n
Africa, probably because wo m e n
tend to marry older men and
because remarriage after the death
of a spouse is less common than in
other regions. In the countries of
Central Asia, the high proportion of
widowed women is largely due to
high levels of male mortality. In all
other parts of Asia, around half the
women aged 60 or over are widowed,

p robably because young wo m e n
tend to marry older men.

Older women in Latin America
and the Caribbean have the lowest
prevalence of widowhood—about 36
per cent of women aged 60 or over,
on average. This is thought to be
due, at least in part, to women who,
in informal unions, refer to them-
s e l ves as “single” rather than as
“widowed” at the loss of a partner.

Widowhood among women aged
45 to 59 is relatively rare in Western
Europe and the developed regions
outside Europe (5 and 7 per cent,
respectively). In contrast, in Africa
and Southern, South-eastern and
Central Asia, on average, between
16 and 19 per cent of women in this
age group are widows.

The proportions widowed among
older men are generally low and
a l ways much lower than among
older women. The prevalence of

widowhood for men aged 60 or over
ranges from an average of 7 per
cent in sub-Saharan Africa to
roughly 14 per cent in Eastern
Europe and parts of Asia.

Widowhood among middle-aged
men is uncommon. Overall, per-
centages of 45- to 59-year-old men
who are widowed range from 1 to 5,
with the highest in Southern Asia.
L ow rates of widowhood among
men are probably due to a combi-
nation of fa c to rs: they tend to
marry younger women; they gener-
ally have higher mortality than
women; and they are likely to
remarry if they are widowed.

Source: The World’s Women 2000: Trends
and Statistics (United Nations publication,
Sales No. E.00.XVII.14, pp. 29-30).



i n c reases their vulnerability to
depression, ill health and violence.
However, it must not be forgotten
that many widows are enormously
resourceful and resilient and go on to
manage successful creative lives,
both personally and professionally.11

A. GLOBAL OVERVIEW

South Asia

India has the largest recorded num-
ber of widows in the world—33 mil-
lion (10 per cent of the female popu-
lation, compared to only 3 per cent of
men), and the number is growing
because of HIV/AIDS and civil con-
flicts. “Fifty-four per cent of women
aged 60 and over are widows, as are
12 per cent of women aged 35-39.
Remarriage is the exception rather
than the rule; only about 10 per cent
of widows marry again.”12 India is
perhaps the only country where wid-
owhood, in addition to being a per-
sonal status, exists as a social insti-
tution. Widows’ deprivation and
stigmatization are exacerbated by rit-
ual and religious symbolism. Indian
society, like all patriarchal societies,
confers social status on a woman
through a man; hence, in the absence
of a man, she herself becomes a non-
entity and suffers a social death. Sati
(widow burning) is the ultimate mani-
festation of this belief. Widow remar-
riage may be forbidden in the higher
castes, and remarriage, where per-
mitted, may be restricted to a family
m e m b e r. Furt h e r, a widow, upon
remarriage, may be required to relin-
quish custody of her children as well
as any property rights she may have.
If she keeps her children with her,
she may fear they will be ill-treated in
a second marriage. Indian widows
are often regarded as “evil eyes”, the
purveyors of ill fortune and unwanted
burdens on poor families. Words in
the vernacular are crudely pejorative:
“witch”, “dakan” and “whore” (sim-
ilar verbal abuse is common in
Bangladesh as well as in some coun-

tries in Africa). Thousands of widows
are disowned by their relatives and
thrown out of their homes in the con-
text of land and inheritance disputes.
Their options, given a lack of educa-
tion and training, are mostly limited to
becoming exploited, unre g u l a t e d ,
domestic labourers (often as house
slaves within the husband’s family) or
turning to begging or prostitution. 

The sexual and economic exploita-
tion of widows, abandoned by their
families to the temple sites such as
Mathura, Varanasi and Ti rupati, has
been sensationally documented in the
media. Thousands of India’s widows
live in abject poverty and degradation
in these centres. In Vrindavan alone,
an estimated 20,000 widows stru g g l e
to survive. Younger widows are
f o rced into prostitution, and older
ones are left to beg and chant for
alms from pilgrims and tourists. Older
widows may have lived the gre a t e r
p a rt of their lives in these temples,
having been brought there as child
widows many years before .

The ordeals of the temple widows
and the occasional s a t i a re publicized
in the international press. But the day-
to-day suffering of Indian widows,
who are emotionally, physically and
sexually abused by relatives, who or
migrate to cities to live on the stre e t s
and beg, remains largely hidden.

In spite of the 1956 Hindu
Succession Act, widows’ lives are
still mainly determined by reliance on
local customary law, which does not
p e rmit them to inherit. Only six
states in India have made amend-
ments in their respective laws to rec-
ognize coparcenary (joint ownership)
rights of women. Legislation criminal-
izing child marriage, sati and violence
against women has not succeeded in
eliminating such traditions, which
persist in villages of some Indian
states. Lack of legal literacy, threats
of violence and the insensitivity of
the legal profession to women’s
issues bar widows from seeking jus-
tice. As in other regions of the world,
bitter disputes occur between wid-
ows and brothers-in-law and sons

and daughters-in-law over inheri-
tance, residence and support, often
resulting in physical and mental vio-
lence, including sexual abuse.
Restrictions on residence, dress, diet
and social intercourse force a widow
to a life in the shadows affecting both
her physical and mental health. Cruel
m o u rning rites may confine the
widow within a designated residence
for many months or years.

However, two factors distinguish
India’s treatment of its widows from
that of other developing countries.
First, a number of states have set up
widows’ pension schemes, and it
should be noted that although the cri-
teria and complex bure a u c r a t i c
arrangements for distribution open
the way for delay and corruption, the
principle of social security for the
destitute has been established and
can be improved. Indeed, the debate
for re f o rm is active and the
Government is committed to review-
ing present policies.

Secondly, India is home to a vi-
brant and dedicated women’s move-
ment, which is fighting intensely for
the protection and empowerment of
all women, and offers special pro-
grammes for widows. The Guild of
S e rvice and the Wo m e n ’s Joint
Action Programme have held national
seminars on social action for widows.1 3

In 1994, a national conference on
widows, held in Bangalore, was a
major event in promoting awareness
of the need for social action. It drew
participants from a wide range of dis-
ciplines and organizations. In addi-
tion, 47 widows representing 14 dif-
ferent states were present. Some of
these women had never left their
homes before, but were able to tell of
their ordeals and to provide a unique
and enriching grass-roots contribu-
tion to the proceedings. As a result of
this conference, a new consortium of
widows’ organizations was estab-
lished and is now active, collecting
testimonies, data and making policy
re c o m m e n d a t i o n s .1 4 Such re c o m-
mendations include the introduction
of stronger legislation on inheritance
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rights; automatic transfer of property
to a widow upon her husband’s
death; the registration of land both in
the husband’s and wife’s names;
preference given to widows in land
distribution schemes; compulsory
registration of marriages; revision of
pension systems in both value and
administration; and positive actions
and incentive schemes to keep the
children of widows in school. 

In Bangladesh, the Muslim widow
is, in theory, better off than the Indian
Hindu widow. The Koran encourages
remarriage and a widow cannot be
disinherited. Under sharia, a woman
is entitled to one eighth of her hus-
band’s estate, and half her male sib-
lings’ share of the parent’s estate. In
practice, however, many Bangladeshi
widows, especially those who are
illiterate and live in rural areas, are
subject to oppressive patriarchal tra-
ditions. Widows are the poorest and
most vulnerable group since they are
often deprived of their rightful inheri-
tance. According to a recent report,
many rural widows receive nothing
from their in-laws and are often vic-
tims of violence, evicted from their
homes and robbed of their household
p o s s e s s i o n s .1 5 A 1995 survey on
property inheritance in Bangladesh
revealed that only 25 per cent of the
widows sampled had received their
rightful share from either of their par-
ents, and only 32 per cent from their
husbands.16 The common story is of
corruption, exploitation and violence
at the hands of the husband’s rela-
tives. In re t u rn for shelter, many
Bangladeshi widows are forced to
work long hours as unpaid domestic
servants in a relative’s house. Others
may be brutally forced out into home-
lessness and thus are statistically
uncounted.

Because arranged child marriages
still occur in rural areas in
Bangladesh, and age diff e re n c e s
between spouses can be great, child
widowhood is not uncommon.
Polygamy enables second wives to
be brought into a marriage when the
first is considered too old for sex or

childbearing. Daughters of poor wid-
ows represent an economic liability
and are most likely to be given away
in such arrangements. They com-
monly encounter problems with the
new family and the adult sons.
Before long, they may find them-
selves child widows in a hostile set-
ting, encountering abuse or eviction.
Illiterate, young and vulnerable, they
may be passed on to a series of older,
frail or disabled men, thus enduring
serial widowhood.

Bangladesh, like Nepal, is alleg-
edly a major centre for trafficking
young girls to the brothels of India.17

Widows’ daughters who are without
male protectors and not enrolled in
school are especially at risk to this
trade. The numbers of young
Bangladeshi girls disappearing in this
way is purportedly reaching astro-
nomical proportions. Anecdotal mate-
rial points to a linkage between wid-
owhood and child prostitution.

Poor, homeless Bangladeshi wid-
ows make up a sizeable percentage
of women marketed as domestic ser-
vants, forced to leave their children
behind in the hope that the meagre
income which they send home will
be used to feed, clothe and educate
them. Women’s NGOs in Bangladesh
a re actively addressing such practices
as acid-throwing and violence in the
context of marriage, but widow
abuse, widespread as it is, has
received less attention. In addition,
widows have not yet “banded
together” to form their own self-help
or lobbying groups. Recently the
G o v e rnment agreed that destitute
widows should be eligible for pen-
sions, but so far amounts are inade-
quate to secure basic necessities.18

In Pakistan, destitute widows are
reported to be supported by a small
pension or zakat.19 But, as in India,
the allocation system is often cor-
rupt, and the most needy widows are
f requently neglected. Furt h e rm o re ,
the Honour Codes oppress all
women, with a blanket of silence hid-
ing the cruelty; and sometimes
imprisonment, or even death, is

inflicted on young widows who are
suspected of bringing dishonour to
the family.2 0 Muslim widows, like
those in Bangladesh, are also often
deprived of their rightful inheritance
by a male relative.

In Sri Lanka, war widows from
both sides of the conflict experience
p o v e rty and marginalization. The
Small Fishermen’s Federation lobbies
for the rights of wives of fishermen
drowned at sea, and through its advo-
cacy work has been creating aware-
ness among other sections of society
of the plight of widows.

In Afghanistan, it is estimated that
approximately 40,000 widows live in
Kabul, most of whom lost their hus-
bands in the war that killed an esti-
mated 50,000 civilians.21 In January
2001, the United Nations estimated
that about 2 million war widows live
in Afghanistan, who are the sole
p roviders for their families.2 2 T h e
Taliban, who in 2000 were estimated
to control 95 per cent of the country,
espouse a fundamentalist interpreta-
tion of Islamic Law that forbids
women to work outside the home or
to leave their houses unaccompanied
by a male relative. Girls cannot go to
school, and those who infringe the
strict codes concerning dress and
behaviour are severely punished. 

Under the Taliban, widows have
been doubly victimized.23 Denied paid
employment, these widows further
lost access to international food aid,
since it was decreed by the Taliban
that such aid had to be collected by a
male relative, which these widows
do not have. The Taliban ban on
women working outside the home
has drastically increased the num-
bers of widows and children begging
in the streets. Widowed mothers’
children suffer malnutrition, ill health
and depression, which in many cases
leads to suicide. The situation is con-
tinually raised at United Nations
meetings, and the Economic and
Social Council passed re s o l u t i o n
2000/9 on the situation of women
and girls at its 2000 session in New
York. “The majority of these widows
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are unemployed, unskilled and live
well below poverty levels. In 1999,
the Taliban authorities issued an edict
allowing needy widows with no other
means of support to seek employ-
ment in the health and social service
sectors. However, the opportunities
in these sectors are extremely limit-
ed and many recent reports have
noted an increase in impoverished
women who are reduced to begging
to help them survive. The plight of
widows who cannot support them-
selves because they are not per-
mitted to work or benefit fro m
humanitarian assistance is cause for
particularly deep concern within the
assistance community.”24

South-East Asia

This is a region where decades of
armed conflict have caused a huge
explosion of widowhood for women
of all ages. Cambodia, East Timor,
Indonesia and Viet Nam are home to
war widows in every generation.

In East Timor, for example, human
rights groups estimate that, since the
invasion in 1975, one third of East
Timor’s population has been killed,
disappeared or died of war-induced
famine. In many cases, widows were
internally displaced, seeking refuge in
the hills, or moved at gunpoint to
camps in West Timor, becoming vic-
tims of rape. They have often been
reluctant to speak out, fearing retalia-
tion or ostracism by their communi-
ties and families. As a result, many
cases of sexual violence have gone
unreported.

The situation of war widows in
Cambodia reveals similar atrocities
and marginalization. Because of the
significant number of casualties from
armed conflict within the male popu-
lation, some 35 per cent of rural
households are headed by women,
often widows. Many young widows
a re forced through poverty to
become sex workers. Existing poli-
cies and programmes that help to
combat the spread of HIV/AIDS and

assist these widows not only are
inadequate but also fail to protect
their human rights. 

In Myanmar, there are huge num-
bers of widows who are struggling to
bring up their children and to care for
sick and disabled victims of the con-
flict. Malnutrition among widows is
widespread and they are particularly
vulnerable to violence, part i c u l a r l y
the sexual harassment by soldiers.
The phenomenon of trafficking, com-
mon to many developing countries, is
worsened by the economic crisis in
Myanmar and the halt of international
aid. A thriving sex industry, both in
the country and across the border in
Thailand, presents many widows
with their only option for employ-
ment. The pressure on widows to
p rovide for their children and the
d e a rth of alternative employment
opportunities override Burmese wid-
ows’ strongly socialized tendency to
protect themselves from extramarital
relationships. What is worse is that
some destitute widows are forced to
sell their daughters to traff i c k i n g
agencies for money.25

Africa

African widows, irrespective of eth-
nic groups, are among the most
vulnerable and destitute women in
the region. Common to both fran-
cophone and anglophone countries in
the region is the concept that death
does not end a marriage. While the
widow may have no rights to owner-
ship of her husband’s property, she is
usually expected to fulfil obligations
t o w a rds her deceased husband
through her participation in traditional
practices. In return she would be
allowed to remain in her home and to
have rights to cultivate land.

In the past, this pattern of recipro-
cal duties and obligations in an
extended family protected the widow
and her children. Today, the custom
is more likely to be used to oppress
and exploit them. The low status,
poverty and violence experienced by

widows stem from discrimination in
inheritance custom, the patriarchal
nature of society, and the domination
of oppressive traditional practices
and customary codes, which take
precedence over constitutional guar-
antees of equality, modern laws and
international women’s human rights
standards.26

Debt in the developing world,
structural adjustment policies, land
s h o rtage, natural disasters, the
HIV/AIDS pandemic and armed con-
flict have had a multiplier effect on
all poor people in the region, but
especially on widows and children.
A widow’s husband’s bro t h e r s
can be covetous and unscru p u -
lous. “Chasing off” and “property-
grabbing” are common features of
widowhood every w h e re in this
region, and even newly re f o rm e d
laws have been ineffective in protect-
ing the victims. Widow abuse is visi-
ble across ethnic groups, income,
class and education. Legislative
reform in compliance with interna-
tional treaties, such as the
Convention on the Elimination of All
F o rms of Discrimination against
Women, has largely failed to take
precedence over local interpretations
of customary law. Widowhood may
deprive women of their home, agri-
cultural land, assets and even their
children. The poverty of widowhood
causes children, especially girls, to be
withdrawn from school. In some eth-
nic groups, degrading rituals such as
ritual cleansing by sex, widow inheri-
tance, the practice of levirate27 and
accusations of witchcraft support
institutionalized widow abuse of the
gravest nature. This type of gender-
related violence, unlike female geni-
tal mutilation and so-called “honour
killings”, has yet to reach the agenda
of international women’s human
rights activities.28

In many countries, widows’ cop-
ing strategies involve exploitative
informal sector work, putting children
into child labour, begging and, ulti-
mately, sex work. On the other hand,
many widows have shown remark-
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