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Abstract

Widowhood, a universal human experience is loaded cultural and religious elements that significantly shape
individual experiences and societal responses. This study explores the cultural and religious variations in widowhood
and how different communities perceive and manage the status and treatment of widows. The research problem
addresses the often neglected but significant impact of cultural and religious practices on widows' lives, which can
lead to diverse experiences ranging from support and inclusion to marginalization and abuse. The objectives are to
identify the cultural and religious norms affecting widows, examine the social and economic consequences of these
practices, and propose measures to improve the well-being of widows across different communities. The theoretical
framework is based on intersectionality, which examines how various elements influence the experiences of widows.
This framework helps in understanding the multifaceted nature of widowhood and compounded disadvantages affects
women. The study employs a qualitative methodology, using in-depth interviews with widows from diverse cultural
and religious backgrounds. Participants were selected through purposive sampling to ensure a representative sample
from various communities. Data were analyzed using thematic analysis to identify common themes and differences in
the experiences of widows. Findings reveal significant variations in widowhood practices, with some cultures and
religions providing supportive networks while others impose restrictive and harmful practices. The study concludes
that the challenges faced by widows requires culturally sensitive and inclusive approaches. Recommendations
include promoting awareness and education about widowhood rights, and fostering community support systems to
mitigate the negative impacts of harmful cultural and religious practices.
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Introduction

recognized

Widowhood, a

practices that strip them of their dignity and
rights. For instance, in parts of Nigeria,
widows are subjected to "widow cleansing"
rituals, which can involve forced sexual

intercourse as a means to 'cleanse" the
deceased husband's spirit (Makama, 2021).

status  universally

yet  variably  experienced,

significantly impacts the lives of women
wortldwide. The treatment and perception of
widows are deeply embedded in cultural and
religious contexts, leading to diverse
experiences that range from supportive and
inclusive practices to marginalization and
abuse.  Cultural  practices  profoundly
influence the lives of widows. In many
Aftrican societies, widows encounter

These practices not only violate human
rights but also perpetuate gender inequality
and social exclusion. Conversely, some
cultures provide supportive networks for
widows. In certain indigenous communities,
widows are integrated into extended family
structures and community activities, which
help mitigate the adverse effects of losing a
spouse (Sossou, 2022).
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Widowhood was often linked to

economic vulnerability, particularly for
women. Legal and social systems frequently
placed widows at a disadvantage, with
limited property rights and dependence on
male relatives (Klasen & Chesney, 2019).
Religious practices, such as sati in Hinduism
(where widows were expected to immolate
themselves on their husband's funeral pyre),
further marginalized widows (Lamba &
Jeffery, 2009). Colonial interventions often
disrupted traditional support structures for
widows, leading to increased hardship
(George, 2010). Widowhood reform
movements emerged in some regions,
advocating for legal protections and
economic  empowerment of  widows
(Burton, 2018). The 20th and 21st centuries
have witnessed a global shift in widowhood
experiences. Increased life expectancy and
changing demographics have resulted in a
growing population of widows/widowers
(Grundy & Murphy, 2007). Social reforms
and economic opportunities have improved
the situation for some widows, while others
continue to face challenges (World Health
Organization, 2018).

Historically, widowhood has been a

prevalent reality due to factors like high
mortality rates and limited medical
advancements. Across the globe, societies
developed diverse practices to manage the
social and economic consequences of
widowhood (Arizpe, 2018). These practices
often reflected prevailing gender roles, with
widows  facing  varying  degrees  of
vulnerability and marginalization (Klasen &
Chesnut, 2015). In many ancient societies,
widows faced severe social stigma and
economic hardship. Cultural and religious
practices often dictated the treatment of
widows, with many being subjected to
inhumane practices. For instance, in ancient
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India, the practice of sati (self-immolation)
was prevalent in some regions. Widows were
expected to immolate themselves on their
husband's funeral pyre as a demonstration of
their devotion and loyalty. This practice,
rooted in patriarchal norms, sought to
ensure the widow's chastity and devotion
even in death, reflecting the deep-seated
societal belief that a woman's identity and
purpose were intrinsically tied to her
husband's life and death (Mani, 1998).

Religious doctrines significantly shaped

the experience of widowhood. For instance,
some cultures practiced levirate marriage,
where the widow was obligated to marry her
deceased husband's brother (Das, 2012).
Conversely, certain  religions  might
emphasize periods of mourning and
restrictions on remarriage for widows
(McFadden, 2017). Hinduism, for example,
has a complex history with widowhood,
ranging from the outlawed practice of Sati to
contemporary efforts aimed at empowering
widows  through community  support
(Chakrabarti, 2023). In some Christian and
Islamic contexts, widows may be subject to
restrictive mourning practices that can
isolate them socially and economically. In
conservative Christian communities, widows
often face societal expectations to adhere to
prolonged periods of mourning and
seclusion (Nwachukwu, 2023). Similatly, in
some Islamic traditions, widows may
encounter strict interpretations of Iddah, the
prescribed waiting period, which can limit
their social and economic activities (Ahmed
& Hassan, 2021). With the rise of major
wortld religions such as Christianity, Judaism,
and Islam, specific guidelines were
established for the treatment of widows.
These guidelines aimed to provide a
framework  for  mourning  practices,
inheritance rights, and potential remarriage,
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though the extent of their effectiveness
vatried across contexts.

Christianity: The evolution of
widowhood practices within
Christianity is complex. Initially,
widows were respected and often
supported by the early Christian
community. The New Testament
includes directives to care for
widows, reflecting a shift towards a
more  compassionate  approach.
However, as the church became
more institutionalized, widows were
sometimes subjected to stricter
controls and expectations,

particularly regarding remarriage and
chastity (Hughes, 2012).

Judaism: Jewish law provided
specific protections for widows,
ensuring they had certain rights to
inheritance  and  support. The
concept of the levirate marriage
(where a widow marries her
deceased husband's brother) was
intended to provide economic and
social security, although it also aimed
to maintain family lineage and
property within the family.

Islam: Islamic  teachings also
provided clear guidelines for the
treatment of widows. The Qut'an
specifies a waiting period (iddah) for
widows before they can remarry,
intended as a period of mourning
and respect for the deceased
husband. Islamic law also grants
widows a share of their husband's
estate, although cultural practices
sometimes ~ diverge from these
religious prescriptions, leading to
variations in how widows are treated
across different Muslim
communities.
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The marginalization and abuse of

widows are pervasive issues with severe
social and economic consequences. Widows
often face property rights violations, where
they are denied inheritance and ownership
of land and assets, leading to economic
disenfranchisement (Kabeer, 2021). This
lack of economic security can plunge
widows into poverty and dependence,
making them vulnerable to exploitation and
abuse. Furthermore, the social stigma
associated with widowhood can result in
isolation and mental health issues. Widows
may be ostracized by their communities and
families, leading to feelings of worthlessness
and depression (Afolayan & Omoera, 2022).
This study highlights the need for culturally
sensitive and  inclusive  policies and
interventions. Legal protections, community
support systems, and awareness campaigns
are essential to ensure that widows are
treated with dignity and respect, regardless
of their cultural or religious background.

Colonialism and

modernization ~ processes significantly
disrupted traditional support structures for
widows, especially in Africa and Asia. In
many African societies, colonial policies
dismantled existing social safety nets and
community-based support systems.
Traditional practices that provided some
level of protection and support for widows
were often undermined or replaced by
colonial legal systems that did not adequately
address the needs of widows. This led to
increased vulnerability and marginalization
of widows during and after the colonial
petiod (McDougal, 2011). Similarly, in Asia,
modernization and urbanization disrupted
extended family systems and community
networks  that traditionally  supported
widows. Economic pressures and changing
social norms further exacerbated the
challenges faced by widows, leading to

subsequent
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greater social isolation and economic
insecurity.

Today,

significant social concern, particularly with
increasing life expectancy and changing
family structures. Despite legal
advancements in many countries, widows
often face significant barriers in accessing
their rightful inheritance. Discriminatory
practices and legal loopholes can deprive
widows of property and assets, leading to
economic hardship and social
marginalization. The emotional well-being of
widows is another critical issue. The loss of a
spouse can lead to profound grief and
psychological ~ distress, compounded by
social isolation and stigma. Support systems,
including  counseling and community
networks, are essential in helping widows
cope with their loss and rebuild their lives.

widowhood remains a

Statement of the Problem

W idowhood is a universal experience,

but its implications vary widely across
different cultural and religious contexts.
Widows frequently experience a range of
challenges that stem from deeply ingrained
cultural and religious practices, which can
either support or marginalize them. The
diverse experiences of widows ranging from
support and inclusion to marginalization and
abuse highlight the necessity of examining
this issue in a nuanced and context-specific
manner. Cultural practices play a critical role
in shaping the experiences of widows. In
many communities, widows are subjected to
harmful traditional practices that strip them
of their dignity and rights. For example, in
some African cultures, widows are forced to
undergo ritual cleansing, a practice that can
involve sexual violence and other forms of
abuse (Makama, 2021). Such practices not
only violate the rights of widows but also
perpetuate gender inequality and social
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exclusion. In contrast, other cultures may
offer supportive networks for widows. In
certain  indigenous  communities,  for
instance, widows are cared for by extended
family members and integrated into social
and economic activities (Sossou, 2022).
These supportive practices can help mitigate
the adverse effects of widowhood, providing
widows with the resources and emotional
support they need to rebuild their lives.

Religious beliefs and practices also

significantly influence the treatment of
widows. In some religious contexts, widows
are revered and provided with support
through religious institutions. For example,
in Hinduism, the concept of 'Sati' has been
largely abolished, and there are ongoing
efforts to improve the status of widows
through community support and
empowerment  initiatives  (Chakrabarti,
2023). However, in other religious contexts,
widows may face strict prohibitions and
social isolation. In some conservative
Christian and Islamic communities, widows
may be required to adhere to restrictive
mourning practices that limit their social
interactions and  economic  activities

(Nwachukwu, 2023).

The plight of widows in various

cultural and religious contexts has often
been overlooked despite its significant social
implications. The marginalization and abuse
of widows are pervasive issues that can have
severe social and economic consequences.
Widows often face property  rights
violations, where they are denied inheritance
and ownership of land and assets (Kabeer,
2021). This economic disenfranchisement
can lead to poverty and dependence,
exacerbating  their  vulnerability  to
exploitation and abuse. Furthermore, the
social stigma associated with widowhood
can lead to isolation and mental health

A Journal Publication of Department of Public Administration, Federal University, Wukari, Taraba State

Volume 7 Number 4

July 2024  Page 35



Daniel, Rosemary Onchi & Madugu, Doris Lami

issues. Widows may be ostracized by their
communities and even by their own families,
leading to feelings of worthlessness and
depression (Afolayan & Omoera, 2022).
This social exclusion not only affects their
mental well-being but also limits their access
to social services and support networks.

Theoretical Framework: Dual
Process Model and
Cultural/Religious Influences

The Dual Process Model (DPM) of

grief emerged in the late 20th century as a
response to earlier, more linear models of
grief that suggested a progression through
stages (like Kiibler-Ross' stages of grief).
Developed by Margaret Stroebe and Henk
Schut in 1999, the DPM was proposed to
account for the dynamic and fluctuating
nature of grief experiences, acknowledging
that grieving individuals oscillate between
two primary stressors: loss-oriented stressors
(focusing on the deceased) and restoration-
oriented stressors (focusing on adapting to
life without the deceased). The DPM has
roots in Sigmund Freud's (1917) concept of
"mourning work," which emphasized the
importance of confronting the emotional
pain of loss. However, the specific model
emerged in the 1990s.

Margaret Stroebe: A prominent
psychologist known for her work in
bereavement and coping strategies, Margaret
Stroebe co-developed the Dual Process
Model along with Henk Schut.

Henk Schut: Together with Margaret
Stroebe, Henk Schut contributed to the
formulation and development of the Dual
Process Model, focusing on its application in
understanding grief processes and coping
mechanisms.

NJPSM ISSN: 2814-2330

Assumptions of the Dual
Process Model

e Grief is not a linear progression
through  stages but involves
dynamic processes of oscillation
between confronting the reality of
the loss (loss-oriented) and coping
with changes in life (restoration-
oriented).  Grieving  individuals
alternate between engaging with the
emotional pain of loss (loss-
oriented stressors) and attending to
practical life changes (restoration-
oriented stressors). This oscillation
allows individuals to balance their
grief work with the demands of
daily life.

eThere is variability in  how
individuals approach and
experience grief. Some may spend
more  time  confronting  the
emotional aspects of loss, while
others may focus on practical tasks
or distractions.

e Cultural norms, societal
expectations, and religious beliefs
significantly shape how grief is
expressed and managed. The model
acknowledges that these factors
influence the emphasis placed on
mourning rituals, support systems,
and coping strategies (Boerner &
Stroebe, 2010).

eThe model distinguishes between
normal, adaptive grief responses
(uncomplicated grief) and more
prolonged, intense grief reactions
that may  require clinical
intervention (complicated grief).
This distinction helps in identifying
when individuals may benefit from
additional support or therapeutic
interventions (Stroebe, Schut, &
van den Bout, 2008).
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e Individuals need to balance between
focusing on the emotional aspects
of grief (such as mourning the loss)
and attending to practical tasks and
adjustments necessary for life after
the loss.

Application to Cultural
Expectations and Religious Beliefs

The Dual Process Model provides a

framework for understanding how cultural
expectations and religious beliefs shape the
expression of grief: Different cultures have
varying rituals, norms, and expectations
surrounding grief and mourning. These
cultural framewotks dictate how individuals
should express grief, the duration of
mourning periods, and acceptable rituals
(such as funeral practices). For example, in
some cultures, widows are expected to
observe strict mourning periods with
specific behavioral expectations, which can
influence their grief expression (Neimeyer,
2016). Religious beliefs often prescribe
rituals and practices that guide grieving
processes. For instance, in Christianity,
funeral rites and prayers for the deceased are
integral to the grieving process, providing
solace and a sense of continuity. Conversely,
certain religious interpretations may impose
restrictions on grief expression, influencing
how individuals navigate their grief journey
(Smith & Carlson, 2020).

In cultures where collective mourning

rituals are central, such as in many African
and Asian societies, the community's
support and participation in mourning can
provide a structured framework for grief
expression (Burr & Chapman, 2020).
Religious beliefs may offer spiritual comfort
and rituals that help individuals make sense
of loss and find meaning in their grief
journey (Klass, Silverman, & Nickman,

NJPSM ISSN: 2814-2330

1996). However, cultural norms and
religious  practices can also impose
expectations on  grieving  individuals,
influencing how they are expected to behave
and cope with loss. This can sometimes
conflict with the individual's own emotional
experience and needs, highlighting the
tension between personal grief expression
and societal norms (Walter, 1999).

Strengths

* The Dual Process Model (DPM)
provides a dynamic framework that
acknowledges the oscillation between
loss-oriented and restoration-oriented
coping. This flexibility accommodates
the fluctuating nature of grief,
recognizing that individuals may move
back and forth between focusing on
the loss and adapting to life changes,
which more accurately reflects the
lived experiences of many grieving
individuals. A widow may spend some
days deeply mourning her spouse
(loss-oriented) and other days focusing
on managing household tasks or
engaging in new activities (restoration-
oriented).

= The model allows for individual
differences in grieving processes,
acknowledging that people cope with
loss in varied ways depending on
personal, cultural, and contextual
factors. This inclusivity makes the
model applicable to a wide range of
bereavement experiences. In some
cultures, collective mourning practices
provide a strong support network
(loss-oriented), while in  others,
emphasis may be placed on returning
to daily routines (restoration-oriented).

* The DPM integrates emotional and
practical aspects of coping, offering a
comprehensive understanding of how
individuals navigate grief. It considers
the need for both emotional
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processing of the loss and practical
adjustments to life without the
deceased. A bereaved person may
simultaneously work through feelings
of sadness and take on new
responsibilities previously handled by
the deceased spouse.

The model provides a useful
framework for therapeutic
interventions, helping counselors and
therapists tailor their approaches to
the needs of the bereaved. It suggests
that supporting clients in balancing
their attention between loss-oriented
and restoration-oriented activities can
facilitate adaptive coping. A therapist
might encourage a grieving client to
express their emotions (loss-oriented)
while also setting small, achievable
goals for daily life (restoration-
oriented).

Weaknesses

® Measuring the oscillation between
loss-oriented and restoration-
oriented coping can be complex and
subjective. The lack of clear metrics
to assess this dynamic process may
pose  challenges for empirical
research and practical application.
Researchers may struggle to quantify
how frequently and effectively a
person switches between focusing on
their grief and engaging in restorative
activities.

= While the model is adaptable, it may
not fully capture cultural variations
in grief practices. Some cultures have
unique  grieving  rituals  and
expectations that do not fit neatly
into the dual categories of loss-
oriented and restoration-oriented
coping. In cultures where communal
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not align with the individualistic
focus of the DPM.

By categorizing coping mechanisms
into two broad categories, the model
may oversimplify the complexities of
grief. Some critics argue that grief
encompasses more dimensions and
that focusing solely on loss-oriented
and restoration-oriented activities
may neglect other important aspects.
Spiritual  or  existential  coping
strategies may not be easily classified
within the DPM framework but play
a significant role in some individuals'
grieving processes.

The model does not explicitly
address the long-term trajectory of
grief.  While it  acknowledges
oscillation, it lacks detailed guidance
on how grief processes evolve over
extended periods, which can be
crucial for understanding prolonged
or complicated grief. Long-term
adjustments, such as changes in
identity or life goals following a loss,
may not be adequately covered by
the model’s focus on short-term
oscillation.

While the Dual Process Model offers
a nuanced understanding of grief
dynamics, critics argue that it may
oversimplify the complexities of grief
experiences and overlook cultural
variations in  coping  strategies.
Furthermore, recent tesearch has
expanded upon the model to include
socio-cultural ~ factors  explicitly,
emphasizing the importance of
context in shaping grief processes
(Stroebe & Schut, 2010).

Research Methodology

The study was conducted in Wukari

Local Government Area. Wukari's diverse
population including the Jukun people

grieving is  predominant, the
collective nature of mourning may
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(dominant ethnicity) and others like the Tiv
and Idoma, offers a rich mix of wvarious
cultural norms and practices related to
widowhood. This allows you to explore how
cultural  variations  impact  widows'
experiences provides a strong foundation for
examining various cultural practices and
their impact. Specifying Wukari Local
Government Area demonstrates a well-
defined research area. This study employs a
qualitative research methodology to explore
the cultural and religious variations in
widowhood.

Qualitative research is particularly

well-suited for understanding complex social
phenomena and capturing the rich, nuanced
experiences  of  individuals.  In-depth
interviews are a key component of this
research methodology. These interviews
involve a  one-on-one,  open-ended
conversation between the researcher and the
participant. The purpose of in-depth
interviews is to explore the participant's
personal experiences, feelings, and
perspectives  in  a  detailed  and
comprehensive manner. Data is analyzed
using thematic analysis, a method for
identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns
(themes) within qualitative data. Thematic
analysis is chosen for its flexibility and its
ability to provide a detailed, nuanced
account of the data. Criteria for selection
include:

- Widow Status: Only individuals
who are widows are included in the
study.

- Cultural and Religious Diversity:
Participants are selected to represent
various cultural and religious groups,
including but not limited to
Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, and
traditional African religions.

NJPSM ISSN: 2814-2330

Findings and Discussions

This section consists of in-depth

interview responses form widows in Wukari
Local Government Area. In this section, the
findings from the in-depth interviews with
widows from various cultural backgrounds,
exploring their experiences, challenges, and
the societal perceptions they face will be
captured. The discussion will analyze these
findings in the context of cultural practices,
community dynamics, and the impact on
widows' well-being. It will also address the
implications for cultural sensitivity, support
systems, and policy recommendations aimed
at improving the lives of widows within their
respective communities.

A year old, Igbo woman from

southeastern Nigeria. Widowed for 1 year
explained that:

“Unfortunately, it's been a time of
suspicion and even exploitation.
Some relatives have questioned my
loyalty to my husband, accusing me
of witchcraft or neglect. Yes,
absolutely. ~ There have been so
many attempts to take control of my
late husband's assets, leaving me and
my  children  struggling.  The
traditional purification rites are
expensive, adding to the burden.”

The participant’s experience reflects

the pervasive cultural practices and social
stigma that many Igbo widows face. In Igbo
culture, the death of a husband often brings
about a period of intense scrutiny and
suspicion towards the widow. Accusations
of witchcraft or neglect are not uncommon,
as some community members may view the
widow as responsible for her husband's
death, either directly or indirectly. This
suspicion can severely affect the widow’s

A Journal Publication of Department of Public Administration, Federal University, Wukari, Taraba State

Volume 7 Number 4

July 2024  Page 39



Daniel, Rosemary Onchi & Madugu, Doris Lami

social standing and emotional well-being,
leading to feelings of isolation and distress.

The interview highlights the issue of

economic exploitation faced by widows. In
many traditional Igbo communities, widows
often struggle with inheritance rights. The
patriarchal structure and customary laws can
leave widows vulnerable to losing control
over their late husband's assets. Relatives of
the deceased husband may attempt to seize
property and assets, leaving the widow and
her children financially unstable. This
economic disenfranchisement compounds
the emotional burden of widowhood, as the
widow has to fight for her legal and financial
rights while grieving.

The mention of expensive traditional

purification rites sheds light on the
additional financial burden placed on
widows. These rites are often seen as
necessary to cleanse the widow of any
supposed bad luck or impurity associated
with her husband's death. However, the
costs associated with these rituals can be
prohibitive, further exacerbating the widow’s
financial difficulties. The requirement to
perform these rites, coupled with their high
cost, can lead to significant stress and

hardship.

The combined effects of social

suspicion, economic exploitation, and the
financial burden of purification rites can
have a  profound  emotional and
psychological impact on widows. The
participant’s  account underscores  the
multifaceted challenges that Igbo widows
face, which include coping with grief while
navigating a hostile and exploitative social
environment. The stress of defending
oneself against accusations and fighting for
property rights, all while fulfilling expensive

NJPSM ISSN: 2814-2330

cultural obligations, can lead to severe
emotional distress and mental health issues.

woman  from

A 50,  Yoruba

southwestern Nigeria. Widowed for 4 years,

it was gathered:
In some ways, it's been frustrating.
Certain decisions about property and
family matters are made by male
relatives, even though I'm the one
raising the children. Yes, it can. There's
a sense that widows should be
submissive and not challenge the
authority of male relatives. It can be
difficult to advocate for my children's
education or future when my voice isn't
fully heard. My children are aware of
the limitations I face. They worry about
our future security and stability.

The widow experience highlights the

patriarchal nature of decision-making within
Yoruba families following widowhood.
Despite being the primary caregiver for her
children, important decisions concerning
property and family matters are often
entrusted to male relatives. This disparity in
decision-making authority can marginalize
widows, reducing their agency in critical
family affairs. The expectation for widows to
be submissive and deferential to male
relatives further complicates their ability to
assert their rights and advocate effectively
for their children's interests. This cultural
expectation places widows like her in a
vulnerable position where their opinions and
concerns may not receive the attention or
consideration they deserve.

Her children are keenly aware of the

challenges she faces as a widow. They share
her concerns about the family's future
security and  stability, reflecting the
emotional burden placed on children who
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witness their mother's struggles with societal
expectations and limited decision-making
power. The children's apprehension about
future security unveils the broader impact of
cultural norms and patriarchal structures on
family dynamics following the loss of a
husband and father. Their concerns
highlight the need for comprehensive
support systems that address the socio-
economic welfare of widows and their
dependents.

A 36 year old Idoma widow

experienced this:
“The  mourning  period  was
extremely harsh. I was forced to
shave my head and wear black
clothes for an entire year, which
made me feel humiliated and marked
as different. I wasn't allowed to
attend any social events or even
leave the house much. The isolation
was suffocating, and I felt like I was
being punished for something that
wasn’t my fault. The community’s
expectations made me feel like a
prisoner. It was terrible for my
mental health. The loneliness and
the stigma of being a widow were
overwhelming. I often felt depressed
and anxious. Even though some
family members supported me, the
overall experience was traumatic and
made me resent the cultural practices
that seemed more punitive than
respectful. The mourning period was
a nightmare. I had to stay in
seclusion for three months, which
made me feel like an outcast. |
wasn’t allowed to eat certain foods
or participate in any community
activities. The rituals felt more like
torture than a way to honor my
husband. There was little
understanding or compassion from

NJPSM ISSN: 2814-2330

the community; they were more
focused on enforcing the rules.”

The widow's account reveals the

stringent cultural practices imposed upon
her during the mourning period. These
practices, such as shaving her head and
wearing black clothes for a year, symbolize
mourning but also mark her as different
from the community. The enforced isolation
from social events and restricted mobility
further exacerbated her sense of humiliation
and alienation. The widow describes the
experience as traumatic, highlighting its
severe impact on her mental health. The
overwhelming  loneliness and  stigma
associated with widowhood intensified
feelings of depression and anxiety. Despite
some familial support, the overall cultural
response lacked empathy and understanding,
focusing more on adherence to traditional
rituals than on the widow's emotional well-
being.

The widow's resentment towards the

cultural practices stems from their perceived
punitive nature rather than genuine respect
for her late husband. She views the rituals,
such as seclusion and dietary restrictions, as
forms of psychological torture rather than
meaningful ways to honor her husband's
memory. This conflict underscores the
tension between traditional customs and the
individual's ~ emotional  needs  during
bereavement. The community's emphasis on
enforcing  cultural norms  without
considering the widow's emotional state
reflects broader societal attitudes towards
widowhood. There is a need for greater
sensitivity and compassion towards widows,
recognizing  their  diverse  emotional
responses and supporting their mental
health throughout the mourning process.

A Journal Publication of Department of Public Administration, Federal University, Wukari, Taraba State

Volume 7 Number 4

July 2024  Page 41



Daniel, Rosemary Onchi & Madugu, Doris Lami

A« year old Widow from a

Traditional African Community revealed
that:
“In our community, the mourning
period is very strict. When my
husband passed away, I had to shave
my head and wear black clothes for a
whole year. During this time, I
wasn't allowed to attend any social
gatherings or even leave the house
much. The community believes this
is a way to honor the deceased and
show respect. It was a very isolating
experience, but I received support
from other widows who had gone
through the same thing. They visited
me and brought food, which was a
great comfort. In terms of the
practices, the participant expressed
that it was tough. The isolation made
me feel very lonely and depressed at
times. But, the visits from other
widows helped me feel less alone. I
knew that they understood what I
was going through. The rituals are
deeply ingrained in our culture, so
there was also a sense of fulfilling a
duty, which gave me some strength.”

The participant's response highlights
the strict mourning rituals in her traditional
African community, such as shaving the
head and wearing black clothes for a year.
These practices symbolize respect for the
deceased and adherence to cultural norms.
The community's belief system dictates these
actions as a way to honor the deceased,
reflecting deeply ingrained cultural values.
This mourning period is characterized by
isolation from social gatherings and limited
mobility, which underscores the
community's emphasis on respect and
mourning. Her account reveals the profound
emotional toll of these practices. The
enforced isolation led to feelings of
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loneliness  and  depression,
emotional  responses among  widows
subjected to restrictive mourning practices.
The sense of isolation is intensified by the
inability to participate in social activities,
which are often crucial for emotional
support and coping.

common

However, the

mentions the support she received from
other widows, who visited and provided
food. This support network is crucial in
mitigating the negative emotional impact of
the isolation. The shared experience among
widows fosters a sense of solidarity and
understanding, which is vital for emotional
well-being. The visits and assistance from
other widows highlight the role of
community support systems in traditional
societies. Despite the isolating nature of the
mourning period, these support systems
provide a form of emotional and practical
assistance. This indicates that while the
community enforces  strict —mourning
practices, it also has mechanisms to support
widows, recognizing the challenges they
face.

participant  also

The participant’s mention of fulfilling

a cultural duty indicates an internalization of
the community’s values. Despite the
hardships, there is a sense of strength
derived from adhering to cultural norms.
This sense of duty can provide psychological
resilience, as the participant feels she is
honoring her husband and her cultural
heritage. The combination of isolation and
support has complex implications for the
participant's mental health. The isolation
likely exacerbates feelings of grief and
depression, while the support from other
widows helps alleviate some of these
feelings.  This  duality  suggests  that
interventions aimed at improving the mental
health of widows in such communities
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should focus on enhancing social support
networks while addressing the restrictive
aspects of mourning practices.

In—Depth Interview Response of a 39

year old Widow from an Islamic
Background presents:

“In Islam, when my husband died, I
observed the Iddah period, which
lasted four months and ten days.
During this time, I stayed mostly at
home and avoided any form of
entertainment or celebrations. The
Iddah period is meant for reflection
and mourning, and it's also a time to
ensure that I'm not pregnant. I
received a lot of support from my
family and the mosque community.
They made sure I had everything I
needed and helped take care of my
children. My faith provided a lot of
comfort. The prayers and the
support from the mosque were very
important. Knowing that the iddah
period has a religious significance
made it easier to bear. It was a time
to focus on my relationship with
God and find peace in His will. The
community's  support was also
crucial. They were always there for
me, offering help and prayers.”

The participant’s experience highlights
the iddah period, a significant practice in
Islam observed by widows. This period lasts
four months and ten days and serves
multiple purposes: mourning, reflection, and
ensuring that the widow is not pregnant,
which has implications for inheritance and
lineage. Staying mostly at home and avoiding
entertainment during this time emphasizes
the solemnity and introspection expected in
this phase. This practice reflects the deep
intertwining of religious observance with
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daily life and significant life events in Islamic
culture.

The participant received substantial

support from both her family and the
mosque community, which is crucial in
mitigating the potential isolation and
emotional strain during the iddah period.
Family and community support, including
help with childcare and household needs,
highlights the communal approach to
grieving and the collective responsibility
towards widows within Islamic
communities. This support system helps in
reducing the widow’s burden and ensures
she is not left to cope alone. The
participant’s faith plays a central role in her
coping process. The religious significance of
the iddah period provides comfort and a
sense of purpose. This period is not just a
cultural practice but a deeply spiritual one,
allowing the widow to focus on her
relationship with God. Prayers and religious
rituals offer solace and a framework for
managing grief. The belief in divine will and
the community's prayers contribute to
emotional healing and acceptance of the
loss.

The support from the mosque

community is pivotal. The mosque acts as a
hub for emotional and spiritual support,
where the community comes together to
offer prayers and practical help. This
network of support fosters a sense of
belonging and reduces the widow's feelings
of loneliness. The participant’s experience
underscores the importance of community
solidarity in Islamic practices, where
collective support is an extension of
religious duty and compassion. The
structured nature of the iddah period,
coupled with the support from family and
community, positively impacts the widow’s
mental health. The participant finds comfort
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in the predictability and religious significance
of the practices, which provide a sense of
stability during a turbulent time. The
community’s involvement ensures that the
widow is cared for, which is crucial for her
emotional well-being.

In—depth interview response of a 56

year old widow from a Christian
background:

“When my husband passed away, the
church was a great source of
support. They organized meals and
prayer groups for me, and people
frequently checked in to see how I
was doing. There were no strict
mourning rituals, but there was a
strong emphasis on community
support and faith. The church
helped me organize the funeral and
provided counseling services.
Interviewer: How did the church's
support influence your grieving
process? Participant: The support
from the church was invaluable. It
made me feel cared for and not
alone in my grief. The counseling
services helped me process my
emotions and find a sense of peace.
My faith played a significant role in
my healing. Believing that my
husband was in a better place and
that we would be reunited one day
gave me a lot of comfort. The
church community was like a second
family during this difficult time.”

The participant's response highlights

the pivotal role of the church community in
providing support during her period of
widowhood. Unlike some cultures and
religions with stringent mourning rituals, the
Christian community emphasized communal
support and faith. This support came in
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various forms, including organizing meals,
prayer groups, regular check-ins, funeral
arrangements, and counseling services. This
holistic approach undetscotes the
importance of the church as a multifaceted
support system that addresses both practical
and emotional needs.

The practical assistance from the

church community, such as organizing meals
and the funeral, alleviated the immediate
burdens on the widow, allowing her to focus
on her grieving process. Regular check-ins
from community members  provided
continuous emotional support, ensuring that
the widow did not feel isolated. This
proactive engagement from the church
community highlights the integral role of
social support networks in the grieving
process, which can significantly mitigate
feelings of loneliness and despair.

The availability of counseling services
within the church played a critical role in the
participant’s emotional recovery.
Professional counseling helped her process
her emotions, navigate her grief, and find a
sense of peace. This aspect of support is
crucial as it provides structured, therapeutic
guidance to manage grief, which can be
particularly  overwhelming.  Counseling
services within religious institutions can
offer a unique blend of psychological and
spiritual guidance, catering to the holistic
needs of the individual.

The participant’s faith significantly

influenced her grieving process. The belief
that her husband was in a better place and
that they would be reunited provided
immense comfort and hope. This
eschatological belief, common in Christian
doctrine, helps believers cope with loss by
offering a perspective of life after death and
reunion with loved ones. Faith can act as a
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powerful  psychological tool, providing
solace and a framework for understanding
and accepting loss.

The participant described the church

community as a "second  family,"
highlighting the deep sense of belonging and
emotional security provided by her faith
community. This sense of family extends
beyond biological ties, offering a supportive
and nurturing environment that is essential
during times of grief. The church’s role in
fostering such a community emphasizes the
importance of social networks in providing
emotional support and a sense of continuity
and normalcy.

Conclusions and
Recommendations

This study has illuminated the diverse

and often challenging experiences of widows
across different cultural contexts in Nigeria.
Through in-depth interviews with widows
from the Igbo, Idoma, Tiv, Yoruba, and
other communities, it became clear that
widowhood is not only a personal loss but
also a complex social phenomenon shaped
by cultural norms and community
expectations. The findings reveal that
cultural practices surrounding widowhood
can vary widely, from supportive rituals that
foster community cohesion to restrictive
norms that isolate and stigmatize widows.
For instance, while some communities
emphasize mourning rituals as a way to
honor the deceased and support the widow,
others impose stringent rules that strip
widows of their autonomy and dignity.
Emotionally, widows often face loneliness,
depression, and anxiety exacerbated by
societal pressures and economic challenges.
The lack of comprehensive support systems
and the persistence of patriarchal attitudes
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further complicate their ability to navigate
their new roles and responsibilities.

From a policy perspective, there is a

clear need for interventions that protect
widows' rights, promote gender equality, and
provide holistic support to mitigate the
adverse effects of widowhood. Community
education and awareness programs can play
a crucial role in challenging harmful
stereotypes and fostering empathy and
understanding towards widows. To address
the challenges faced by widows in Nigeria, it
is imperative to implement multifaceted
interventions that encompass legal, social,
and cultural dimensions. Firstly, legal
reforms should be prioritized to protect
widows' inheritance rights and ensure equal
access to property. Strengthening and
enforcing existing laws, such as the Violence
Against Persons (Prohibition) Act and the
Child Rights Act, can provide a solid legal
framework for safeguarding widows from
economic  exploitation and  property
deprivation.

Secondly, there is a critical need for

community-based support systems that offer
emotional, social, and economic assistance
to widows. Initiatives such as support
groups, counseling services, and skills
development programs can empower
widows to navigate their grief, rebuild their
lives, and achieve financial independence.
Community leaders and religious institutions
should also play an active role in promoting
inclusive practices that respect widows'
rights and dignity. Furthermore, education
and awareness campaigns are essential to
challenge harmful cultural norms and
stereotypes surrounding widowhood. These
campaigns should target both men and
women, emphasizing the importance of
gender equality, empathy, and mutual
respect within communities. By fostering a
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culture of inclusivity and solidarity, these
efforts can mitigate social stigma and
promote positive attitudes towards widows.

Lastly, collaboration between

government agencies, non-governmental
organizations (NGOs), and civil society
groups is crucial for effective
implementation and monitoring of policies
aimed at improving widows' welfare. By
working together, stakeholders can leverage
resources, expertise, and advocacy efforts to
create sustainable solutions that address the
diverse needs of widows across Nigeria.
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