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Widowhood, a prison for African women – Africa Blogging

W idowhood practices in Igbo society are deeply entrenched
cultural customs that significantly impact the lives of widows

following the death of their husbands. These practices often lead to
various forms of hardship, discrimination, and social isolation,
reflecting broader gender inequalities within the community.
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01

Ritual Seclusion and Mourning
Attire
One of the most notable practices is Ino na nso, or ritual seclusion,
where widows are confined to a designated area and barred from
participating in communal activities for a specific period. During this
time, they are required to wear mourning attire, traditionally black,
which symbolizes their grief. However, some communities influenced
by Christianity have adopted white mourning clothes instead.

02

Hair Shaving
Another significant ritual involves the shaving of the widow’s hair.
This act signifies the end of her marital duties and serves as an
outward expression of her grief. The shaving is often performed
roughly, which can result in physical injuries to the widow’s scalp.
This practice is viewed as a rite of passage into widowhood, marking
her transition from a married woman to one who must navigate
societal expectations alone.
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Navigating Widowhood: The Struggle against Traditional Oppression – Radio Nigeria

03

Widow Inheritance (Levirate
Marriage)
In certain Igbo communities, widows may be compelled to marry their
late husband’s brother or another close relative in a practice known as
levirate marriage. This custom is intended to provide social security
for the widow and ensure the continuity of her deceased husband’s
lineage. However, it can create complex familial dynamics and may
not be welcomed by all parties involved, particularly the widow herself
or her children.
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Group of widows protesting – Agony of a widow.

04

Property Rights and
Disinheritance
Widows frequently face challenges regarding inheritance rights. In a
predominantly patriarchal society, they may be denied access to their
late husbands’ properties, especially if they have no male children.
This situation contradicts legal provisions like Section 36 of the
Nigerian Marriage Act, which entitles widows with children to a share
of their husband’s estate. Despite these legal protections, customary
laws often prevail, leading to significant economic marginalization for
widows.
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Cleansing Rituals
Some widows are subjected to cleansing rituals that may involve
forced sexual intercourse with a designated individual to purportedly
rid them of their late husband’s spirit. Such practices are not only
traumatic but also violate the human rights of widows, further
complicating their already precarious situations.

06

Social Isolation and
Stigmatization
Widows often experience social isolation during their mourning
period. They may be forbidden from shaking hands or receiving gifts
directly due to being considered “unclean.” This isolation contributes
to stigmatization within their communities and perpetuates their
marginalization.

07

Advocacy and Social Change
Despite these deeply rooted customs, there is a growing recognition of
the adverse effects on women’s rights and well-being. Advocacy for
social change is gaining momentum, influenced by modernization and
legal reforms aimed at addressing and mitigating the challenges faced
by widows in Igbo society. Efforts include awareness campaigns, legal
reforms, economic empowerment initiatives, and cultural dialogues
that seek to educate communities about the rights of widows and
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promote gender equality.

In summary, while traditional widowhood practices in Igbo society are
steeped in cultural beliefs, they often lead to significant hardships for
women. The ongoing dialogue surrounding these practices highlights
the need for reform and support systems that empower widows rather
than subjecting them to further discrimination and hardship.
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