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M A R T H A A L T E R C H E N

Listening to Widows
in Rural India

1 The first two sections
draw heavily on an
earlier paper co-
authored with Jean
Drèze (Chen and Drèze
r cent

among women aged sixty and above. Despite the concentration of widows in
older age groups, there are still a large number of widows below fifty years of
age.

In spite of these numbers, relatively little is known about the actual living
conditions of widows in India or what widows need and want. This article
presents the voices of a cross-section of rural widows from nine states of
India: over 550 widows who were interviewed during a recent field study and
25 widows who participated in a recent workshop. The first section contrasts
the dominant images of widows with the everyday realities of widowhood.
The second presentss
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remain one of the most controversial social issues in India (Oldenberg 1994).
However, even though the practice continues today—there are two or three
reported cases of sati per year—other practices associated with widowhood
are of more immediate concern for most widows in India.

Another image, that of the child widow, has also long captured public
attention, in large part because there is a common belief that the widow, no
matter how young, cannot remarry. In fact, only the upper castes tradition-
ally prohibited remarriage. Most other castes traditionally allowed, or even
encouraged, remarriage. Moreover, in recent years, the upper castes have
begun to allow child widows to remarry. Although less than 20 per cent of all
widows remarry, a far
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married women above forty-five years of age. For India as a whole, Bhat
found that mortality rates are 85 per cent higher among widows than among
married women (Mari Bhat forthcoming).

What about widows who manage on their own? Analysing income and
expenditure data at an all-India level, Jean Dreze and P. V. Srinivasan found
that households headed by widows have a lower-than-average consumption
level and a higher-than-average poverty level compared with other house-
holds if one adjusts for economies of scale as households headed by widows
are typically much smaller (Dreze and Srinivasan forthcoming). Earlier,
analysing income and expenditure data from one state of India (Karnataka),
Jean Dreze had found that households with a widow have somewhat lower
per capita expenditure levels than households without a widow. Dreze also
found that some subgroups of households with widows have higher-than-
average levels of poverty: notably, households consisting of a widow and her
unmarried
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2 The workshop was
followed by a
conference which
brought together about
sixty-five activists,
scholars and policy-
makers who have
worked on issues
relating to widowhood
in India. The demands
of the widows were
presented at the closing
session of the
conference. For a full
account of the
workshop and
conference proceedings,
see Chenand Drèze
1995b.

(including my own) is how few widows are maintained by—in the sense of
sharing food with—their in-laws, parents or brothers. The other clear and
important finding, a corollary to the first, is how many widows depend on
themselves or their sons. More precisely, the proportion of widows who live
in households headed either by themselves or by one of their sons is well
over 80 per cent in most samples. In my sample, the proportion of widows
who live in households headed either by themselves or by one of their sons is
well over 85 per cent; the proportion of widows who live in a household
headed by a brother-in-law or parent-in-law is below 3 per cent; and the
proportion of widows who live in a household headed by a brother or father
is only 5 per cent. A related finding is that if she lives as a dependent in a
household headed by her son, more so in households headed by others, a
widow is likely to be subject to neglect unless she is seen to contribute
something important to the household: either land, house or other property;
or wage earnings, domestic services or a pension.

Social isolation: The well-being of widows is not just a question of
economic security, but
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living arrangements and sources of support; struggles by widows to secure
their property rights; other actions taken by widows to assert their
individual or collective rights; demands of the widows on society and on
government

The workshop helped to bring out what the experience of widowhood is
for an Indian woman today. Several aspects of that experience were
frequently mentioned by most participants, despite their widely differing
social and regional backgrounds. First, a woman who loses her husband has
to adjust the entire basis of her life and work: who she lives with, how she
earns her livelihood, her access to her husbands property etc. Second, the
negotiations involved in these adjustments are typically much easier if she
has adult sons or supportive parents and brothers. Third, most widows
received very little support from their in-laws. In fact, relations with in-laws
are often quite tense. Finally, the primary concerns of the widows who
participated in this workshop were having a house or land in their own
name; a secure job, source of livelihood, or maintenance; education for their
children; and last but not least, a positive social image. More specifically, the
demands put forward by the widows were:

• Housing-, including automatic transfer of the conjugal house to the widow's
name upon the death of her husband, or allotment of a house site and
housing by the government;

• Land: including automatic transfer of land (and other property) to the
widow's name upon the death of her husband;

• Employment: including automatic transfer of the husband's job to the
widow (or her son) or training, credit and other services for self-employ-
ment;

• Children's education: including scholarships; stipends to cover the costs of
books, uniforms and transport; and boarding facilities.

And, for those widows who cannot secure property rights or pursue gainful
employment, the widows demanded:

• Social Security, pensions or other forms of social security from the
government.

This is not an unreasonable set of demands. Indeed, they represent a set
of basic entitlements which most governments, including the government of
India, are committed to providing all of their citizens. However, to date, the
government of India has treated widows as a single vulnerable group which is
seen to need pensions only—the underlying assumption being that most
widows are elderly and that all widows are inactive and dependent. As this
set of demands indicates, not all widows are elderly (many are young) or
inactive (many are gainfully employed or seeking work) or dependent (many
of them manage on their own or support young children).
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possibility of creating a new identity for themselves and a sisterhood with
other widows.

There is a need to create more opportunities for widows to come
together and redefine their image as women with dignity and rights. And
there is a need to create more opportunities for the society as a whole, as
well as policy-makers, to listen to widows and hear their demands.
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