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Abstract 

Widowhood is a significant social, cultural, economic and theological reality in 

many African societies. Although widowhood itself results from the death of a 

husband, the experiences of many widows are shaped by cultural expectations, 

patriarchal structures, inheritance practices, stigmatization, poverty and, in some 

contexts, harmful widowhood rites. This paper examines the experiences of widows 

in Africa, with particular attention to selected practices found in some African 

communities and their implications for women’s dignity and liberation. It considers 

practices such as widow inheritance, compulsory mourning practices, shaving of the 

head, restrictions on social interaction, accusations of witchcraft or responsibility 

for a husband’s death, and the denial of property and inheritance rights. The paper 

also examines the biblical understanding of the treatment of widows, particularly in 

Exodus 22:22–24, Deuteronomy 24:19–22, Isaiah 1:17, Psalm 94:6–7, Luke 7:11–

17, Acts 6:1–7 and James 1:27. It argues that although African cultures are diverse 

and cannot be uniformly characterized as oppressive, cultural practices that 

humiliate, exploit or deprive widows of their fundamental dignity require critical 

examination and reform. The paper advocates a Christian ethical response that 

combines pastoral care, economic empowerment, legal protection, community 

sensitization and theological education. It concludes that the liberation of widows is 

consistent with the biblical concern for vulnerable persons and should therefore 

constitute an important dimension of the Church’s mission in Africa. 

 

Keywords: Widowhood, African culture, women’s liberation, widowhood rites, 

patriarchy, Christian ethics, widows, biblical perspective. 

 

Introduction 

Widowhood is a difficult experience that follows the death of a husband. A widow may be described 

as a woman whose husband has died and who remains unmarried. The death of a husband can bring 

profound emotional, social and economic consequences, particularly where the deceased was the 

principal provider for the family. Widowhood therefore becomes considerably more difficult when 

the woman lacks economic resources and social protection. Fasanmi and Ayivor observe that 

widowhood in African societies is influenced by factors such as social belonging, age, status, class, 

ethnicity, religion and culture, making the experience of widowhood complex and varied across 

communities.40 Widows are not treated the same way across Africa. Generally, widows face social 

stigmatization, property dispossession and dehumanizing mourning rituals. 

 

Widows constitute one of the groups whose welfare receives particular attention in biblical ethics. 

James declares that religion that is pure and acceptable before God includes caring for orphans and 

widows in their distress (James 1:27). This biblical concern reflects the vulnerability of widows in 

 
40 Abidemi Fasanmi and Sandra Ayivor, “Widows, Widowhood, and Society in Africa,” in The Palgrave Handbook of 

African Women’s Studies (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2021), 2269–2286.  
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societies where access to economic resources, inheritance, social protection and public authority is 

closely connected to male status. 

African Christian ethics also recognizes the importance of caring for widows and orphans. Samuel 

Waje Kunhiyop discusses widows and orphans as an important dimension of African Christian ethics, 

and examines traditional African approaches alongside biblical ethical principles.41 The African 

Christian ethical discussion of widowhood must therefore engage both cultural practices and biblical 

teachings. 

 

Widowhood is not experienced the same way throughout Africa. African societies are culturally 

diverse, and practices differ from one community to another. Some communities provide widows 

with emotional, social, and material support, while others maintain practices that may expose widows 

to humiliation, discrimination, economic deprivation, and social exclusion. The purpose of this paper 

is therefore not to condemn African culture generally but to examine those practices that undermine 

the dignity and rights of widows and to propose a biblical and Christian ethical response. 

 

Widowhood in Africa 

A woman who loses her husband experiences not only bereavement but often a major transformation 

in her social and economic position. The situation may become particularly difficult where the woman 

depends heavily upon her husband for economic support. The loss of a husband can expose the widow 

and her children to poverty, insecurity, and exploitation. 

 

The liberation of widows from marginalization should consequently be regarded as an important 

dimension of the liberation of women. Such liberation is also consistent with the biblical concern for 

vulnerable members of society. James 1:27 identifies care for widows and orphans as an expression 

of authentic religion. 

 

Kunhiyop explains that traditional African societies developed different ways of caring for widows 

and orphans. At the same time, some traditional practices placed widows in vulnerable situations. 

One example is widow inheritance, sometimes referred to by different names in various African 

societies. In some communities, a widow could be inherited by the brother or another close relative 

of her deceased husband. Such arrangements could historically function as mechanisms of social 

protection for the widow and her children; however, where inheritance became compulsory, it could 

deprive the widow of personal choice and autonomy.42 The children of the widow may also not like 

to be fathered by the member of the family chosen to inherit their mother. Such arrangement has not 

always favored the persons involved. 

 

The practice of widow inheritance is not restricted to West Africa. Agot, Stoep, and Tracy in a study 

involving 1,987 widows in Bondo District, Kenya, found that widow inheritance was widespread 

among the study population and that the implications of inheritance varied according to the 

relationship between the widow and the inheritor, and the purpose of the inheritance.43 This 

demonstrates the importance of examining widow inheritance contextually rather than assuming that 

it has precisely the same meaning or consequences everywhere. 

 

 
41 Samuel Waje Kunhiyop, African Christian Ethics (Bukuru: African Christian Textbooks, 2008), 259. 
42 Kunhiyop, African Christian Ethics, 259. 
43 Kawango E. Agot, Ann Vander Stoep, Melissa Tracy, Billy A. Obare, Elizabeth A. Bukusi, Jeckoniah O. Ndinya-

Achola, Stephen Moses, and Noel S. Weiss, “Widow Inheritance and HIV Prevalence in Bondo District, Kenya: Baseline 

Results from a Prospective Cohort Study,” PLoS ONE 5, no. 11 (2010): e14028.  
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A related biblical example appears in the question posed to Jesus by the Sadducees in Mark 12:18–

27. They referred to the practice in which a brother married the widow of a deceased brother who had 

died without children. Although Jesus' response was concerned primarily with resurrection and the 

power of God, the question itself reflects the existence of levirate marriage within Jewish society. 

The practice should not, however, be treated as identical in every respect to contemporary African 

widow inheritance. 

In southeastern Nigeria, particularly among the Igbo, marriage and motherhood have traditionally 

been associated with considerable social status. Yet the death of a husband can substantially alter a 

widow's social and economic circumstances. The woman who enjoyed security and respect while her 

husband was alive may suddenly become vulnerable to suspicion, deprivation, and exploitation. 

 

Dan Kore observes that the manner in which society treats widows can make them feel rejected and 

displaced.44 Such experiences demonstrate that widowhood should not be considered merely a private 

family matter. It is also a social justice issue. 

 

My personal experience of losing my father at the age of ten illustrates the vulnerability that can 

accompany widowhood. After my father's death, my mother experienced humiliation and ill-

treatment from some relatives and acquaintances. Portions of my father's landed property were taken 

by people who were expected to protect and care for us. Such experiences reveal how the death of a 

husband can expose a widow and her children to economic exploitation. 

 

One of the painful accusations that may confront a widow following her husband's death is the 

allegation that she caused his death. Such accusations can be particularly traumatic because they are 

imposed upon a woman who is already struggling with grief and the responsibility of caring for her 

children. 

 

Patriarchy, Inheritance, and the Vulnerability of Widows 

One basic reason for the vulnerable position of many widows is the patriarchal organization of 

society. In strongly patriarchal settings, men occupy dominant positions in family decision-making, 

inheritance, and community leadership. Consequently, the death of a husband can result in a 

redistribution of authority and property in which the widow has limited power. 

 

In some communities, women have historically been excluded from inheriting certain categories of 

family property. Consequently, male relatives may attempt to take possession of the property of a 

deceased man immediately after his death. Where this occurs, the widow and her children may lose 

the economic resources necessary for their survival. 

 

The problem of inheritance is particularly significant in Nigeria. Adeleke and Diala argue that the 

legal position of women's inheritance of their husbands' estates remains controversial and that 

customary law may create significant barriers to widows' inheritance rights.45 Their study 

demonstrates the continuing tension between customary inheritance practices and contemporary 

principles of equality and women's rights. 

 

Research among Akan widows in Ghana similarly demonstrates the economic consequences of 

property deprivation. Korang-Okrah and Haight found that property-rights violations following the 

 
44 D. Kore, Defender of Widows and Orphans, 2nd ed. (Bukuru: African Christian Textbooks, 2014), 53. 

 
45 Victoria A. Adeleke and Anthony C. Diala, “The Right of Women to the Inheritance of their Husbands’ Estate in 

Nigeria,” Journal of Law, Society and Development 11, no. 1 (2024).  
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death of husbands contributed to long-term economic difficulties for widows and their children.46 

Property ownership is therefore not simply a legal issue; it is directly connected with women's 

economic survival, dignity, and empowerment. 

 

The practice of widow inheritance illustrates the intersection between patriarchy, property, and 

gender. In some African societies, a widow may be expected to marry a brother or another male 

relative of her deceased husband. The Hausa expression Auren Gado refers to inheritance marriage. 

Where such marriage is imposed rather than freely chosen, it can become a source of exploitation and 

further vulnerability. 

 

Pemunta and Alubafi's study of widowhood rites among the Balengou of Western Cameroon 

demonstrates that widowhood practices may be sustained by beliefs, fears and patriarchal structures. 

They argue that the social context of widowhood rites must be examined in relation to women's 

human rights and the structures through which women are socialized into accepting and reproducing 

such practices.i Widows should not keep quiet when they are stripped of their human rights. 

  

It is therefore important to distinguish between cultural practices that provide support and practices 

that deprive women of dignity and freedom. Culture should not be treated as beyond criticism simply 

because a practice is traditional. 

 

Harmful Widowhood Practices in Africa 

Widows in some African societies experience various forms of stigmatization and discrimination. 

These include accusations that they caused their husbands' deaths, denial of inheritance, forced 

marriage, social exclusion, humiliating mourning practices and restrictions on their participation in 

community life. 

 

Durojaye argues that certain widowhood practices in Nigeria threaten women's fundamental rights, 

particularly the rights to dignity and non-discrimination.47 He further observes that Nigeria's plural 

legal system, in which customary law operates alongside statutory law, can create difficulties for the 

protection of women's rights. 

 

Ajayi, Olanrewaju and Olanrewanju. similarly demonstrate that widowhood rites in Nigeria can 

become forms of gendered violence and human-rights violations when practices performed in the 

name of culture subject women to degrading treatment.48 During periods of conflict, widows may 

also become especially vulnerable to sexual violence and other forms of exploitation. Such 

experiences compound the emotional and economic consequences of bereavement. 

 

In an oral interview, Abigail described her experience of repeated attempts by men to violate her. She 

eventually entered a marriage as a second wife because she believed that doing so would provide 

some measure of protection.49 Her testimony illustrates how social insecurity can force vulnerable 

women into circumstances they might otherwise not have chosen. 

 

 
46 Rose Korang-Okrah and Wendy Haight, “Ghanaian (Akan) Women’s Experiences of Widowhood and Property Rights 

Violations: An Ethnographic Inquiry,” Qualitative Social Work 14, no. 2 (2015): 224–241.  
47 Ebenezer Durojaye, “‘Woman, But Not Human’: Widowhood Practices and Human Rights Violations in Nigeria,” 

International Journal of Law, Policy and the Family 27, no. 2 (2013): 176–196.  
4848 Lady Adaina Ajayi, Faith Osasumwen Olanrewaju, Adekunle Olanrewaju, and Onwuli Nwannebuife, “Gendered 

Violence and Human Rights: An Evaluation of Widowhood Rites in Nigeria,” Cogent Arts & Humanities 6, no. 1 (2019): 

1676569.  
49 Abigail Maduakolam, Oral Interview, Enugu, April 5, 2026. 
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Onwukwe describes widowhood as a period that can bring hardship, poverty and the difficult 

responsibility of single parenthood.50 The death of the principal provider may leave a young widow 

unprepared for the economic demands of raising children alone. 

 

In some parts of Africa, widows also experience stigmatization because of beliefs about witchcraft. 

A widow may be accused of causing her husband's death or of possessing supernatural powers. Such 

accusations can result in exclusion from the community and denial of access to social resources. 

It is important to emphasize that these practices are not representative of all African cultures. There 

are also African communities in which widows receive material assistance, emotional support and 

continued participation in social and religious life. A balanced analysis must therefore distinguish 

between supportive cultural practices and practices that violate human dignity. 

 

African Culture and Widowhood 

African culture contains practices that can be both supportive and harmful. Fasanmi and Ayivor 

emphasize that widowhood experiences in Africa cannot be reduced to a single pattern because social 

location, religion, culture, class, age and ethnicity influence how widows are treated.51 In some 

communities, the following practices have historically formed part of widowhood rituals. 

 

Shaving of the Hair 

In some communities, the widow is required to have her hair shaved following the death of her 

husband. Among some Igbo communities, women known as Umuada may play an important role in 

enforcing aspects of traditional mourning practices. 

 

In my own experience, when my father died, my mother was required to undergo some of these 

practices, including the shaving of her hair. She was also required to consume a traditional 

concoction. Although some traditional practices may have been intended to symbolize mourning, 

purification or protection, practices involving coercion, humiliation or potentially unsafe substances 

require serious ethical reconsideration. In the same vein, Ojo argues that some widowhood rituals in 

Nigeria become gender-based violence because they subject women to dehumanizing practices that 

violate their dignity and rights.52 

 

Mourning Clothing 

Widows in some communities are required to wear black or other distinctive mourning clothing for 

a specified period. In some places, white clothing has become more common. Such clothing makes 

the widow easily identifiable within the community. Mourning clothing in itself need not be 

oppressive when it is voluntarily observed and understood as a cultural expression of grief. The 

problem arises when it is imposed through threats, humiliation or social punishment. 

 

Rituals to Prove Innocence 

In some communities, widows accused of causing their husbands' deaths may be required to 

participate in rituals intended to prove their innocence. Such practices may include consuming 

substances prepared according to traditional beliefs. 

 

 
50 M. Onwukwe, “Nigeria Police Widows,” The Guardian, February 4, 2019, 8. 

 
51 Fasanmi and Ayivor, “Widows, Widowhood, and Society in Africa,” 2269–2286.  
52 Anthonia Bolanle Ojo, “Widowhood Rituals: A Gender-Based Violence against the Dignity and Rights of Women in 

Nigeria,” Asian Horizons 13, no. 1 (2019): 86–98.  
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These practices become ethically problematic when they expose widows to danger, humiliation or 

coercion. Pemunta and Alubafi show that widowhood rites can become intertwined with beliefs about 

responsibility for death and can reproduce structures that subordinate women.53 

 

Drinking from an Earthen Pot 

In some communities, the widow and her children may be required to drink from an earthen pot, 

sometimes called Udu. Such practices may be interpreted within the community as forms of 

protection or ritual solidarity. Nevertheless, every ritual practice should be evaluated according to 

whether it respects human dignity, health and freedom of conscience. 

 

Widow Inheritance and Property 

Another practice is the inheritance of a widow together with the property of her deceased husband. 

Where the widow is treated as part of the inheritance of the deceased man, her personhood and 

autonomy are compromised. A widow should never be regarded as property. The ethical principle 

should be that the widow retains her dignity and the right to make decisions concerning marriage, 

residence, property and her future. 

 

The economic implications of property deprivation are significant. Korang-Okrah and Haight found 

that thirteen of twenty Akan widows interviewed in their ethnographic study reported property-rights 

violations associated with widowhood and bereavement, with consequences for their long-term 

economic circumstances and those of their children.54 Lasebikan's discussion of Yoruba cultural 

practices also draws attention to the suspicion that may fall upon wives when their husbands die. Such 

suspicion may lead to widowhood rituals intended to establish the widow's innocence. 
55 

Lived Experiences of Widows: Testimonies from African Communities 

Personal testimonies are important because they reveal dimensions of widowhood that cannot always 

be understood through theoretical discussion alone. Patricia, a widow from Oduma in Aninri Local 

Government Area of Enugu State explained that widows in her community traditionally underwent a 

prolonged mourning period. According to her testimony, a widow might have her head shaved 

immediately after the burial of her husband and might be expected not to comb her hair throughout 

the mourning period. The resulting appearance was intended to demonstrate publicly that the woman 

was genuinely mourning her husband.56 Although such practices may have cultural meanings, they 

can become humiliating when compliance is compelled and when women are judged according to 

their physical appearance. 

 

Another testimony shared with me by Mike57 concerned widows who were accused of witchcraft 

after the deaths of their husbands. Some were allegedly isolated from their communities and deprived 

of normal social interaction. The account further described how some women died after prolonged 

exclusion and deprivation. Such testimonies demonstrate the potentially devastating consequences of 

combining widowhood with superstition, poverty and social rejection. 

 
53 Ngambouk Vitalis Pemunta and Mathias Fubah Alubafi, “The Social Context of Widowhood Rites and Women’s 

Human Rights in Cameroon,” Cogent Social Sciences 2, no. 1 (2016): 1234671.   
54 Korang-Okrah and Haight, “Ghanaian (Akan) Women’s Experiences of Widowhood and Property Rights Violations,” 

224–241.  
55 H. A. Lasebikan, “Beyond Critique: A Philosophical Appraisal of Some Cultural Practices Infringing on the Rights of 

Women in Yorubaland,” in Dorcas Akintunde and Helen Labeodan, eds., Women and the Culture of Violence in 

Traditional Africa (Ibadan: Sefer Books Ltd., 2002), 67–78. 

 
56 Interview with Patricia Onuwa, a widow from Oduma, Aninri Local Government Area of Enugu State, July 14, 2023. 
57 Interview with Mike Chukwu, Umuahia, June 5, 2026. 
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These accounts should not be generalized to every African community. Rather, they demonstrate the 

need for contextual research into widowhood practices and for mechanisms through which harmful 

practices can be identified and transformed. 

 

Widowhood and Remarriage 

The death of a husband does not terminate a woman's right to live a meaningful life. A widow who 

chooses to remarry should be free to do so, and a widow who chooses to remain unmarried should 

likewise have her decision respected. Paul's counsel in 1 Timothy 5:14 encourages younger widows 

to marry, have children and manage their households. The passage should not be interpreted as a 

command that every widow must remarry. Rather, it demonstrates that widowhood does not remove 

a woman's right to participate in family and social life. 

 

A widow should therefore not be forced to marry the brother or relative of her deceased husband. 

Widow inheritance may historically have functioned as a social mechanism of protection in certain 

contexts, but protection should not be achieved through the denial of personal autonomy. The 

Christian community should provide widows with sufficient social and economic support so that 

remarriage becomes a matter of personal choice rather than economic necessity. 

 

The health implications of compulsory inheritance also deserve consideration. Agot, Stoep, and 

Obare’s study in Kenya found that the health implications of widow inheritance varied according to 

the nature and purpose of the inheritance, demonstrating the need to distinguish between forms of 

inheritance intended for companionship and those associated with sexual or ritual expectations.58 In 

any case, the widow has the right to own her late husband’s property. The relatives should not decide 

for her what to do with the property left behind by the late husband. 

 

Widowhood and Women’s Liberation: The Biblical Perspective 

The Bible contains significant teachings concerning the treatment of widows. The biblical concern is 

not simply that widows should receive sympathy but that they should receive justice, protection and 

material support. 

 

God's Concern for Widows 

Exodus 22:22–24 contains a strong prohibition against exploiting widows and orphans. The passage 

presents God as one who hears the cry of vulnerable persons and responds to injustice against them. 

Deuteronomy 24:19–22 provides for widows, orphans and foreigners to benefit from the harvest. This 

legislation demonstrates that care for vulnerable persons was incorporated into Israel's economic and 

social structures rather than left entirely to private charity. 

 

Similarly, Isaiah 1:17 calls upon the people to seek justice and defend the cause of the widow. Psalm 

94:6–7 also condemns the killing and oppression of widows and orphans. 

These texts establish an important theological principle: the welfare of widows is a matter of justice, 

not merely charity. 

 

Jesus and Widows 

 
58 Kawango E. Agot, Ann Vander Stoep, Melissa Tracy, Billy A. Obare, Elizabeth A. Bukusi, Jeckoniah O. Ndinya-

Achola, Stephen Moses, and Noel S. Weiss, “Widow Inheritance and HIV Prevalence in Bondo District, Kenya: Baseline 

Results from a Prospective Cohort Study,” PLoS ONE 5, no. 11 (2010): e14028.  
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Jesus demonstrated compassion toward widows. In Luke 7:11–17, Jesus encountered a widow whose 

only son had died. His compassion led him to restore her son to life. The narrative draws attention to 

the social vulnerability that accompanied widowhood in the ancient world. 

 

Luke also presents Anna, the prophetess, as an example of faithful widowhood (Luke 2:36–38). Her 

identity is not reduced to the fact that she had lost her husband; she is presented as a person of spiritual 

significance and active participation in the worshipping community. 

 

The Early Church and Widows 

The early Christian community took the welfare of widows seriously. Acts 6:1–7 records a dispute 

concerning the daily distribution to widows. The fact that this issue required apostolic attention 

demonstrates the importance of equitable treatment within the Christian community. The early 

Church therefore provides a model of institutional care. Assistance to vulnerable persons should be 

organized in a manner that is fair, transparent and inclusive. 

 

James and the Religion of Care 

James 1:27 provides one of the clearest New Testament statements concerning the treatment of 

widows. Pure religion involves visiting or caring for orphans and widows in their distress. 

The significance of this teaching is that Christian faith must be demonstrated through practical action. 

A Church that preaches compassion but ignores suffering widows fails to embody an essential 

dimension of Christian discipleship. 

 

The Church, Culture and the Liberation of Widows 

The Church has an important role in transforming harmful attitudes toward widows. Christian 

ministry should not merely comfort widows after bereavement; it should also address the structures 

that produce continued vulnerability. 

 

First, churches should provide pastoral care to widows. Ministers and church leaders should ensure 

that widows are not abandoned after funeral ceremonies have ended. 

 

Second, churches should promote economic empowerment. Training, skills acquisition, educational 

support, microenterprise assistance and other forms of economic empowerment can help widows 

achieve greater independence. 

 

Third, churches should provide education concerning property and inheritance rights. Widows should 

be informed about their legal rights and encouraged to seek appropriate assistance when their property 

is unlawfully taken. This is particularly important in contexts where customary inheritance practices 

conflict with principles of gender equality and statutory rights.59 The Bible says that my people perish 

for lack of knowledge (Hosea 4:6). Widows should understand their rights so that they can protect 

themselves, children and property. 

 

Fourth, church leaders should challenge beliefs that portray widows as witches or as causes of their 

husbands' deaths. Such accusations can produce fear, exclusion and violence. 

 

Fifth, women within the Church should become advocates for one another. It is particularly 

significant that some harmful widowhood practices are enforced by women themselves. The 

involvement of Umuada and other female members of communities in the enforcement of traditional 

 
59 Victoria A. Adeleke and Anthony C. Diala, “The Right of Women to the Inheritance of their Husbands’ Estate in 

Nigeria,” Journal of Law, Society and Development 11, no. 1 (2024).  
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practices demonstrates the need for women to participate actively in cultural transformation. Ajayi, 

Olanrewaju and Olanrewaju study of widowhood rites in Delta State confirms that gendered cultural 

practices may involve women as well as men in their enforcement.60Women should protect their 

fellow women especially the vulnerable. They should be agents of inflicting injury or causing others 

pain. 

 

The Christian response should therefore not be one of indiscriminate rejection of African culture. 

Rather, it should involve a critical engagement with culture, retaining practices that promote 

solidarity and reforming or rejecting practices that undermine human dignity. 

 

Recommendations 

The following recommendations are proposed: 

1. Protection of property rights: Widows should retain legitimate rights to property acquired 

during marriage and should not be deprived of their inheritance through discriminatory 

customary practices. 

2. Pastoral care: Churches should establish systematic pastoral support for widows, including 

counselling, visitation, prayer and practical assistance. 

3. Economic empowerment: Churches, governments and nongovernmental organizations should 

provide widows with opportunities for skills acquisition, education, entrepreneurship and 

economic empowerment. 

4. Legal awareness: Widows should be educated about their legal and property rights and should 

have access to appropriate legal assistance. 

5. Community sensitization: Grassroots education should challenge the belief that widows are 

responsible for the deaths of their husbands. 

6. Reform of harmful rituals: Widowhood practices that involve humiliation, coercion, unsafe 

substances, violence or forced marriage should be discontinued. 

7. Freedom of remarriage: Widows should have the freedom either to remarry or to remain 

single. No widow should be forced into inheritance marriage. 

8. Church advocacy: Churches should become advocates for widows by speaking against 

discrimination, exploitation and harmful cultural practices. 

9. Women supporting women: Women should be encouraged to reject practices that oppress 

other women. Female community leaders, church women and traditional institutions can 

become important agents of reform. 

10. Government and NGO intervention: Government agencies and nongovernmental 

organizations should provide social, legal and economic support to vulnerable widows. 

11. Property and inheritance reform: Customary and statutory legal structures should be reviewed 

to ensure that widows are not deprived of their legitimate property rights. Research on Nigeria 

demonstrates the continuing need to address gaps between women's rights and discriminatory 

customary practices. 

 

Conclusion 

Widowhood is a painful human experience that can become even more devastating when combined 

with poverty, patriarchy, discrimination, superstition and harmful cultural practices. The experiences 

of widows in Africa are diverse, and it would be inaccurate to describe all African cultures as 

 
60 Ajayi, Lady Adaina, Faith Osasumwen Olanrewaju, Adekunle Olanrewaju, and Onwuli Nwannebuife. “Gendered 

Violence and Human Rights: An Evaluation of Widowhood Rites in Nigeria.” Cogent Arts & Humanities 6, no. 1 (2019): 

1676569.  
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oppressive toward widows. Many African communities have systems of kinship, solidarity and 

communal support that provide important assistance to widows. Nevertheless, practices that 

humiliate, stigmatize, dispossess or force widows into unwanted relationships cannot be justified 

merely because they are traditional. 

 

The biblical witness provides a strong theological foundation for the protection and liberation of 

widows. From the Old Testament's commands to defend the widow to Jesus' compassion toward 

widows and the early Church's organized care for them, Scripture consistently presents the vulnerable 

as deserving justice and protection. James 1:27 particularly emphasizes that care for widows is an 

essential expression of genuine religion. 

 

The liberation of African widows should therefore involve more than sympathy. It requires practical 

action. The Church, government, traditional institutions, families and civil society must work together 

to protect widows from economic exploitation, social exclusion and harmful practices. Widows 

should not be treated as second-class citizens or as property to be inherited. They are persons created 

in the image of God, possessing dignity, agency and the capacity to contribute meaningfully to family, 

Church and society. 

 

The task before African Christianity is consequently to engage culture critically and constructively. 

Practices that promote solidarity, care and communal responsibility should be preserved, while 

practices that violate human dignity should be reformed or abandoned. The Christian Church must 

become a community in which widows are not merely objects of charity but respected members of 

the family of God. The biblical mandate is clear: justice must be upheld for the widow, the orphan, 

the stranger and every vulnerable member of society. 
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