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What is Widowhood 

Disinheritance?

Where  a widow is denied the right to 

inherit her matrimonial property as 

prescribed by customary law. Includes:

–physical act of dispossession –physical act of dispossession 

–Forced evictions

–property-grabbing

–matrimonial property seizure



Source: http://www.vanguardngr.com/2014/07/agonies-widows-hit-harsh-nigerian-traditions/



• More prevalent amongst the Igbos and other 
groups in the South Eastern region (Fasoranti & 
Aruna, 2007).

– Women are inherently viewed as chattel and are not 
recognised as full members of their husband’s lineage 
(Ewelukwa, 2002; Ipaye, 1996; Nwadinobi, 2008; 
Okoye, 1995).

• Traditional social protection mechanisms are • Traditional social protection mechanisms are 
giving way to more individualistic lifestyles. 

• Wills can protect against disinheritance, but 
superstition prevents many from making wills.

• Barriers to accessing justice.



Treatment of Widows in Nigeria

• Mourning rites are similar across West Africa.

• Personify grief and act as punishment for 

those who may have contributed to the 

husband’s death; or a deterrent for those 

who are considering it (Ewelukwa, 2002; 

Iwobi, 2008; Okoye, 1995; Sossou, 2002; 

Umeh, 2002).
– Head shaving– Head shaving

– Forced isolation

– Dress codes

– Drinking the water the corpse was bathed in

– Sexual purification

• CEDAW Committee: “persistence of 

entrenched harmful traditional and cultural 

norms and practices, including widowhood 

rites and practices” (2008, p. 4). 
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Source: http://www.nigeriamovienetwork.com/articles/read-

chika-ike-shaves-hair-for-moment-of-tears-nigerian-

movie_570.html



Research Questions

1. Is  the UN Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Discrimination Against Women 

(CEDAW) seen as an effective mechanism by 

human rights defenders for addressing human rights defenders for addressing 

widowhood disinheritance in Igboland?

2. What steps need to be taken to effectively 

protect widows from disinheritance?



Rights-based Approach to Addressing the 

issue
Addressing 

Widowhood 

Disinheritance 

Rights Holders 

claim rights

Duty Bearers 

respect, protect 

fulfil

State: State: State: 

immediate 

action

State: 

Progressive 

realisation

Participation Accountability

Equality Non-Discrimination

Cross-cutting 

Discrimination
Art. 1 CEDAWSubstantiveFormal



Literature on Widowhood 

Disinheritance

Widowhood 
Disinheritance 

Treatment of 
African 

Widows & 
Legal Pluralism

•Ewelukwa (2002)

•Iwobi (2008)

•Williams (2004)

•Ezeilo (1998-9)
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rights in Africa
•Cooper (2011; 2012)

•Richardson (2004)



Methods & Research Strategy

I conducted field work with an NGO that 

specialises in women’s rights in Nigeria and 

more specifically in the South-Eastern region 

where Igboland is located.where Igboland is located.

•Semi structured interviews

•Document analysis

•Case study analysis



Findings

• “So, but if peradventure it [a disinheritance case] 
is taken to customary court, you see most of 
them are so radical now - the customary court 
judges, they will decide based on the right - these 
policies CEDAW provision.”policies CEDAW provision.”

• “And then, that is why we also look at the side of 
empowering them economically…. Because if I 
myself know my rights, I can get lawyers that will 
fight for me”. 



Conclusions

• Even though not implemented in Nigeria, CEDAW is seen as 
appropriate mechanism to protect widows.  However full 
implementation is the starting point.

Conclusions & 
Recommendations

Recommendations

• Legislative reform

• Judicial Reform

• Advocacy and awareness

• Empowerment and Capacity Building

• Accountability mechanisms.
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Thank you!Thank you!


