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INTRODUCTION

WHEN DID YOU last say the word ‘widow’ aloud? It might feel rare in conversation, but widows themselves are far from unusual: today, there are approximately 258.5 million widows across the world.1 How is it possible that such a large demographic is so seldom mentioned?

Twenty years ago, I wrote a book collecting proverbs from around the world. It captured decades of research and centuries of oral traditions, passed on from one generation to another. That book, titled Never Marry a Woman with Big Feet, contained – at most – about ten pages about widows, but the message across cultures was clear and consistent: mistrust women whose husbands die. Why? Do we fear that a widow has become such through intent, by killing her husband? Or is it that the dead man’s ghost hovers around his living wife, and she remains, in some part, haunted? Why are widows associated with death long after their spouse’s passing, and widowers not? There are so many questions and no way to answer them. There must be more work to be done on the subject of widowhood. I promised myself to get back to it later. ‘Later’ lasted two decades.

Finally, in early January 2020, I had to look up something in that book of proverbs. The pages about widows made me curious again. I finally began to research in earnest, considering written and visual sources, as well as the oral traditions of yesterday and conversations of today. Three more months passed and my research began to take shape.

But life is unpredictable and capricious. After a long and exciting life together, I lost my own love on 7 April, 2020, and I stopped working on this book for a while.

Later that summer, I leafed through the unread stacks of post on my desk. Among the paperwork was the contract for this book, signed by both my publisher and my agent. I looked at the date of their signatures: 7 April, 2020. Was this a sign? It was a long year – a COVID-19 year – and the periods of isolation for all of us had just begun. Far from feeling too personal to work on, intensive work on this book confronted my grieving process. My own story became part of a global history. Widowhood became something much greater than my personal loss.

From that narrow diving board of no more than a few dozen proverbs, I plunged into the taboo world of widowhood. I began my research with well-known names, such as Confucius, Herodotus, Boniface and Ibn Battuta, alongside the lesser-known names of early travellers, historians and philosophers who offered early commentaries on widows. There are references to widowhood in texts by colonial officials and missionaries. In some communities, locals recorded the position of widows. They charted compulsory and non-mandatory mourning customs, voluntary and prescribed chastity, and even described widow suicide. I encountered fragments of material on unexpected paths, and details sprang forth from oral as well as written traditions. The harvested material grew into a rich collection of mainly male observations and reflections.

I found many similarities in the position and treatment of women, both around the world and across history, though there are many great cultural and individual differences, too. Every person is unique. Some deal with catastrophic loss better than others. Slowly, but surely, coherent patterns emerged. Like the African moonflower that blooms only in the moonlight, and whose open sepals are only seen by those who wait in the dark, my persistence was rewarded.

This book shares these findings. It is the first book to consider widows as a connected, global history. It uncovers the taboo that engulfs widowhood all over the world and across cultures, from Ancient Mesopotamia to Western Europe and everywhere in between. It looks at the customs, past and present, associated with widowhood. It asks questions that are both reflective and forward-thinking, such as: what does our treatment of widows tell us about society today? What does it suggest for our future? And why are we so reluctant to talk about it?

Before answering any of these questions, it is important to lay some groundwork. We must understand why there are so many more widows than widowers. The first part of the answer is straightforward: women typically live longer than men, so the likelihood is that a woman will outlive her husband. Although medical knowledge was such that many more women used to die during childbirth than they do in the twenty-first century, women have historically always lived longer than men, as far as we know. War, in the past, has been the most significant factor in this discrepancy; war typically claims the lives of more men than women. But history is only part of the answer. Among mammals, on average, females live 18.6 per cent longer than males. Where the species are largely monogamous, such as marmosets and tamarins, this gap shrinks.2 Today, the average life expectancy of a woman in the United Kingdom is four years longer than her male counterpart.3 In the US, women live five years longer than men.4 This difference is attributed to numerous factors, including lifestyle choices and behaviours. The pattern of women outliving men is written into both our history and our biology.

It is also down to our social conditioning. Widowers, both in the past and the present, are likely to quickly remarry, almost always to younger women, while women are statistically more likely to remain single after the death of their spouse. Again, some of this is down to biology: while many widowers may remarry for companionship, many also want to continue growing their family. Men are able to father children later in life, while women post-menopause cannot. This means widowers are more likely to look for younger second brides, and overlook widows who are in their thirties or older. This book looks to unpack the differences between how society treats widows and widowers, and explains the range of experiences endured by widows, both young and old.

The stigma attached to widowhood is not only directly by the male gaze; widows have long been ignored even by women’s movements. Over the past thirty years, that has slowly changed. Margaret Owen was the first to shine a light on the weak legal and social position of widows in poorer communities, with a particular focus on Africa and Asia.5 In 1998, the magazine Index on Censorship, which focuses on freedom of speech and writing across the world, dedicated a special issue to widows, under the title ‘Widows: Life After Death’, highlighting this global, cultural phenomenon:


Despite the proliferation of human rights groups and a growing concern with free expression worldwide, no group is as silent and invisible as the world’s widows. Widows fall through the cracks of everyone’s agenda. […] The victims of traditional custom and practice in many parts of the world, and the uncounted legacy of war from Europe to Afghanistan. There, to be a widow is to endure a life, almost without exception, of neglect, discrimination, harassment, loneliness, ostracism and poverty.6



Of all those millions of widows across the world, one in ten lives in extreme poverty.7 This statistic gave a new dimension to my quest to understand widowhood. The treatment of widows was no longer a puzzle to me; it was an international disgrace. This book is both a historical archive, capturing a demographic swept under the carpet, and a moment of reckoning for how society treats widows today. Yes, their husbands may have died, but does that mean widows should have no right to a full life themselves?

Contemporary societies maintain a delicate balance between the trusted familiarity of the past and the need for change. Old ways and customs are especially tightly clung to in smaller communities, while in modern, industrialized societies, traditional authority and morals undergo a faster degree of change. Though we can see sweeping patterns in behaviour, it is also important to consider pre- or uncolonized island communities, where practices often evolve – or not – at a different pace and in a different direction to the mainland. In the island nation of Tonga, for example – an archipelago of over 170 islands – widows are often highly regarded. Rituals such as mourning kava ceremonies reflect the widows’ high status. However, in other island nations, it is the practice to further ostracize widows in the aftermath of their husband’s death. This book explores how widowhood is experienced among societies both small and large.
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When I began researching widowhood – an ungendered term that refers to both widows and widowers – I was struck by how differently men and women receive the news of their spouse’s death. The trope of the ‘happy widower’, rejoicing at the news of his spouse’s death, exists in proverbs around the world:


A dead wife is the best goods in the house. (Catalan)

A dead goose brings life; a dead wife brings Heaven. (Spanish)

Grief for a dead wife lasts to the door. (French, Italian, Spanish)

A wife’s death renews the marriage. (Arabic)

Death of your wife; replacement in bed. (Chechen)

Blessed the door through which the dead wife leaves. (Brazilian)

Grief for a dead wife and a troublesome guest, last to the threshold. (English)



In Dylan Thomas’s Under Milk Wood, Mr Pugh expresses his marital resentment in fantasies filled with hate:


Alone in the hissing laboratory of his wishes, Mr Pugh minces among bad vats and jeroboams, tiptoes through spinneys of murdering herbs, agony dancing in his crucibles, and mixes especially for Mrs Pugh a venomous porridge unknown to toxicologists which will scald and viper through her until her ears fall off like figs, her toes grow big and black as balloons, and steam comes screaming out of her navel.8



The best-known Dutch example is ‘The Marriage’, by Willem Elsschot, a poem still oft-quoted, more than a hundred years after its publication. A man looks at his ageing wife with disgust, and contemplates whether to help shuffle her off her mortal coil, burn down their house and start again with a new lover. Instead, he chooses to sit out his unhappy marriage:


But kill her he did not, for ’twixt the dream and deed laws block the way, along with practical constraints and with melancholy, which no-one can explain, and that which comes at night when we fall asleep.9



One of the oldest texts that attests to the unbridled mockery of widows is a Sumerian clay tablet, which has survived for 4,000 years. The cuneiform text tells the reader how even ‘a widowed donkey makes a show of farting’.

Why did widowers talk about the death of their own wives so unabashedly? Did men share such proverbs and literature with one another as a form of consolation, using dark humour as a coping mechanism for grief? If women were present when these words were uttered, were they expected to laugh along? Just like men, women often harbour resentment toward their partner, but to find female signs of relief upon the death of their spouse, one must look closely among the pen strokes of private documents and letters. Prior to the twentieth century, popular culture references featuring a woman mocking her dead husband simply do not exist on the same scale as they do when the genders are reversed.

These commonplace traditions are not unilateral. There are some examples of grieving, bereaved men who have refused to remarry, too, of course, as illustrated in this Māori song of mourning:


Many women call on me to sleep with them,

But I’ll have none so worthless and so wanton.

There is not one like Rangiaho, so soft to feel,

Like a small, black eel.

I would hold her again –

Even the wood in which she lies;

But, like the slender flaxen stem,

She slides from the first to the second heaven,

The mother of my children,

Gone,

Blown by the wind,

Like the spume of a wave,

Into the eye of the void.10



And what about the sorry tale of the marriage of Orpheus and Eurydice? In this Greek myth, Hymen, the God of Marriage, attends the wedding of the musician Orpheus and the nymph Eurydice in a saffron-coloured robe. He cannot bring good luck to the occasion, nor muster a joyful expression. As the newlywed Eurydice walks through the grass at the wedding, a venomous snake bites her on her ankle and she dies. Orpheus cries and cries until he can cry no more, and, refusing to let go of his love, he follows his bride into the underworld. Orpheus has one chance to bring Eurydice back to life, but his attempt fails. After his return to Earth, alone, Orpheus becomes the object of intense love for many women, but he has no eyes for any of them. He continues to mourn his beloved Eurydice and never remarries. Later, he seeks solace in the company of young boys, becoming the first man to introduce this kind of love to his native Thrace, according to mythology.11 But these examples, in a sea of so many others, are exceptions that generally prove the rule.

In summary, in ancient texts, at best, widows can be considered irritating, at worst, an embarrassment.

Part of this is the general stigma of women past prime childbearing age. Although older women have always contributed to their societies in rich, varied ways, from paid work to domestic labour, since the dawn of the earliest written texts, older women have not been helpless, but they have been portrayed as such. Frequently, older widows are lumped together with orphans. Why the need to present women without husbands as inept and dependent? In many societies, when a woman was no longer considered ‘of use’, then you would need a new one, much as you would a broken watch, rifle, knife or whip. Such misconceptions about women as interchangeable objects, whose useful shelf life is limited to the years when they exhibit sex appeal and the ability to bear children, are widespread. This book also considers the different attitudes toward widows based on their age. Widows who are young enough to be of childbearing age and who exhibit sex appeal are portrayed very differently from widows in their fifth decade and over. Although older widows are derided for their helplessness, societies also encourage this image of them, in the face of facts. A ‘good’ widow is quiet, ineffective and accepts a partial death, along with the death of her partner.

Though we may not often hear the term ‘widow’, we all have an idea in mind of what a widow looks like. This book shares images of widows from around the world and over the course of history, which depict not just what widows look or looked like, but how artists and photographers have propagated some of these stereotypes of helplessness or wantonness.

Western art developed a tendency to stereotype widows’ dependence and helplessness. Art did not glorify prospects for women besides a life concerned with marriage. There is a trope depicting widows as virtuous, dazed or distraught, full of adoration for their departed husband or with a book of prayer in hand, depending on the convention. The primary message expressed in these artworks, which mostly depict women from higher social echelons, is that life without a husband offers women few prospects.
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The Widow, painting by Konstantin Makovsky, 1865.



In the abundance of global images available to us, we can see women from other social strata, from a nineteenth-century Dutch widow in an almshouse to a Polish widow knitting socks, to a Bolivian miner’s widow. There are many, many depictions of sailors’ wives waiting in vain for their husbands to return after a rough seastorm, and countless wartime photos of women fleeing conflict with their children. All these images tell a story, and that story is one we have internalized for millennia.
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An Armenian widow fleeing with her children, following a massacre in 1909.



The notion that a woman can no longer live her own life after the death of her husband is deep-rooted. In light of the bleak future for widows, ‘May a God-blessed wife go with her husband to his grave’ is a popular Arabic prayer. The best a woman can ask for is to die when her husband does.

A widow choosing, of her own volition, to accompany her husband in death was, for a long time, a decision not viewed as particularly strange or unusual, but even as virtuous – even in traditions which consider suicide a grave sin. The Japanese word for widow (mibōjin) literally means ‘she who has not yet died’; i.e., a widow is a woman sitting in Death’s waiting room for her call. Widowhood is associated with emptiness. In Sanskrit, the word vidhua shares an etymological root with ‘destitute’.12 The Latin viduata (‘made destitute; emptied’)13 is the root of the word ‘widow’ in many European languages, including witwe (German), veuve (French) and weduwe (Dutch). The status of widower, on the other hand, was usually so short-lived and temporary that some languages lack a word for it altogether.

Meanwhile, the ‘bad’ widow set out to continue living after her husband’s death. Bawdy extremes have been peddled by popular culture for comedic effect for centuries, such as Chaucer’s The Wife of Bath, Shakespeare’s Mistress Quickly, Aphra Behn’s The Widow Ranter and Hungarian composer Franz Lehár’s The Merry Widow. During the twentieth century, society’s fears and desires were projected onto widows in the form of fictional, sexualized figures like the Scottish Widow – exploited to sell life insurance – and the six female ‘merry murderess’ suspects of the musical Chicago’s ‘Cell Block Tango’. Why does the trope of a wanton widow in search of a new partner gain so much traction?

My initial feeling from twenty years before – that widows were to be mistrusted – was correct. Mistrust of widows is still surprisingly common today. Just as widows in the West and across Africa and the Indian subcontinent were a target demographic for accusations of witchcraft 500 years ago, today accusations of witchcraft against widows still happen in parts of the Global South, especially in poverty-stricken villages. Several communities still practise old customs that grievously humiliate widows. Rituals and prohibitions are still proscribed following the death of a husband in more places than you might expect.

One of the objectives of this book is to understand not just how cultures shame widows, but why. The historic answer is not complicated. In tribal cultures, where warfare was rife, the strength of a populace relied on strong fighters. To produce strong fighters, communities needed high rates of childbirth. In this societal order, young men of fighting age carried the highest value. Women of childbearing age also carried high value. Older men, who were most frequently in charge of the tribes while the fighters were fighting, made rules that protected themselves. Meanwhile, women who were past childbearing age were perceived as offering the least value to their communities, particularly during times of war and pre-industry, when food supplies were scarce.

Our myths and proverbs – the stories we tell ourselves to try to understand the world around us (particularly important in illiterate societies) – attempt to explain and legitimize the world order. The stigmatization against widows transcends different cultures and religions. In monotheistic traditions, storytellers have long wondered how Adam and Eve, the first humans, according to Judaism, Christianity and Islam, met their end. The holy books of these three religious traditions all begin with the couple living in Paradise. The Bible states that Adam was 930 years old when he died. But the details of their deaths are conspicuous by their absence.

Eve’s widowhood is not dealt with at all in the Bible, yet oral traditions do discuss how Adam died first. In one early Christian story, Adam confronts Eve on his deathbed, forcing her to explain to their children and grandchildren (and all of his progeny) that Eve’s folly brought death into the world. After Adam dies, Eve wallows in the mud, grief-stricken and despondent, imploring God’s mercy. The myth ends with Eve gazing upward, where the most incredible spectacle unfolds before her eyes: angels float in the sky, obscuring the vaults of Heaven with their swinging incense burners, as the body of Adam is brought to Heaven on a chariot of light drawn by four shining eagles.14

We don’t know what next happened to the widow Eve. Still, religion, along with class and clan, is paramount to a widow’s mourning traditions. Widows take on a different status entirely within their communities, and that status was historically most pronounced in monotheistic religions among rural communities, among the very poor, and among women from wealthy families. When women lived in tribal, matrilineal structures, they often experienced greater social security than widows did under colonial, patriarchal authorities. The life of a widow in such patriarchal societies was heavily governed by commandments and prohibitions. Strict regulations provided answers to questions such as: ‘to whom does a widow belong after the death of her husband?’, ‘who owns her body?’ and ‘who is entitled to the children and the inheritance?’

Every widow has her own story. Young and attractive widows, or those with money, were perceived as longing for a new marriage, while those left penniless had other concerns. In the Western world, many of the rituals and traditions associated with widowhood have disappeared. These include the obligation to wear distinctive, sometimes even grotesque mourning clothes, to distinguish widows as outcasts; to show excessive, emotive displays of grief; and to abstain from society for long, if not indefinite, periods of time. In some traditions, the chastity of widows is still exalted as eternal loyalty to a dead husband, while in others, there is an obligation for the widow to remarry someone in her husband’s family.

But, while society marginalizes widows, the reality is that, during many times and places in history, the way to attain power, for women, was through widowhood. In parts of the Ancient Roman Empire, including North Africa, wealthy widows could become patrons, sponsoring temples, games and political candidates, while married women could not. In much of medieval Europe, a married woman was under coverture – that is, her legal identity was subsumed under her husband’s. A widow, by contrast, was a feme sole and legally independent. In England during the thirteenth to seventeenth centuries, widows could own and run businesses that they had inherited from their late husbands. They could own property, sue in court and be sued in turn. In London’s guild records, the widows of craftsmen – brewers, tailors, goldsmiths and printers – are often listed as trading in their own names.

It was a similar story in Colonial America: in eighteenth-century South Carolina, one Eliza Lucas Pinckney managed plantations and business dealings both as a young woman and later as a widow. Widows in Ming and Qing China (fourteenth to early twentieth centuries), and Samurai widows in early modern Japan, could wield influence within the extended family by managing property and making key household decisions, authority not available to married women under the control of a husband. In certain Indian kingdoms, royal widows exercised political power as regents for their underage sons. During the eighteenth century, for example, Ahilyabai Holkar became ruler of Malwa in the Maratha Empire after her husband’s death, and was celebrated for her administrative and architectural achievements. In contrast, married queens were sidelined in favour of male rulers or their advisors. Far from the popular narrative, the truth is that widowhood has been freeing for women at points in history, turning women from dependants into household heads.

The transitional stage from recently widowed to wielding power takes time, of course. The first chapter of this book begins with the recently widowed – a vulnerable demographic. For women burdened not only by personal loss but also local taboos and rules, life must seem hopeless at times. The chapters then progress as a widow’s own journey does, moving from the immediate aftermath of a husband’s death to mourning rituals. One chapter is dedicated to widows’ weeds, offering an insight into what women from all over the world were and are expected to wear in the wake of their husbands’ passing – from a Western preference for all black to an Indian preference for all white. The chapters progress chronologically, to consider the expectations made of a widow once the immediate mourning period has passed, then to chart the suspicions raised against widows who do not remarry, including witchcraft. The final third of the book considers taboos around sex for widows; property and expropriation; and, finally, how widows have risen from the ashes and reclaimed widowhood for their own.

If the world is a stage, then countless widows spend their lives in the wings, seldom standing in the spotlight, except when embroiled in a scandal. Their experiences have long been ignored, their presence ostracized. That the most traumatizing parts of this shocking history are in the process of being consigned to the past is a moment of bright relief. The world is changing, and conceptions of widows are rapidly altering with it. At this pivotal moment, it is of utmost importance to acknowledge and understand the origins of widowhood, this historically unspeakable, global feminist taboo. We must recognize the human weaknesses that allowed such inequality to survive for over 4,000 years. We must also recognize that progress is not linear, and while widows have enjoyed stints of power in the past, those powers have later been taken away. Talk to women around the world about widowhood, and you will hear shocking accounts about the plight of widows just a generation or so ago. Today, the dignity of widows is by no means self-evident. We must campaign to support those who are still oppressed, and ensure the brighter prospects widows have hesitantly enjoyed over this past short century really are here to stay.
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The Papyrus of Ani, following the original from the Egyptian Book of the Dead. Tutu bids farewell to her husband Ani in his sarcophagus, ca. 1300 BCE.






CHAPTER 1

PARTING


Please, God, do not leave me a grieving widow.

– Russian prayer



The Dead Are Not Gone

WHEN A STUDENT asked his teacher, Confucius (551–479 BCE), what he thought about death, the Chinese philosopher replied: ‘We don’t know what life is, so how can we possibly understand death?’ As an agnostic, Confucius was convinced that we know nothing about what comes after this life, so few sensible things can be said about what happens next. We know little more than our ancestors about the mysteries of life. Death and fear of death remain constant. Traditions mirror futile human efforts to control and add a sense of order to our fragile and fleeting existence.

Despite knowing so little about life after death, the potential whereabouts of a husband’s spirit has major consequences for the widows they leave behind.

In ‘Les souffles’ (‘Breaths’), an oft-cited poem by Senegalese writer Birago Diop, the dead continue to manifest themselves in the world of the living:


Those who are dead are never gone.

They are in the shadow that brightens

And in the shadow that darkens.

The dead are not down in the earth;

They are in the trembling of trees,

In the groaning of woods,

In the water that runs,

In the water that sleeps,

They are in the hut;

They are in the crowd:

The dead are not dead.1



In societies where the dead are never truly gone, the living take their presence into consideration. If the deceased is not happy in his new surroundings, and wants to
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