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Widowhood from the perspective of early marriage; war or armed conflict; extreme

poverty; discriminatory social, religious or customary laws and practices can be seen

as a great vulnerability and social isolation, misery and disgrace for women who lost

their husbands. There is no homogenous age group for a widow. She may be a 9- year

old girl child, a young woman, or an old woman. However, in each situation if she is

poor, illiterate and if she lacks inheritance she is vulnerable to all kinds of exploitation,

discrimination and abuse. Young widows from South Asian countries and war widows

from Iraq, Afghanistan or Sri Lanka are subjected to financial or sexual exploitation

and trafficking.
Overall situation of widows from

the point of views of Poverty,

discrimination, violence and right

to property

The social practices surrounding widowhood in the South Asian countries show a cross cultural

uniformity. In every culture or religious groups, widowhood is inauspicious.

Widowhood in both developed and developing countries more or less marked

as people to be shunned and avoided .In Bengali society both in Bangladesh and in

West Bengal, widows experience tremendous psychological and societal brutality in the

name of social and religious rules and norms. Even today, widows are accused of being

‘responsible’ for their husband’s death. They are pressurized to observe restrictive codes

of dress and behavior also are excluded from social life. In addition, many of them are

victims of physical and sexual abuse. If they own some property, they are often cheated

of it .A widow loses almost every right in her husband’s house and there is no one in her

father’s house to take care of her. In rural India, widows of all ages are sent to the religious

temples to live rest of their lives, where many of them suffer from sexual exploitation

and violence. Their food, clothing and life style are very much dictated by religious

doctrines. Indian filmmaker Deepa Mehta’s famous movie ‘WATER’ has truly depicted

the sad story of widows’ life.
This is also true that despite  all these  discriminatory situations ,  widows and older women continue to contribute to their households and families – by working in both formal and informal employment, doing unpaid work at home, and taking on caring roles for migrant family members and sick persons. The contributions of older women and widows in the family and society as care providers are crucial. They are considered as the sources of knowledge for traditional cultivation and life style. In the conflict region widows are the main bread earner of the family  and responsible for maintaining their children and other family members. That is why governments need to be active to provide support to women headed households in creating employments and involving them in all kinds of development works and nation building activities as per Security Council Resolution 1325 and 1820.
 Widowhood and inaction of

Governments

Most of the State Parties are silent about widows’ rights. There is very little budget

allocation, almost no planning or action plan for adequate social protection of widows.

There is no reliable database relating to numbers of widows and their dependents in

both urban and rural areas. National NGOs are also not taking strong move to demonstrate

widows’ issues in the country specific shadow reports to the CEDAW Committee or

complaints filed to the Optional Protocol to CEDAW on specific cases of violence, sexual

exploitation and killing. In reality, de jure and de facto equality has not been achieved

in any country in the world due to inherent structural discrimination, which is reflected in

discriminatory laws and practices that deny women’s right, in discriminatory customs

and traditions that restricts women’s equal access and in marginalization and Social

exclusion which generates feminization of poverty. Widows are victims of all these

social imbalances, neglect and inaction by the national Governments.

WIDOWHOOD AND

INTERNATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS

NORMS

International Human Rights instruments have rightfully calls for end of all discrimination

and violence against widows. Here I would like to recall the Universal Declaration of

Human Rights (1948), Article 25(1). The article reaffirms that everyone has the right

to a standard of living adequate for the health and wellbeing of all, including access

to food, clothing, housing, medical care and necessary social services and right to security

in the event of unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood and old age. Likewise,

CEDAW Convention also systematically addresses discrimination against women in

all its forms including some specific forms of multiple discrimination and human rights

violations faced by widows during different stages of life. The Convention focuses on

discrimination, as women tend to suffer disproportionately from various forms of

discrimination. Widowhood makes this situation more complicated and difficult. At

present about 187 countries is party to the convention. 
To ensure widows’ enjoyment of their human rights and fundamental freedoms, States Parties as a party to the convention are under the obligation to respect, protect, promote and fulfill these

rights. In this connection, I would also like to mention the General Recommendation

No 27 of the CEDAW Convention, which was adopted in 2010. The General

Recommendation provided some specific protection to the rights of widows in Para

26 and 52 through the following words. Paragraph – 26: “Under some statutory and

customary laws, women do not have the right to inherit and administer marital property on

the death of their spouse. Some legal systems justify this by providing widows with other

means of economic security, such as through support payments from the deceased’s

estate. However, in reality, these obligations are seldom enforced, and widows are left

destitute. Some of those laws particularly discriminate against older widows. Older

widows are particularly vulnerable to ‘property grabbing’.” Paragraph – 52:

“Furthermore, they should take measures to end practices that force older women to

marry against their will and should ensure3that succession is not conditioned on forced
marriage to a deceased husband’s sibling or any other person. ”Besides, Security Council

Resolution 1325 and 1820 also has guarantee clauses for widows in the armed conflict to

incorporate them in the reconstruction and nation building process.
 Despite all these international standards and protection rights widows, continue to suffer from discrimination, stigmatization, poverty, unemployment and violence. In many countries, widows’ lives are determined exclusively by patriarchal customs and discriminatory interpretations of religion at local level. Despite all the hardship an social injustice, their vulnerable status

remains under reported and unaddressed by the government. Widows’ voices are not

reflected in the policy and programs.

   Bangladesh

According to the latest population census of 2001, 4.2 percent of the country's total

population aged 10+was widowed, divorced, separated or abandoned. This figure for

men was only o.6%. In absolute numbers, women with these marital backgrounds

were 3.9 million in 2001 of which 3.2 million were widowed compared to only 0.3

million were men. Death of spouse is still the dominant mode of marital dissolution

in Bangladesh which is more visible in rural areas. This is in part due to the age

differences between husbands and wives, and the greater incidence of remarriage for

widowers. Because of child marriage, and marriage to older man, many widows are still

young women. Older widows in rural areas are excluded from social security benefits

despite being one of the most vulnerable social groups. Tiger widows in the Sunder ban

areas of Bangladesh also suffer from extreme poverty and stigmatization. Remarriage is

constitutionally possible but not so easy for a widow in Bangladesh. In most cases, widows

accept polygamous union where they do not enjoy equal rights in the conjugal life.

The main reason behind this is the poor economic condition of women who do not

have proper education or never worked in any income generating activities. Thus, the

question of economic security marks the nightmare of their widowed life.
 If a widow has adult sons, she may have some measure of security. However, if she is childless or has only daughters, she usually faces multiple problems, including isolation, harassment,

denial of land, and even death. Under Islamic Law, widows are entitled to inherit at least

1/8th of the dead husband’s property and land. In practice, this share is frequently

‘managed’ and taken by the brothers of deceased husband. In a 1995 Bangladeshi

survey on property inheritance, only 25% of widows had received their rightful share in

the inheritance from a deceased father, and only 32% from their deceased husbands. In

Muslim communities, widows were treated as their sons’ dependents. Without an adult

male to provide support, widows find it hard and sometimes impossible to claim their

lawful rights to property due to low access to justice and legal system. After the liberation

war of Bangladesh in 1971, about two million war widows in Bangladesh who had

spent their life mostly without protection and in an invisible status.

Many of them died by now in extreme poverty. The majority (68%) of older women

above 60 years are widowed compared to only about 7% of men in Bangladesh.

According to demographic trend in old age, older widows in the country mostly live

longer time and live alone without any economic and health security and mostly

dependent on family and face worse socioeconomic condition compared to men.

Social discrimination against widows of Hindu Community in Bangladesh is a serious

concern. They are deprived of their economic rights. They have no right to the family

property, remain mostly in social isolation in a male dominated society, and have no

choice but to depend on their male relatives. Recently, Government of Bangladesh took

initiative to establish their rights to the property but faces a huge challenge in its

implementation.

Government and NGO programs

supporting widows of all ages and

old widows in the Social security

schemes

The Social safety net of the Government of Bangladesh, namely old age and widows9allowances was introduced in 1998. The beneficiaries of the scheme of Old Age Allowances, age 65 for men and 62 for women. The total Beneficiary of this scheme are approximately 2.5 million and are

receiving Tk. 300/- monthly per head which is payable every 3 months. However the

scheme allows only one member in a family to receive the benefit. A majority of eligible

older persons are excluded from this social safety net system. Since the scheme is

means tested, at least 50% of this pool could qualify for the benefits under the scheme,

though the incidence of poverty amongst the elderly and widows are higher and hence

approximately more than 3.7 million could qualify for the benefit. Widows get support

through widow allowances and various other programmes, such as Food for Works

programme, vulnerable group Development programmes, road maintenance programmes

etc ., which are mostly confined to poverty reduction schemes. Besides, microcredit ,

micro entrepreneurship and SME support programmes also provide empowerment to

widows and generated positive results in the economy.

But in absence of any standard statistics many widows in the rural areas are not

included in these support systems .In most of the developing countries of this region

there is a lack of adequate healthcare and social security systems for older women

and widows . Evidenced by national plans and strategies, many countries are trying to

cope with the problems and needs of these women, but the approach is being marked

by “welfare” rather than a “rights” perspective. Older women and widows need support to

maintain dignity and independence in their life. There is an urgent need for more data

collection disaggregated by age and sex– especially for women over 60 years of age

and widows of all ages , so that government and non-government interventions can

better respond to their needs .

ACTIVE AGEING AND RESEARCH

CENTER

(Organization for the protection of the Human Rights of Women, Older Women

and Widows of All Ages) The Organization 'ACTIVE AGEING AND RESEARCH CENTER'

works to protect and improve the human rights of women, older women and widows

of all ages who are socially and economically disadvantaged in the family and society also

vulnerable to violence and trafficking and ignored in the Government policies and

programmes as well . The organization aims to fulfill its goal through awareness campaign, negotiation with States Parties to create opportunities for older women and widows, and promoting and providing services in health, education, income generation, water and sanitation,

adequate housing and living conditions, old homes, communications, access to local

governmental services, access to medical care services and developing innovative

social business projects to address poverty and inequality in the society.

The goal of these activities is to eliminate all forms of discrimination against older women

and widows and implement perspectives of CEDAW convention in the project areas

to promote equal status and opportunities for all .Promoting the concept of Universal

social pension to eradicate poverty among vulnerable women and widows is another

important goal of the project.

Two Initial initiatives of AARC

Institute for providing comprehensive training to

"Home care providers" and "Readymade low cost

garments project" under AARC are designed to provide

services and employment to widows and older women in

Bangladesh.

1) Home care providers will be trained to develop a different skill which includes

knowledge of paramedics, physiotherapy, cooking, and other care services to support

a complete home care to older women and older persons. Middle aged widows and

single older women with little education will be trained for this job. 2) Readymade

Garment is designed to provide low cost children's dresses for the consumption of

local market. All workers will be widows and older women.

