The Tigray Conflict
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The armed conflict between Ethiopian federal forces and Tigray regional forces has been
underway for just over two weeks. Hundreds are reported dead, and tens of thousands have been
displaced. Civilian and military casualties are mounting, with Amnesty International revealing at least
one massacre of non-combatant villagers, and the UN Refugee Agency warning of a “full-scale
humanitarian crisis”.1 2 As with all armed conflicts, men should be expected to make up a majority of the
combat-related deaths. In a region stricken by poverty, where small nuclear families are highly
codependent for unreliable sustenance farming, the implications for war widows are devastating.
An Economy on the Brink of Disaster
Despite an impressive 34% reduction in monetary poverty between 2000 and 2016, Tigray
remains the most impoverished region in Ethiopia, with the highest instances of poverty located within
the current combat zones along its southern border.3 The current conflict risks undoing economic and
developmental progress made since Ethiopia’s devastating Civil War which concluded in 1991. Patrilineal
social structures and the vulnerability of the local agricultural trade tragically place widows at the
highest level of risk. To most families of Tigray, the death of a man carries devastating economic
consequences as it not only represents the death of a loved one, but a significant loss in agricultural
capacity. All family members are responsible for farm work, which is highly time-sensitive, labor
intensive and physically demanding. As one Tigrayan woman said to a research team “In our society,
people depend very much on each other. Every person in a household is needed for survival. If one
member of the household dies, it is a tragedy for all. Because of this, our sorrow is immense.”4 With a
significant 34% female-headed households in 2018, Tigray’s population still bears the scars of the last
civil war.5 Reflecting on the epidemic of war-related widowhood which shook the region, one woman
stated:
In this society, when a woman loses her husband, we say it is like she dies with him. And that is
also the way she will think about herself. Because, without him, she will be unable to lead a
good life. She does not know the things she needs to know for generating income. The
dependency will have a strong impact on her sorrow. 6
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The disruption of traditional family structures and economic challenges for female-headed
households contribute to an intergenerational cycle of poverty, in a region where economic opportunity
is already lacking. This poverty leads to an array of intersecting consequences for a widowed woman.
Tigrayan society places great value on personal wealth, with poverty placing women at a significantly
heightened risk for discrimination, sexual harassment, and gender-based violence. 7 The economic
development painstakingly achieved over the past thirty years is precarious, and it is not clear how the
region will respond to conflict and its accompanying increase in widowhood.
Mourning Periods
Tigray tradition allows for a one-week mourning period for widows. In this time period
household members are expected to show great sorrow, however they are encouraged by elders and
clergy members to “forget their sorrow”. Following the conclusion of the mourning period widows are
discouraged from outwardly grieving so that it does not bring weakness. The lack of social security
requires widows to immediately return to work, and openly grieving is seen as an obstacle to
productivity and a precursor to negative physical and spiritual consequences for the widow. If a widow
continues to mourn, she may be ordered to stop by a priest. If she cannot stop, she will be rejected by
the community. In some cases, widows are expected to express their respect for the deceased by
neglecting their physical hygiene and refraining from cultural symbols of beauty. These widows often
will sleep on the floor and re-wear the same clothes. This may last for a year or longer. Additionally,
widows will wear a white shawl known as a netzela while in public. 8
Gender-based Violence
Women, widows included, are at a significant risk of gender-based violence and harmful or
degrading traditional practices. A 2020 study conducted by researchers from Mekelle University
confirmed that these practices remain commonplace across the Tigray region and are broadly accepted
by the community. Widows universally live at an elevated risk for gender-based violence. The 2016
national Demographic and Health Survey found that widowed women nationwide remained at a higher
risk for sexual violence, as well as all forms of intimate partner violence when compared to married
women.
The following statistics were found in Mekelle University’s study:
•
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39.4% of women were not asked permission to get married.
o 59.5% of women did not choose their partner themselves.
o 27.7% of women selected partner based on love.
77.1% oppose women choosing their own husband.
60.9% of brides have a dowry, across urban and rural communities.
84.1% of women say their participation in politics and social affairs is undermined.
o 62.4% of the community supports undermining women’s participation.
4.6% of women had experienced levirate.
5.4% experienced marriage by abduction.
11.7% experienced female genital mutilation.
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•

21.2% experienced early marriage. 9

These statistics demonstrate the troubling prevalence of various forms of gender-based violence and
harmful practices in the Tigray region. UN reports confirm this, indicating that a variety of customary
norms and de facto practices disproportionately discriminate against widows’ rights to inheritance,
property and independence continue to be practiced.10 It is nearly certain that incidences of violence
and discrimination against women will only increase alongside instability and conflict. Should the conflict
expand beyond Tigray there is an elevated risk nationwide for the millions of existing widows, in
addition to the scores of new widows created daily by ongoing hostilities.
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