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Executive summary: 
 
 
From 2016 to 2021, widows were mentioned in 55 of the US Department of State 
Country Reports on Human Rights, which represents 14.6 % of all reports. While 83% of 
these mentions directly addressed the rights of widows and described specific violations 
they faced, 17% were mentioned in an incidental context. This suggests that actual 
human rights violations perpetrated against widows represented only in 12% of all 
published State Department reports over the past 6 years. The Global Fund for Widows 
believes that human rights violations against widows occurs with a systemic ubiquity and 
impunity given evidence from its work with widows in Africa, Middle East, and Asia, 
suggesting that such violations remain largely unreported in Country Reports on Human 
Rights. 

 
This report analyzes the frequency and nature in which violations against widows have 
been reflected in the US Department of State Country Reports. Further, this report offers 
recommendations to the US Department of State on possible implementation strategies 
that can be used to increase the visibility and awareness of such violations through 
increased reporting requirements. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



US Department of State Country Reports on Human Rights  
 

Visibility on Widowhood 
 
 

From 2016 to 2021, widows were mentioned in 55 of the US Department of State 
Country Reports on Human Rights, suggesting that violations against widows occur in 
only 14.6% of countries. While 83% of these mentions directly addressed the rights of 
widows and described specific violations they faced, 17% were mentioned in an 
incidental context. This suggests that actual human rights violations perpetrated against 
widows represented only in 12% of all published State Department reports over the past 6 
years.  Global Fund for Widows’ proprietary research and field based evidence reveals a 
different reality, as human rights violations of widows have been widely reported across 
Africa, Middle East, and Asia.  

 
There is good news and bad. The good news is that there has been a significant increase 
in reporting on widowhood, as the number of times widows were mentioned in the 
Country Reports on Human Rights rose by over 84% from 2016 to 2021. More 
specifically, the number of countries reporting violations against widows has increased 
by 45%, from 22 in 2016 to 32 in 2021. The bad news however is that such increase 
comes from a very low base, as in 2021, 198 countries and territories issued human rights 
reports, suggesting overall that only 16.1% of countries are reporting on this issue. A 
majority of the countries reporting are in Sub-Saharan Africa, followed by the Middle 
East, Southwest and South Asia, and Pacific Islands. The majority of the countries 
reporting on widows’ rights continue to report in subsequent years, however, most of 
these subsequent reports merely repeat the same quote from previous years (87%). 
 
 

 
 
 



Despite this progress in recent years on reporting violations against widows, it is 
important to note that the 16.1% of countries reporting on widowhood does not reflect the 
entire picture. The work of Global Fund for Widows has proven that most often the 
violations against widows are not reported. 

 

 
 
 

The Country Reports on Human Rights do identify the violations against human rights of 
widows under three main categories. These violations fall under three categories: 
inheritance rights, discrimination, and harmful practices. Within harmful practices, the 
most common violations reported were levirate marriage, witchcraft accusations and 
violence, and mourning rituals, including sexual cleansing. These violations usually 
occurred under customary law in certain regions of these countries, rather than their 
national laws. It was also often reported that widows faced disinheritance because of 
religious law and cultural practice being ejected from their homes, removed from bank 
accounts, and being prohibited from owning property. Finally, the main forms of 
institutional discrimination reported were access to the legal system, rights to remarry or 
live alone, accessing financial institutions, and employment discrimination.  

 
 



 
 

 
  



 
 

NUMBER OF TOPICAL MENTIONS OF WIDOWS RIGHTS BY COUNTRY PER 
YEAR: 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

  



Harmful Practices – Violence Against Women  
 
One of the most frequently reported violations widows face around the world are 
accusations of witchcraft. These accusations often target the most vulnerable members of 
society, especially widows without male sons and other women who were considered 
outcasts. Submissions from Burkina Faso, Ghana, Niger, Papua New Guinea, and the 
Solomon Islands all reported violence against widows on the basis of witchcraft 
allegations. Burkina Faso’s report mentions that male relatives would often accuse 
widows of witchcraft to seize their land and properties, and those accused of witchcraft 
were banned from their villages, beaten, or killed. Likewise, in Ghana, widows accused 
of witchcraft were sent to “witch camps” by cultural leaders, where many of them were 
killed. Nepal has a law that criminalized discrimination and violence against women 
accused of witchcraft; however, many widows continue to face this kind of violence 
regardless. In many places this kind of violence appears to be on the rise, as Papua New 
Guinea’s report mentions that a significant proportion of the increase in vigilante killings 
in urban areas were due to accusations of witchcraft. All of the countries that reported on 
witchcraft-related violence continue to report this practice in 2021, indicating that little to 
no progress has been made on this issue. Another frequently reported violation against 
widows under harmful practices is the practice of levirate marriage, also referred to as 
“widow inheritance” or forced remarriage. In this practice, when a man dies, his widow is 
forced to marry one of the deceased husband’s male relatives, usually his brother. This 
practice was reported mainly in sub-Saharan Africa. This practice is usually dictated by 
customary law, which is set by chiefs and other cultural leaders. Malawi has prohibited 
this practice since 2013, yet its report mentions that it still occurs in many regions of the 
country. 
 
Widows also face harmful practices in the form of the mourning rituals they are required 
to take part in upon the death of their husbands. One of these is the practice of 
“confinement,” as in many communities in the Eswatini, Ghana, and Nigeria reports 
suggest that customary law forces widows to stay at their husbands’ home for a set period 
without leaving. The exact nature of these mourning rituals varies significantly across 
countries and regions. For example, Ghana’s report mentions that in some traditions, 
ropes and padlocks are tied around the widow’s waist or neck, while they are forced to sit 
beside their husband’s corpse until burial and starve themselves. In some parts of Nigeria, 
widows must shave their heads and wear black while they live under social restrictions 
for up to one year. In the southern regions of Cameroon particularly, this practice 
required widows to sleep on the floor, shave all their hair, and forgo bathing and hygiene 
practices for an extended period of time. Widows were deprived of various rights during 
these periods, as in Eswatini, widows were prevented from appearing in public or in 
proximity to a king or chief for up to two years and were not allowed to run for office or 
take an active role in their communities. 
 
Furthermore, these mourning rituals also often came with the harmful practice of “sexual 
cleansing” or “purification,” reported in across a number of Sub-Saharan countries. 
“Sexual cleansing” refers to the practice of forcing widows to have sex with the male 
relatives of their deceased husband in order to be “cleansed” of his death. In 2018, 
Zambia’s report indicated that this practice was on the decline, as some local leaders had 
banned the practice. This suggests that there is progress being made on this issue there; 
however since Zambia’s report did not mention it after 2018, this remains unclear. 



Mozambique’s report mentions that there are campaigns against this practice, but it 
continues to occur, particularly in rural areas of the country. Furthermore, Ghana’s report 
notes that “If a widow engages in work or economic activity after the spouse’s death, she 
may be regarded as adulterous, considered the cause of the spouse’s death, or be declared 
a witch,” and in these instances, the widow may be subjected to harmful practices or 
forced to leave her home. 
 
Some countries also mentioned that widows were forced to marry against their wishes. In 
Syria, it was reported that widows were forced to marry ISIS and HTS members. 
Similarly, in Afghanistan, the Taliban and societal practices forced widows into 
unwanted marriages, sometimes with the threat of death. However, on December 3, 2021, 
supreme leader Hibatullah Akhunzada issued a public decree banning the practice of 
forcing women into marriage. The decree also stated that widows have a right to part of 
the deceased husband’s property. 
 
Many widows are also abandoned by their own families. In 2016, India’s report 
mentioned widows were sometimes cast out by their families due to cultural traditions 
which regarded them as “inauspicious.” This belief often led to widows becoming 
destitute, and it forced them to resort to begging for survival. In Guinea, widows were the 
primary victims of stigmatization, as they were often abandoned by their families if their 
husband died from AIDS. In Uganda, several cases of violence against widows were 
reported. Acid attacks against widows were prevalent, and widows in remote areas 
sometimes faced sexual violence from members of their deceased husband’s family. 
 
 
Discrimination 
 
In addition to these harmful practices, widows can face many forms of institutional 
discrimination. Women, in some countries, do not have equal citizenship rights and are 
discriminated against in the legal system and deprived of political and economic rights - 
these become particularly acute upon widowhood. One of the most significant forms of 
discrimination widows face around the world is a lack of access to justice, preventing 
them from being able to seek recourse for the acts committed against them. In Ghana, it 
was reported that widows often “lacked the awareness or means to defend property rights 
in court.” Discrimination in the legal system has such profound consequences because it 
affects other rights, such as the right to own property as is the case reported in Ghana. 
Similarly, it is reported in Malawi that since few widows have access to the legal system, 
they were not able to benefit from legal protections and social benefits.  
 
Another major form of discrimination is that widows can not be considered the head of 
the household. Every year since 2016, Niger’s report indicates that customary law does 
not consider widows to be head of household, even if they have children. Likewise, it is 
reported in the Central African Republic, that women cannot be head of the household 
under customary law. This has major implications for widows and their children, as it 
affects their ability to be registered on official documents and have ownership over land 
and properties. In Uganda’s report, there were 18 cases reported where widows’ names 
were often excluded from property documents. Furthermore, it was reported in Syria in 
2019 and 2020 that widows were forbidden from living alone, and all women are 
required to be accompanied by a male family member. However, in 2021, there was no 



mention of widowhood in Syria’s report. Widows were also deprived of political rights. 
In Eswatini, widows in mourning were sometimes banned from running for political 
office or taking an active role in their communities. However, Eswatini’s report also 
notes that in 2018, a widow in mourning was able to run for election for a local office 
seat that her husband had previously held. 
 
Discrimination against widows regarding their rights to citizenship was also reported in 
many countries. In Nepal, the law requires widows to submit a formal attestation from 
their husband’s family in order to obtain citizenship. Kuwait touches upon this issue 
indicating, women are generally not able to pass citizenship to their children, though 
there were exceptional cases where citizenship was granted to their children by Amiri 
decree. However notably, in February of 2021, Kuwait’s Legislative and Legal Affairs 
Committee rejected a proposal to grant citizenship to widows of male citizens. In 
Lebanon, women cannot confer citizenship to spouses and children, though widows may 
confer citizenship if their children are minors born to a citizen father. In Iraq, it is 
reported that widows were oftentimes unable to register their children as it required an 
extremely lengthy application, and thus their birth was not officially recognized by the 
state. There were multiple reports of women in Iraq who were forced to marry ISIS 
fighters and became widows with children and were not able to obtain documentation or 
registration for them. 
 
Widows also face discrimination regarding their right to have custody of their own 
children. In some regions of Kosovo, certain family customs require children of widows 
to pass to their deceased father’s family and the widow to return to her birth family, 
which would cause the widow to lose custody of her children in some cases. Likewise, in 
Uganda, certain customary laws forbid widows from retaining custody of their children 
after their husband’s death. Widows also faced widespread discrimination in the 
workplace. In Iraq, it was reported that widows are particularly vulnerable to economic 
exploitation and discriminatory employment conditions. Additionally, Cameroon’s report 
notes that immigrant and refugee widows from the Central African Republic were 
particularly susceptible to sexual harassment in the domestic work sector. Widows were 
also discriminated against in receiving loans, as Kuwait reported that there are 
regulations in place which limit the amount they can receive for housing loans.  
 
 
Disinheritance and Inheritance Rights  
 
One of the most prevalent issues affecting widows around the world is inheritance rights. 
In many Islamic countries, inheritance rights are based on Sharia law. For example, the 
Sudan report articulates that a Muslim widow inherits one-eighth of her husband’s estate, 
and of the remaining portion, the sons receive two-thirds, and the daughters receive one-
third. Bangladesh’s report confirms the same inheritance law for widows under the 
Muslim family ordinance. Under Hindu inheritance law in Bangladesh, a widow has 
rights to her husband’s property during her lifetime, but they are reverted to the male 
heirs after her death. In many cases, widows face religious discrimination regarding 
inheritance rights. Egypt’s report reveals other complications to inheritance for example, 
a Muslim female heir can receive half the amount of a male heir’s inheritance, while 
Christian widows of Muslims have no inheritance rights at all.  
 



In many cases, widows are disinherited from their husband’s property because women 
are not allowed to inherit property under certain laws. For example, it has been reported 
in Nigeria for the last six years that many customary laws do not recognize women’s 
rights to inherit their husband’s property, and the property is often taken by the husband’s 
relatives instead, which leaves many widows completely impoverished. Similarly, in the 
DR Congo, widows were often disinherited because the law gives precedence to the 
husband’s children over the widow in cases where there is no will. In Madagascar, the 
law states that widows with children may inherit half of their joint property; however, 
widows without children are eight in line to receive inheritance, as the husband’s living 
relatives take precedence over them. Furthermore, Indonesia reports that the law does not 
give equal inheritance rights to widows (without specificity). Uganda’s report notes that 
customary laws in many regions prevent women from owning property, leaving widows 
without the right to inherit anything. Furthermore, some Ugandan NGOs reported that the 
government sometimes gave less compensation to women for land it reappropriated and 
sometimes evicted them without compensation. Tonga’s report mentions that while only 
the male heirs have inheritance rights, a widow is permitted to stay on the husband’s land 
if she does not remarry and stays celibate. 
 
Home ejection is a major form of disinheritance that widows face. Ghana’s report notes 
that widows were oftentimes expelled from their homes by their in-laws. In 2017, it was 
reported in Eswatini that after a widow’s month-long mourning period mandated by 
customary law, some widows were ejected when their in-laws took over their homes. The 
report mentions that these widows and their children were sometimes left homeless and 
had to seek assistance from the government. Timor-Leste’s report mentions that in some 
communities, if a widow does not have children together with their husband, they are 
forced out of the husband’s home.  
 
While many countries have laws giving widows inheritance rights, the widows are often 
not able to benefit from them due to a lack of enforcement and knowledge of laws. For 
example, in Namibia, the law gives widows the right to stay on their husband’s land 
regardless of whether she decides to remarry. However, they mention that widows are 
often disinherited when the husband’s relatives seize the property from his widow and 
their children, a practice permitted under certain customary laws. In Nepal, the law gives 
widows authority over their deceased husband’s estate, but they report that this law was 
poorly enforced.  Similarly, Malawi’s report mentions that despite laws against this 
practice, the husband’s family often takes over most of the widow’s inherited estate. In 
Kenya, many widows were disinherited because they were not able to access their 
husband’s bank account. The one report which specifically mentioned protections to 
widow’s inheritance rights was Côte d’Ivoire, which established a law in 2019 which 
protects a widow’s right to inherit her husband’s property to the same extent as any of his 
children. Ethiopia’s report says that the law gives widows the right to inherit “joint 
property acquired during marriage” and the right to access government land. However, in 
2018, Ethiopia’s report noted that neither of these laws was actually enforced on a 
consistent basis. 
  



 
Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
Around the world GFW has identified three main types of violations against widows: 
disinheritance, discrimination, and harmful practices Though there has been an increase 
in reporting on widowhood over the past six years, only 16% of countries are currently 
reporting on it as a human rights issue, making it difficult to understand the status of 
widows’ rights in many countries. From GFW’s network, we are aware of violations 
against widows taking place which are currently not included in the Department of 
State’s reporting. Furthermore, the reporting for countries mentioning widowhood 
indicates that there has been little to no progress made on these violations, as most 
reports listed the same violations from year to year. In order to understand, assess, and 
respond to the unique challenges faced by widows around the world, the following 
recommendations should be considered and implemented: 
 
 

1. Require all country human rights reports to include a section on widowhood 
within its greater gender and women’s rights frameworks. 

2. Require reports listing repeating violations to provide analysis on why progress is 
not being made on these issues, and also note where state or civil society action 
has taken place, if relevant. Anything that can be done to turn stagnant reporting 
into gender policy priorities for bilateral relations should be implemented. 

3. Enact internal gender policy priorities and measures that refer to and utilize the 
commitments made underUnited Nations General Assembly Resolution 76/252, 
“Addressing the Situation of Widows,” across diplomatic relations to encourage 
the adoption of all its provisions, including adding widows to their national action 
plans. 
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