
Widows and Health in Rural North India 
Marty, Chen 
Jean Dreze 

The north Indian widow tends to be a highly marginalised person. She typically receives very little support 
from persons other than her children, and even when she lives with one or several of her adult sons she remains 
highly vulnerable to neglect. Further, her ability to engage in income-earning activities of her own is severely 
restricted, partly due to various patriarchal norms such as patrilineal inheritance and the division of labour by 
gender. The consequences of this social and economic marginalisation are manifest in poor health and high mor­
tality levels. 

This paper explores aspects of the lives of widows in north India that have a strong bearing on their health 
and well-being, with special attention to the issue of social support. 

I 
Introduction 

MOTIVATION 

T H E total number of widows in India is 
extremely large—more than 23 million at the 
time the 1981 Census. The proportion of 
widows in the total female population— 
about 8 per cent—is comparable to that of 
agricultural labourers in the total male 
population. Among women aged 60 and 
above, the proportion of widows is as high 
as 60 per cent [Census of India, 1981). 

In spite of this, and of the general 
presumption that widows are a particularly 
disadvantaged social group, few attempts 
have been made at studying the living con­
ditions of widows in India. Widows are rare­
ly mentioned in the literature on poverty, in 
public debates on social policy, or even by 
the women's movement. While a public out­
cry does occur from time to time when the 
social marginalisation of widows takes a sen­
sational form, such as that of 'sati', there is 
a striking lack of public concern for the 
deprivations experienced by millions of 
widows on a day-to-day basis.' 

This lacuna is particularly serious in view 
of the fact that some of these deprivations 
are quite severe and widespread. Poor health, 
evident inter alia in high mortality rates, is 
an important example. Given their large 
number and special vulnerability to poor 
health and related deprivations, widows 
surely deserve an important place in the 
study of health policy and economic 
development in India. 

It should be added that widowhood, and 
the helplessness (hat is often associated with 
it, probably have an influence on the health 
and well-being of many people other than 
widows themselves. For instance, vulnerabili­
ty to widowhood in old age appears to be 
an important motive for high fertility among 
Indian women (given that surviving sons are 
practically the only source of social support 
which elderly widows can count on), with 
adverse consequences on the health of 
women and children (Dreze, 1990). Similarly, 
the children of widows are likely to be par­
ticularly exposed to ill-health, not only 
because the economic deprivation of their 
mothers would reflect on their own living 

conditions, but also because a helpless 
widow often has to turn to her children's 
labour as a source of economic support 
[Drezc, 1990], with potentially devastating 
effects on their well-being through loss of 
leisure, withdrawal from schooling, and 
exposure to health hazards [Burra, 1986a, 
1986b; Weiner, 1991]. The focus of this 
paper, however, wi l l be on the well-being of 
widows themselves. 

Even with this restricted focus, we shall 
not attempt to cover all the issues involved.2 

Rather, we will concentrate primarily on a 
few aspects of the lives of widows that have 
a particularly strong bearing on their health 
and well-being. The issue of social support 
wi l l receive special attention. 

SOURCES 

The empirical material on which this 
paper draws comes primarily from two 
sources. The first is an earlier study [Dreze, 
1996} of widows in three villages situated in 
West Bengal (Birbhum district), Gujarat 
(Sabarkantha district) and Uttar Pradesh 
(Mordabad district), respectively. These three 
villages were selected on grounds of prior 
familiarity to the author, and surveyed on 
several occasions between 1983 and 1989. 

The second source is an ongoing study 
[Chen, 1991) of widows in eight villages of 
north India—two each in the states of 
Bihar (Muzaffarpur district), West Bengal 
(Birbhum district), Rajasthan (Udaipur 
district), and Uttar Pradesh (Tehri Garhwal 
and Dehra Dun districts). Intensive field 
work, including a systematic survey of all 
widows, was carried out in these villages in 
1991. Unless stated otherwise, the figures 
cited in this paper (or presented in the tables) 
refer to this second survey, which covered a 
total of 262 widows. 

A word should be said about contrasts 
across regions and between religious and 
caste communities. Clearly, the life of. 
widows can vary greatly between different 
localities and social groups, and these diver­
sities have to be taken into account. Our 
analysis focuses primarily on north India, 
where the study villages are all situated. For 
simplicity, and because each of the study 
villages has a large Hindu majority, we have 
decided to restrict the discussion to that 

community. We hope to investigate the status 
of widows in Muslim, tribal and other non-
Hindu communities in a separate study. 

Within the Hindu community of north 
India, contrasts between different castes are 
extremely important, and will receive explicit 
attention in this paper. Inter-regional con-
trasts are also significant in some respects, 
but they are generally less pronounced, at 
least for the north Indian states we are con­
cerned with, and they will receive somewhat 
less attention. Indeed, the diversities involved 
are perhaps less striking than the common 
background against which they can be 
distinguished. For instance, most Hindu 
communities in north India share a basic 
kinship system, of which patrilocality and 
patriliny arc central elements. The system 
certainly does not operate in exactly the same 
way in different regions, but the finer dif­
ferences should not divert our attention from 
the existence of a shared ideological 
framework which has very strong implica­
tions for the condition of women in general 
and of widows in particular. This paper con­
centrates more on this common background 
than on the subtler inter-regional differences. 

F R A M E W O R K 

The position of widows in the north 
Indian society is strongly influenced by a set 
of practices that govern gender relations as 
a whole. It is important not to look at 
widows in isolation, and to recognise the 
pervasive links that exist between their 
specific situation and that of women in 
general. 

A good illustration of this point concerns 
the system of patrilocal residence Aliena­
tion from the parental home after marriage 
puts most adult women in north India in a 
position of vulnerability, but the conse­
quences of patrilocal norms are particular­
ly pronounced in the case of widows. This 
is because the social support which a widow 
receives in her husband's village after his 
death is, typically, extremely limited. As a 
result, many widows are deprived both of 
the opportunity to reintegrate in their paren­
tal home and of the support they need to 
live happily in their husband's village. 

Similar remarks apply to the system of 
patrilineal inheritance (which is closely 
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related to the practice of patrilocal 
residence), and to the division of labour by 
gender. Even restrictions on remarriage, 
while appearing to affect widows speci­
fically, derive from a broader kinship system 
that applies to all women. The connections 
between the deprivation of widows and the 
general position of women in the north 
Indian society wil l receive sustained atten­
tion in this paper. 

As mentioned earlier, social support is the 
main focus of our enquiry. But it is impor­
tant to understand how the extreme 
dependence of widows on social support 
relates, in the first place, to the restri­
ctions they experience in the domains of 
(1) residence; (2) inheritance, (3) remarriage, 
and (4) employment. This background wi l l 
be discussed in some detail before we turn 
to the issue of social support specifically. 

OUTLINE 

The outline of the paper is as follows. In 
the next section, we discuss available infor-
mation on the health of widows in rural 
north India. More empirical evidence is 
needed to firmly establish the facts, but the 
indications that already exist on this ques­
tion do point to high rates of morbidity and 
mortality among widows. 

Section I I I examines several basic causes 
of the vulnerability and dependence of 
widows in rural north India. Particular at­
tention is paid to the restrictions they 
experience in the spheres of residence, 
inheritance, remarriage and employment. 

In Section IV we investigate what kind of 
social support widows receive from relatives 
and the community. Living arrangements, 
inter-household transfers and intra-
household distribution are the main ingre­
dients of our analysis. The overwhelming 
dependence of widows on their sons clearly 
emerges, confirming the results of earlier 
studies. 

TABLE I: PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTIOIN OF SAMPLE 
WIDOWS BY MORTALITY RISK 

Source: Chen [1991.]. This Lable assumes the 
same ranking of mortality risks as that 
found by Rahman and Menken [1990] 
for rural Bangladesh. The proportion 
of widows in different groups is deriv-
ed from the Chen [1991] sample 

In Section V the contrasts in the predica­
ment of widows associated with factors such 
as caste, class, age or area of residence are 
briefly illustrated with reference to the 
particular issue of caste. 

Section VI offers some concluding 
thoughts on the implications of our findings 
for action. 

I I 

Widowhood and Health3 

This section examines available indica­
tions (direct and indirect) of the health status 
of widows in rural north India, Given the 
general dearth of information on this sub­
ject, indirect evidence wi l l include the fin-
dings of studies carried out in other parts 
o f south Asia- The relevance o f these fin­
dings should be cautiously considered, given 
the possibility of sharp regional contrasts. 

ECONOMIC BACKGROUND 

Several authors have argued that 
widowhood in south Asia tends to be 
associated wi th economic deprivation 
(Dreze, 1990; Rahman, 199 : Rahman and 
Menken, 1990; Cain, 1981,1983,1983,1986; 
Caldwell et al, 1988]. Rahman [19901 com­
pares the economic decline of widows and 
widowers in rural Bangladesh, and finds a 
much greater decline in the economic status 
of widows compared with Widowers. The 
reason, he argues, is that for women access 
to resources is much more dependent on 
marital status and living arrangements than 
is the case for men. 

Cain [1981] analyses the impact of 
widowhood on the economic status of 
women in one village of Bangladesh and 
three villages of India.4 He focuses on 
women who become widows under un­
favourable circumstances: at an early stage 
in their life cyde, or without surviving male 
offspring. The acquisition or loss of land is 
taken as a criterion of economic mobility. 
While the author finds that the widows in 
the Bangladesh village suffered greater loss 
of land than those in the Indian villages, he 
also concludes that all women widowed 
under unfavourable circumstances are 
vulnerable to economic decline. 

Dreze [1990], examining National Sample 
Survey data for the state of Karnataka 
[1977-78], finds that households with a 
widow have somewhat lower per capita 
expenditure levels than households without 
a widow. While the difference is not par­
ticularly striking if all widow-inclusive 
households are taken together, some sub­
groups within this broad category do appear 
to experience much higher-than-average 
levels of poverty. This applies particularly 
to households consisting of a widow and her 
unmarried children, and especially when the 
eldest son is still quite young. 

Further findings based on a small sam­
ple of widows in Palanpur (a village in Uttar 
Pradesh), reported in the same study, con­

firm these results, in this village, nuclear 
households headed by a widow are Observ­
ed to experience a dramatic decline in per 
capita income after the death of the 
husband. 

Taken as a whole, these studies have clear­
ly brought out the high vulnerability of par­
ticular groups of widows, especially those 
heading households without adult male. The 
economic evidence, however, tells us very lit­
tle about the living conditions of the 
majority of widows who live as dependents 
in households headed by adult males. This 
is partly because the standard economic 
variables fail to capture intra-household in­
equalities, which may be crucial in this con­
text.5 The fact that the focus of this enquiry 
needs to be squarely on the individual, rather 
than on the household, is one important 
reason for supplementing economic evidence 
with the use of health indicators such as 
mortality rates. 

MORTALITY RATES 

One would expect economic deprivation 
to be reflected in high morbidity and mor­
tality rates among widows, compared with 
married women in the same age groups. To 
our knowledge, this hypothesis has not been 
tested in the case of India itself. However, 
a recent study of differential mortality rates 
among women of different marital status in 
Bangladesh [Rahman and Menken, 1990; 
Rahman, 1990] does bring out the expected 
pattern. 

This study, based on data from the Matlab 
surveillance area in rural Bangladesh for the 
period 1974-1982, explores the impact of 
widowhood on old-age female mortality. In 
the sample population, the mortality rate for 
widowed women aged 45 and above was as 
high as 5.29 per 100 person-years, compared 
with 1.87 for currently-married women 
[Rahman and Menken, 1990). Further, the 
excess mortality risk associated with 
widowhood was found to be higher for 
women than for men at most ages, and the 
decline in life expectancy associated with 
widowhood was greater for women than for 
men. 

The same study also explores the relative 
mortality rates of widows living in various 
types of households (the percentage distri­
bution of these household types in our own 
north Indian sample is indicated in Table I). 
In this respect, the most significant variables 
proved to be the presence or absence of adult 
sons, and the identity of the household head. 
The findings indicate that, in terms of 
relative mortality risk, widows who live 
alone and widows who live in households 
headed by individuals other than their sons 
or themselves have the highest mortality 
risks amongst all widows. On the other 
hand, widows who head households that 
include an adult son have the lowest mor­
tality risks. The intermediate group includes 
widows who head multi-person households 
without adult sons, headed by their sons 
(Rahman and Menken, 1990]. This pattern 
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corresponds quite dosely to what one would 
expect given the fact, discussed further in 
this paper, that widows overwhelmingly de­
pend on their own sons for their survival, 

REGIONALCONTRASTS 

There are striking heterogeneities in the 
incidence of widowhood in different parts 
of India. Some of the relevant inter-state 
contrasts are brought out in Tables 2 and 3. 
It can be easily seen that the proportion of 
widows in the rural female population tends 
to be much higher than average in the 
southern states (Andhra Pradesh, Tamil 
Nadu, Karnataka and to a lesser extent 
Kerala). The incidence of widowhood is 
comparatively low in the northern region, 
especially in the north-west.6 The ratio of 
widows to widowers follows a similar 
regional pattern, taking high values (between 
3.9 and 7.7) in the southern states, and much 
lower values (between 1.4 and 1.7) in Punjab, 
Haryana, Uttar Pradesh, and Jammu and 
Kashmir. This broad north-south contrast, 
with a particularly sharp divergence between 
the south and the north-west, deserves fur­
ther scrutiny.7 

lb some extent, these regional contrasts 
reflect different patterns of life expectancies, 
especially the fact that the survival advan­
tages of adult women vis-a-vis adult men are 
stronger in the southern states.'With a life 
expectancy in the early 40s, the average 
woman in Uttar Pradesh is comparatively 
well 'protected' from the prospect of 
widow)iood. The same does not apply in 
Kerala, where women live on average 24 
years longer than their sisters in Uttar 
Pradesh, and where women outlive men by 
a long margin.8 

Regional differences in gender-specific 
survival chances, however, only explain a 
part of the observed north-south contrast in 
the incidence of widowhood Indeed, the 
incidence of widowhood appears to be con­
siderably higher in the south than in the 
north even within given age groups. As can 
be seen from Table 3, up to the age of about 
60 the risk of being a widow is roughly twice 
as high for a woman of a given age in the 
south as for a woman of the same age in the 
north-west. This obviously cannot be 
explained by invoking the shorter life expec­
tancies of men and women in the latter 
region (quite the contrary, since a shoter life 
expectancy for men tends to increase the risk 
of widowhood for women of a given age). 

The fact that the difference between the 
mean age at marriage of men and women 
is comparatively large in the south does con­
tribute to higher rates of widowhood in all 
age groups for that region. But this can only 
account for a small part of the observed 
regional contrast since, in fact, age differen­
tials at marriage in south India are only 
about one year larger than in India as a 
whole, and about two years larger than in 
the north-west (Table 2). 

A more promising explanation is that 
remarriage rates are lower in the south than 

in the north. There is, to fact, some empirical 
evidence in favour of this hypothesis.9 It is, 
nevertheless, rather doubtful that lower rates 
of remarriage satisfactorily explain the much 

higher incidence of widowhood in the south. 
This is because, as wil l be discussed in sec­
tion 3.3, remarriage rates are quite low even 
in the north. Also, we have to remember 

TABLE 2: WIDOWS IN RURAL INDIA. 1981—INTER-STATE CONTRASTS 

a Number of females per 1000 males (rural and urban areas combined). 
b Calculated as: (rural female-male ratio) x [ (proportion of widows in the rural female popula-

tion)/(proportion of widowers in the rural male population)]. The rural female-male ratios 
have been calculated from Verma [1988 Table 3] 

c Difference between the mean age at marriage of males and females (rural and urban areas 
combined). 

d Excluding Assam, where the 1981 Census was not conducted. 
Source: Dreze (1990). Derived from Census of India 1981, and Verma (1988], Tables 5 and 28, 

The figures reported in Verma [1988] are also based on the 1981 Census. 

TABLE 3: INCIDENCE OF WIDOWHOOD IN DIFFERENT AGE-GROUPS AND REGIONS, 1981 

a In brackets, the corresponding figures for males. 
Source-. Dreze [1990]. Calculated from Census of India 198/, Part IV-A, Social and Cultural Tables, 

Table C-l (the 'all-India’ column, also based on the 1981 Census, is taken from Verma 
[1988: 87). The different regions have been defined as follows. North West: Haryana, 
Himachal Pradesh, Jammu and Kashmir, Punjab, Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh; Central 
West: Gujarat, Maharashtra, Madhya Pradesh; East: Bihar, Orissa, West Bengal; South: 
Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, Kerala, Tamil Nadu. This regional division is based on 
Agarwal [1988]. 
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that, insofar as they do occur, remarriages 
in the north are overwhelmingly concen­
trated in the younger age groups (say, below 
30). Thus, if differential remarriage rates 
were the main factor behind the observed 
regional patterns, one would expect the ab­
solute difference between the age-specific 
incidence of widowhood in the south and 
in, say, the north-west to stop widening 
beyond these age groups. But in fact, this 
difference continues to increase well beyond 
age groups within which remarriage rates 
would become negligible (Table 3). 

It seem hard to explain the north-south 
contrast without invoking the further 
hypothesis that the widows of north India, 
and particularly those living in the north­
west, have particularly low survival chances. 
Other things being equal, this would reduce 
the proportion of widows in the female 
population, particularly in the older age 
groups. 

This hypothesis fits well with the results 
reported earlier for Bangladesh, a region 
which, as far as gender relations are con­
cerned, is probably much closer to north 
India than either regions are to south India. 
It also points to the possible role played by 
social neglect in generating high mortality 
rates among widows in north India. The 
relatively low survival chances of women vis-
a-vis men in north India have been linked 
in earlier studies with various forms of anti-
female discrimination, and it is not surpris­
ing that this region should also be that where 
the special disadvantages of widows appear 
to be particularly acute. Indeed, as will be 
argued later in this paper, the factors that 
contribute to the deprivation of widows are 
closely linked with more general causes of 
female disadvantage in north India. 

I l l 

Sources of Vulnerability 

This section discusses selected aspects 
of the lives of widows which, in our judg 
ment, deserves to be considered as basic 
causes of their vulnerability. Special atten­
tion wi l l be given to the restrictions that 
widows experience in the domains of 
(I) residence, (2) inheritance, (3) remarriage, 
and (4) employment 

PATRILOCALITY 

The system of patnlocal residence and 
patrilineal inheritance, which has the effect 
3f isolating and dispossessing women, is a 
fundamental source of gender inequalities 
tn rural north India. It also plays a crucial 
?art in the deprivation of widows. Although 
b0th elements of this system are closely 
interrelated, we will discuss patrilocal 
residence first, and take up the question of 
pa t r i l inea l inheritance in the next 
sub-section.10 

Patrilocality in the narrow sense refers to 
the norm, prevalent in most Hindu com-
tiunities of north India, according to which 
I woman has to leave her parental home at 

the time of marriage to jo in her husband in 
his own village.11 In the broader sense used 
in this paper, patrilocality also refers to the 
drastic alienation from her parental family 
experienced by a married woman after her 
’transfer’ to her husband's family. 

Indeed, the departure of a married 
woman to her husband's home is not simp­
ly an innocuous change of residence—it 
marks a dramatic and irreversible change in 
her whole life. Once she has crossed that 
bridge, she literally becomes the property of 
her in-laws' family. Her intimate links with 
her parental home and its familiar surroun­
dings are reduced to the occasional visit. In 
her new 'home’, the life of the young bride 
is one of hard work and subordination, and 
possibly also of seclusion or even 
harassment. 

The transfer of a young bride from her 
father's patrilinc to her husband's patriline 
is a crucial event not only in her emotional 
life but also from the point of view of her 
legal and social status. In particular, her 
customry rights to property undergo drastic 
change, Until her marriage and transfer taks 
place, a girl's customary rights are similar 
to those of her brothers. But after her 
transfer to her husband's village, a woman 
loses her status as coparcener and forgoes 
her right of inheritance in her natal home 
(in the marriage ceremony of some com­
munities, this break with the father's 
patriline is symbolised by the breaking of 
a twig). A married woman only retains cer­
tain limited and residual rights in her paren­
tal home: she is entitled to receive gifts on 
specific occasions from her parents and, 
after their death, from her brothers; and she 
is entitled to visit her natal home on 
ceremonial and other occasions [Madan, 
1989], 

The practice of patrilocal residence is of 
profound significance for widows. It means 
that after losing their husband, they have 
very little freedom to 'return' to their paren­
tal home (or to their brothers). They are 
expected to remain in their' husband*s 
village, and in most cases they do so (unless 
they are childless or remarry). In our sam­
ple, the vast majority of widows (85 per cent) 
continued to live in their deceased husband's 
village after his death, whether or not he 
owned land or other property (Table 4),12 

In most cases, widows actually continue 
to live in their deceased husband's home. 
However, outside leviratic unions (which are 
practised only in certain communities), 
widows are unlikely to share a common 
hearth with their husband's relatives. In the 
study villages, only thirteen widows out of 
262 reported living in households headed by 
an in-law, either parent-in-law or brother 
in law. Thus, while most widows continue 
to live in close proximity to their in-laws (e 
g, in adjacent huts or rooms), very few share 
a common hearth with them; and, as will 
be discussed in Section IV, very few receive 
substantial support from their deceased hus­
band's relatives. Most widows are deprived 

both of the freedom to leave their husband's 
village and of the support they need to live 
fhere happily. 

PATRILINEAL INHERITANCE 

The inheritance rights of widows in north 
India will be discussed here with specific at­
tention to land A comprehensive treatment 
of this subject would have to distinguish bet­
ween (1) traditional law, (2) modern law, and 
(3) actual practice. For simplicity, we shall 
concentrate mainly on the third notion, as 
it applies in the study villages. Another 
useful distinction to make is that between 
the inheritance rights of women (1) as 
daughters, assuming (for simplicity) the 
demise of both parents, and (2) as widows, 
after the loss of their husband.13 

Under the north Indian system of 
patrilineal inheritance and patrilocal 
residence, women as daughters are entitled 
to a share of their father's property until they 
get married. But when she joins her hus­
band's village at the time of her marriage, 
a daughter loses her status as a coparcener 
in her natal household. After that, she can 
reclaim her rights of inheritance to her 
father's property only under very exceptional 
circumstances. In the study villages, only 15 
widows (6 per cent) had retained or reclaim­
ed some inheritance rights in their parental 
village. 

If a daughter does not change residence 
at marriage, and her husband comes to live 
with her in her own village, she retains her 
rights as a coparcener in her natal home, The 
consequence of this reversal of the normal 
rule of residence is that a woman acquires 
rights of ownership and disposal in her natal 
household similar to those of her brothers 
(if any). But this pattern is quite exceptional 
—it usually occurs only when the parents of 
the bride have no sons.14 

As widows, women often do exercise use 
rights ( if not property rights) over their hus­
band's share of the family land, and their 
entitlements are taken into account in the 
event of partition. For instance, a childless 
widow who remains in her husband's village 
is usually entitled to her husband's share of 
the family land, although she does not have 

TABLE- 4: WIDOWS BY VILLAGE OF RESIDENCY 
AFTER HUSBANDS DEATH 

Source: Chen [1991] 
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the right to sell it or gift it away. After her 
death, her share reverts to her husband's 
family. If a widow has sons, she can exer­
cise use rights over her husband's share of 
the land as a trustee or guardian until her 
sons mature. After growing up, her sons arc 
likely to partition the land among them­
selves, possibly before their mother's death. 
In such situations, a widow's relations with 
her sons determines whether or not she con­
tinues to exercise a use right over part of the 
family land. 

Limited as they are, these inheritance 
rights are often violated in practice Twenty 
per cent of the study widows reported 
serious conflicts with their in-laws, and the 
majority of these were conflicts with their 
brothers-in-law over land. These conflicts are 
primarily of two types: the brothers-in-law 
insist on sharecropping the widow's land 
themselves, or they attempt to deprive her 
of her rightful share of the land (often ra­
tionalising their claim by arguing that they 
spent money on her husband's funeral or on 
her children's maintenance). In a few extreme 
cases, in order to gain control over her share 
of land, the brothers-in-law force the widow 
to leave the village, or even have her 
murdered. 

REMARRIAGE PRACTICES 

Two stereotypes persist about widow 
remarriage in India. The first, very 
widespread until recently, is that widow 
remarriage is 'prohibited' in Hindu society. 
The second, currently more influential in the 
scientific literature, is that widow remarriage 
is widely practised. Reality lies somewhere 
between these two extreme views: while most 
castes (except the higher-ranked ones) do not 
'prohibit ' widow reman iage, actual re 
marriage only takes place in special cir­
cumstances.19 

In this connection, a crucial distinction 
has to be made between childless widows 
and widowed mothers. In most com­
munities, the remarriage of a childless 
widow is perceived as a fairly straightfor­
ward affair.16 Except in the case of a 
leviratic union, the remarriage arrangements 
are the responsibility of the father and 
brothers of the concerned widow. The 
second husband is usually a widower, a 
divorcee, an impoverished bachelor, or a 
currently-married man who wishes to take 
a second wife (Table 5 for some relevant 
information from the study villages). The 
marriage ceremony is simple and infor­
mal.17 On remarrying and leaving the 
village of her deceased husband, a childless 
widow loses her entitlement to his share of 
the land. 

Among widowed mothers, remarriage 
tends to be rare. The primary reasons cited 
by widowed mothers for not remarrying are 
that they do not want more children and that 
they doubt whether a new husband will take 
good care of the children they already have 
(Table 6).18 Another frequently-cited reason 
is the wish to retain claim on the deceased 

husband's land (bearing in mind that widows 
lose this claim on remarriage). Other factors 
that were mentioned by widowed mothers 
in the study villages include: the possibility 
of harsh treatment of the widow herself by 
the second husband's own children (bearing 
in mind that a widow typically marries a 
widower who is also likely to be a father); 
the ambiguous status of a widow's children 
by her second husband (given that both she 
and he may have children from previous 
marriages); the fact that only widows aged 
below 40 years or so are considered eligible 
for remarriage; and uncertainty about 
whether a new marriage will bring happiness 
or security. Even among castes which have 
liberal attitudes vis-a-vis widow remarriage, 
few widowed mothers manage to overcome 
these obstacles and fears. 

To conclude, the basic pattern in most 
communities is that most childless widows 
remarry, while most widowed mothers do 
not remarry. The overall probability that a 
widow will remarry is quite low, perhaps of 
the order of 15 to 20 per cent (Dreze, 1990]. 
In the eight study villages, only 13 per cent 
of ever-widowed women were found to have 
remarried. 

The extent to which low rates of remar­
riage reflect a deliberate choice on the part 
of widows themselves, rather than external 
restrictions or pressures, is difficult to deter­
mine In fact, the distinction between volun­
tary rejection and external obstruction is 
itself not clear-cut, since the aspiration of 
widows to remarry may strongly depend on 
the opportunities they face, the support they 
can anticipate, and the 'conditioning’ they 
have received. For our purposes, however, 
what matters is to aote that remarriage is 
not a viable refuge for the majority of 
widows who have children at the time of 
losing their husband. 

EMPLOYEMENT RESTRICTIONS 

One of the prominent elements of the 
basic patriarchal system of north India is a 
division of labour by gender. Under this divi­
sion, certain types of work are designated 
as male or female. For example, ploughing 
is almost exclusively a male task, whereas 
drying and storing grain are typically female 
tasks. Moreover, certain spheres of economic 
activity are designated as male or female. In 
many communities, for instance, the home­
stead or private sphere is predominantly 
female; the public sphere of markets, roads 
and towns is predominantly male; and the 
intermediate sphere of fields and villages is 
both male and female. 

This shared patriarchal system is inter­
woven with a hierarchical social structure 
which considers the lifestyle of women as 
an important indicator of the status of dif­
ferent groups. This social-status hierarchy 
further restricts women's employment, 
insofar as an important symbol of a 
household's position in this hierarchy is the 
type of work its women are allowed to do. 

Aside from the general restrictions 

resulting from this interaction between the 
social-status hierarchy and the division of 
labour by gender, widows face specific dif­
ficulties in seeking gainful employment op­
portunities. These include: lack of access to 
indivisible productive assets owned by the 
deceased husband's family (e g, wells, 
ploughs and bullocks); weak bargaining 
power vis-a-vis, male partners in economic 
transactions; frequent absence of a literate 
member in the household; limited access to 
institutional credit; and, particularly in the 
case of widows living with young children, 
the burden of domestic work. l9 

Tables 7 and 8 present information on the 
primary occupations of households with at 
least one widow in the study villages. The 
first of these two tables contrasts their cur­
rent occupations with their occupations 
prior to the event of widowhood, while 
Table 8 distinguishes between households 
with and without adult males. The most 
noticeable feature in Table 7 is the decline 
of various forms of self-employment after 
widowhood (except for domestic services), 
and, correspondingly, the increased reliance 
on wage employment. From Table 8, it can 
also be seen that salaried work (the more at­
tractive form of wage employment) is pre­
dominantly an activity of households with 
adult males. By contrast, most households 

TABLE 5: REMARRIED WIDOWS BY MARITAL 

STATUS OF NEW HUSBAND 

Marital Status Number and Per-
centage of Widows 

No Per Cent 

Widowed 26 72 
Divorced 2 6 
Separated 0 0 
Currently married 2 6 
Never married 3 8 
Other 3 8 
Total 36 100 

Sure: 121 current widows were considered1 

too old' to remarry. The remaining 
141 cued these reasons for not marry 
ing (some widows gave several 
reasons) The reasons in the 'other’ 
category include a caste ban Or 
remarriage. 

Source: Chen [1991). 
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with 'domestic work’ as a primary occupa­
tion are households without an adult male 

The extent of remunerative self-employment 
among widows living in households without 
an adult male is strikingly restricted. This 
finding, which confirms the results of an 
eaiter study of north Indian widows [Drcze, 
1990], illustrates the employment restrictions 
that result from the division of labour by 
gender and related social norms as well as 
from the disadvantages that widows face as 
participants in the rural economy. 

I V 

Social I so la t ion o f Widows 

The restrictions on residence, ownership, 
remarriage and employment otamined in the 
preceding section put north Indian widows 
in a situation of acute dependence on 
economic support from others. In the 
absence of effective forms of state-based 
social security measures, community sup­
port is the crucial source of potential 
assistance. 

The extent and nature of community sup­
port can be analysed in terms of three broad 
determinants: (1) living arrangements (the 
partitioning of the community into different 
households); (2) inter-household transfers; 
land (3) intra-household distr ibution. 
We need to consider, in other words, 
why widows live with particular persons 
(e g, whether they live with their parents, or 
iwith their in-laws, or on their own), what 
k i n d of support the household they live in 
taight receive from other households, and 
what treatment a widow receives within her 
(Own household. Despite their obvious inter-
(relations, these three issues can usefully be 
considered separately. 

LIVING ARRANGEMENTS 

A number of interesting regularities can 
ye discerned in available studies of the liv-
ng arrangements of widows in rural north 

(India.20 One of the clearest and most im-
prtant findings is the overwhelming 
dependence of widows on themselves and 
heir own sons. More precisely, the propor­

tion of widows who live in households head­
ed either by themselves or by one of their 
ons is well over 80 per cent in most samples. 
The vast majority of these households 
belong to one of three types: single widows, 
nuclear’ households (widows living with 

Pheir unmarried children), and ' f i l ia l ’ 
households (defined as households con­
sisting of a widow, at least one of her mar­
ked sons, and possibly other persons). Very 
few widows live with their in-laws, daughters, 
Barents, brothers or indeed any relatives 
bthcr than their own children and, possibly, 
The nuclear families of their married sons. 
F As can be seen from Tfeble 9, these com­
mon patterns clearly emerge in our own 
ample. In this case, the proportion of 
vidows living in households headed by 
Themselves or one of their sons is as high 
as 87 per cent; 204 out of these 228 

households are of the 'single’, 'nuclear' or 
f i l ia l ' type. The last category accounts for 

nearly two-thirds of all the sample widows. 
Widows living alone deserve particular at­

tention. Earlier studies suggest that the 
proportion of widows in that situation varies 
in great deal between different communities, 
but may be around 10 per cent on average 
for rural north India [Dreze, 1990). The pro­
portion found in the study villages is very 
close to that figure—about It per cent. Most 
but not all of the widows who live alone do 
not have any sons. This indicates that 
widows seldom live alone by choice (despite 
having sons who are willing to look after 
them), or because their sons have abandon­
ed them. 

These consistent findings on living ar­
rangements clearly invalidate the notion that 
a widow is typically reintegrated in the 
household of her in-laws, parents or other 
relatives. The consequences of this residen­
tial isolation might not be so severe if 
widows could count on getting regular sup­
port from their relatives through inter-
household transfers. There is, however, l i t ­
tle evidence of substantial support in that 
form, as will be seen in the next sub-section. 

INTER-HOUSEHOLD TRANSFERS 

The dichotomy between ' joint’ and 
'separate' living arrangements is a sharp one 
in rural north India. A group of people can 
either live 'together in the same household’ 

(sajhe' in Hindi, 'bhega’ in Gujarati, ’eotro’ 
in Bengali), in which case the norm is that 
they should pool all their resources, or they 
can live 'separately’ ('nyare’ in Hindi , ’ juda ' 
in Gujarati, ’pr i thok’ in Bengali), in which 
case solidarity gives way to mutual in­
dependence or even rivalry. Separate 
households, even within kin-based networks, 
tend to maintain a relationship of 'balanc­
ed reciprocity’, involving a strict mental ac­
counting of the goods and services that flow 
from one household to another and a f i rm 
expectation that every transfer will be 
reciprocated at some stage Except for some 
specific flows of goods and services tightly 
regulated by social norms (e g, ritual gifts 
from brother to sister, or from a married 
woman's family to her in-laws), unrecipro­
cated transfers between separate households 
are a rare occurrence. 

Our observations in the study villages sug­
gest that this general pattern applies even to 
widows, though perhaps in a somewhat less 
stringent form, Table 10 provides informa­
tion on different types of social support 
reported by widows in these villages.21 Since 
a small minority of widows would be living 
in the same household as the person from 
whom support is mentioned in this table, the 
actual extent of inter-household transfers is 
somewhat more restricted than these figures 
suggest. One should also remember that 
each respondent may have mentioned more 
than one source or form of support. Bear-

TABLE 7: PRIMARY OCCUPATIONS OF HOUSEHOLDS WITH WIDOWS, BEFORE WIDOWHOOD AND AT THE 
T IME OF INTERVIEW, 1990 

Sourer. Chen (1991). 

TABLE 8: PRIMARY OCCUPATIONS OF HOUSEHOLDS WITH WIDOWS, WITH OR WITHOUT A D U I T MALES 

Source: Chen [1991). 
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ing this in mind, the extent of inter-
household transfers appears to be quite 
limited. Most forms of support are reported 
by up to 5 per cent of widows in the case 
of support from parents or in-laws, and up 
to 10 per cent in the case of support from 
brothers and daughters. The main exception 
is that of gifts from brothers and daughters, 
reported by nearly 25 per cent of all widows. 
Even from broterhs and daughters, however, 
support tends to be given either on ritual oc­
casions or in times of crisis (particularly 
illness). Economic assistance on a sustain­
ed basis is exceptional. 

On the basis of informal discussions with 
the respondents, a little more can be said 
about the relationships that tend to exist bet­
ween a widow and various relatives. 

In-Laws 

Most widows in our sample expected very 
little support from their in-laws (Table 10 
confirms that support from this source is 
particularly rare). In fact, in-laws were quite 
often perceived as a source of harassment 
rather than of support. Common forms of 
harassment include sexual demands and at­
tempts to deprive a widow of her rightful 
share of the land. Similar conclusions regar­
ding the strained relationship between a 
widow and her in-laws have been reached in 
many other studies.22 

The fact that most widows live separate­
ly from their in-laws, receive very little 
support from them in the form of inter-
household transfers, and perceive them 
primarily as a potential source of harass­
ment, contradicts the common belief that 
the Indian widow continues to be assimilated 
in her husband's family after his death.23 In 
some communities, continued assimilation 
sometimes does occur in the form of a 
leviratic union, a practice that appears to be 
viewed with repulsion by widows themselves 
[Dreze, 1990]. Barring this unattractive op­
tion, however, the general rule seems to be 
that in-laws cannot be counted on as a 
source of support. The notion that the 'joint 
family’ provides protection to widows in 
rural India is little more than a myth. 

Parents and Brothers 

A widow's relationship with her parents 
and brothers is a Little more complex. On the 
one hand, the practice of patrilocal residence 
(discussed in Section I I I ) severs most ties 
between a woman and her parental home. 
On the other hand, a married woman does 
not completely cease to be a daughter or a 
sister. Besides the bonds of personal affec­
tion and sentiment (sometimes strengthen­
ed, rather than lessened, by forced separa­
tion), her ties with her natal home are sup­
ported by certain residual rights. She is 
entitled to visit her parental home, to be 
present at various ritual and ceremonial oc­
casions, to move to her natal home if taken 
i l l or at the time of delivering a child, and 
to receive gifts. In the early years of a 
woman's married life, these tics arc par 
ticularly strong. But as her children grow up, 

and as her parents and parents-in-law die, 
these ties with her natal home gradually 
weaken [Madan 1989]. 

A woman's relationship with her brothers, 
however, remains important long after her 
marriage. In her position as a father's sister, 
she has important ceremonial roles in the 
lives of her brother's children. Her brother, 
in turn, in his role as the mother's brother, 
has important ceremonial roles to play in the 
lives of her children. 

Further, a daughter, if widowed, is widely 
perceived to be entitled, in principle, to 
maintenance in her natal home in the case 
where she is childless and to support if she 
is needy.24 Although few widows return to 
live in their natal home, and while their 
parents and brothers often feel that their 
own poverty stands in the way of the tradi­
tional norms of support, many widows do 
seek some help from parents and especially 
brothers. If a widow is particularly needy 
(e g, if she has no adult sons), her brother(s) 
may send her regular remittances. More 
commonly, widows receive the occasional 
gift, or an annual gift (e g, on the occasion 
of diwali) from their brothers. If parents are 
alive and able to help, they may also be an 
appreciable source of support, particularly 
in times of crisis. 

Daughters 

In north India, social norms severely 
restrict the contact between parents and 
daughters. Parents, even if widowed, are not 
supposed to seek help from married 
daughters once they have joined their hus­
band's patriline, 

In the course of our survey, we had many 
occasions to observe the continuing strength 
of these traditional norms. We also found, 
however, that daughters often did support 
their widowed mothers in ways that do not 
conflict with these norms. For instance, even 
if they are not able (for practical or cultural 
reasons) to provide material support in cash 
or in kind, many daughters who live close 
enough to their widowed mothers provide 
them with various services such as caring for 
them when they are i l l , washing their hair 
or clothes, or helping them to maintain or 
repair their homes. As Table 10 indicates, a 

daughter is more likely to care for a widowed 
mother during her illness than any other 
relative. 

Others 

Many widows are able to negotiate 
exchanges in kind (e g, a small amount of 
food) from caste neighbours. If she works 
for, or is the client of, a wealthy patron, a 
widow may receive small gifts on a regular 
basis. If she is on good terms with an af­
fluent neighbour, she may also receive the 
odd interest-free loan. Most of the time, 
however, a widow's household receives l i t ­
tle help from the village community, and has 
to fend for itself like any other. 

INTRA-HOUSEHOLD DISTRIBUTION 

According to the traditional norms of 
Hindu society, the life of a widow is sup-
posed to be austere in the extreme—even if 
she belongs to an affluent household. For­
tunately, the traditional austerities have lost 
much of their relevance for the majority of 
north Indian widows, even though they can 
still be encountered among the 'higher' 
castes. However, the needs of a dependent 
widow remain severely neglected in many 
households. 

It is plausible that intra-household in-
equalities play an important part in the 
causation of ill-health and high mortality 
among widows. In fact, expenditure and 
mortali ty data provide some indirect 
evidence in support of this hypothesis. On 
the one hand, taking together all households 
with a widow, we find that per capita expen­
diture levels for this group are not 
significantly lower than for households 
without a widow.25 On the other hand, 
mortality levels among widows have been 
found to be up to three times as high as those 
of married women in the same age groups 
(sec Section II) . These two observations 
would be difficult to reconcile with the 
notion that the health status of a widow 
reflects the economic status of the household 
she lives in. The most straightforward inter­
pretation of these findings, in fact, is that 
the extent to which a woman's needs are met 
in a household with a given level of per 

TABLE 9: DISTRIBUTION OF WIDOWS BV TYPE OF HOUSEHOLD AND IDENTITY OF HOUSEHOLD HEAD 

Note: Single - widow living alone. 
Nuclear - widow plus children except adult sons. 
Filial = widow plus adult son(s), and any other members. 
Other - residual category. 

Source: Chen [1991). See Dreze fl990) tor further discussion of these definitions of household 
types. 
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capita expenditure is much lower when she 
is a widow than when she is a married 
woman.26 

It might be added that, as was discussed 
in Section II, the mortality study [Rahman 
and Menken, 1990] finds much lower 
mortality rates among widows who are 
reported to be the 'head’ of the household 
than among widows living as dependents in 
other households of a similar type (Table 1). 
This finding, too, is consistent with the no­
tion (Table 1). This finding, too, is con­
sistent with the notion that intra-household 
inequalities are an important cause of high 
mortality rates among widows. 

The literature on intra-household in­
equalities in rural India has, so far, concen­
trated mainly on the question of male-
female divisions, especially those between 
young boys and girls. In this context, three 
possible determinants of intra-household in­
equalities have been widely discussed: (1) the 
'return' which the decision-maker(s) might 
expect to obtain from allocating consump­
tion to different individuals in the 
household; (2) the perception of what dif­
ferent members of the household 'deserve’  
to receive; and (3) the 'bargaining power' 
possessed by different household members 
engaged in a relation of co-operative 
conflict.27 

Whether return, desert or bargaining 
power (or a combination of these) is the rele­
vant determinant of household inequalities, 
one would not expect a dependent widow to 
receive a favourable treatment within the 
household. The return a household head 
might hope to obtain from better treatment 
of a widow would, at best, take the form of 
improved domestic services such as child 
care. The perception of what a widow 
deserves is not likely to be very high when 
she is seen as an 'unproductive' dependent. 
And the bargaining power of a widow who 
lives in a situation of extreme dependence 
on support from other household members 
would also be typically very low. In these 
circumstances, the temptation for those who 
maintain a dependent widow is to confine 
their support to what is required by the un-
exacting demands of 'duty’. 

The basic problem is not only that a 
widow often depends on other household 
members to survive, but also that these other 
household members do not depend on her 
for anything essential. Each of the three ap­
proaches mentioned above suggests that a 
widow who can contribute something im­
portant to the household (e g, a widow who 
owns land, or who earns a pension) will be 
much less exposed to neglect than a widow 
who is regarded as unproductive. This obser­
vation implies, inter alia, that more secure 
property rights could play an important role 
in enhancing the living conditions of widows 
in rural India.28 We shall return to this 
point in the concluding section. 

These broad remarks only scratch the sur 
face of the problem of intra-household treat­
ment of widows, and we should not con 

elude without warning against the simpli­
fications they have involved. Ultimately, the 
treatment a widow receives is the outcome 
of a decisionmaking process (or co­
operative conflict) (hat is a good deal more 
complex than with the familiar maie-famale 
inequalities. When a widow lives with one 
of her married sons, for instance, the rela­
tionships between the widow and her son, 
between her son and his wife, and between 
daughter-in-law and mother-in-law would all 
enter into the equation. These relationships 
are affected by factors such as duty, affec­
tion, and authority, in a way that need not 
fit easily into the familiar analyses based on 
return, desert or bargaining power. The out­
come can be anything between the widow­
ed mother taking the role of a tyrannical 
household head to her being at the mercy 
of an uncaring daughter-in-law. While there 
are good general arguments to explain why 
widows arc often observed to be in a situa­
tion of vulnerability and neglect, it is also 
important to understand how, in some cir­
cumstances, they manage to escape that 
predicament. These are important directions 
in which to expand the study of intra-
household inequalities in rural India. 

MOTHERS AND SONS 

As we saw earlier in this section, a large 
majority of Indian widows live with one or 
several of their adult sons, and this living 
arrangement is the main form of community 
support they receive. The relationship bet­
ween a widowed mother and her son(s) is 
therefore of particular importance. Some 
aspects of this relationship are already 
covered by the preceding discussion, but one 
particular feature deserves further attention. 

In rural north India, the norm of co-
residence of a widowed mother with at least 
one of her sons is still very strong. If a 
widow has only one son, he is not likely to 
risk the disapproval of the community by 
rejecting this basic filial duty, even if this 

living arrangement is problematic in one way 
or another (e g. because of tensions between 
the widow and her daughter-in-law). The 
same applies when a widow has several sons 
living together, though this is not a very 
common situation since the patrifraternal 
joint family tends to disintegrate quite 
rapidly after the death of the patriarch. If 
a widow has several sons living separately, 
however, the norm of co-residence loses 
some of its strength, since there is the 
possibility of each son relying on the others 
to look after his widowed mother.29 

Some communit ies have evolved 
systematic ways of dealing with this poten­
tial 'free-riding' problem, for instance 
through the further norm that the youngest 
son should take care of his elderly parents 
or widowed mother (with, possibly, a stan­
dard compensation for this extra burden 
being provided to this son in the form of 
ownership of a small piece of land ear­
marked to the subsistence needs of the 

TABLE I I : DISTRIBUTION OF CURRENT WIDOWS 
AND REMARRIED WIDOWS BY CASTE GROUP 

• Mainly widows from a caste of ambiguous 
status, the Kayastha caste, in Bihar and West 
Bengal; and from a Rajput caste in UP Hills 
in which leviratic unions are common. 

Source: Chen [1991]. 

TABLE 10: REPORTED FORMS AND SOURCES OF SUPPORT 

"' Not including sons. 
Source: Chen [1991 ]. kach entry in this table indicates the number of widows who have reported 

suppori of the relevant type. This table incorporates the responses of a total of 262 widows. 
hach widow may have reported more than one form or source of support. The Total' 
row and column should be interpreted accordingly. 
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parents, or of ownership of the parental 
house). Otherwise, the sons may agree on a 
particular way to share the extra economic 
burden of supporting their widowed mother, 
e g, by taking turns at maintaining her for 
a limited period of time. But these arrange­
ments are not entirely reliable and can break 
down in a number of ways; for instance, a 
youngest son may migrate and leave his 
widowed mother to be looked after by his 
reluctant brothers, and brothers with very 
unequal earning abilities may quarrel about 
what a fair arrangement for supporting their 
mother would be The arrangements in ques­
t ion seem to be particularly fragile in times 
of hardship such as succession of drought 
years, when the temptation to rely on one's 
brothers to take care of a widowed mother 
can be particularly strong.30 In the study 
villages, that are several cases of a widow 
living on her own (often with little support 
from others) despite having adult sons. 

Having said this, it is important to note 
that, in some circumstances, the existence of 
a plurality of sources of support can be turn­
ed to the advantage of a widowed mother. 
More precisely, if a widowed mother is in 
possession of some valuable asset (e g, a 
piece of land), her sons may look at co-
residence with her as a privilege rather than 
a burden. As a result, she is very likely to 
be securely integrated in the household of 
one of her adult sons. The credible threat 
of leaving that household to join one of her 
other sons may even strengthen her bargain­
ing power within that household and ensure 
her good treatment.31 A similar situation 
would apply when a widow earns a pension 
that enables her to make some contribution 
to the household's income over and above 
the cost of her own subsistence Here again, 
what can make a crucial difference is the 
ability of a widow to gain recognition as a 
person who contributes to the household 
economy, rather than being seen as an 
unwelcome liability. 

V 
Selected Contrasts: 
Influence of Caste 

So far, we have concentrated on identify­
ing common patterns in the predicament of 
widows in north India. A more refined 
analysis would also have to investigate the 
diversities associated with factors such as 
caste, class, age or area of residence. A 
detailed investigation of this kind is clearly 
beyond the scope of this paper, but the con­
trasts involved may be briefly illustrated with 
reference to the particular issue of caste. 

SANSKRITISATION PROCESS 

There are major differences in gender rela­
tions among different castes in north India. 
These differences are particularly pronounc­
ed between the two poles of the caste hierar­
chy: at one end, the highly 'Sanskritised’ up­
per castes; and, at the other, the so-called 
'untouchables' and scheduled castes. 

Social restrictions on the lifestyles of 
women tend to become more rigid as one 
moves up in the caste hierarchy. For instance, 
there is more seclusion of females among up­
per castes than among lower castes. Within 
upper-caste communities in north India, 
women are often strictly secluded and denied 
access to gainful employment outside their 
homes. By contrast, lower-caste women have 
greater freedom to take up gainful employ­
ment. Among the many castes which con­
stitute the vast 'middle’ of the caste hierar­
chy, what is considered appropriate 
behaviour or work for women is closely link­
ed with the family's position (both ascribed 
and aspired) in the social-status hierarchy 
[Bardhan, 1985]. As a means to acquiring 
status’ those who can afford to do so follow 
upper-caste norms in regard to women's 
lifestyles. 

When particular caste groups acquire 
wealth, or aspire to higher status for some 
other reason, they often try to distance 

TABLE 12: ECONOMIC ACTIVITIES OF WIDOWS IN DIFFERENT CASTE GROUPS 

Note: Each entry in the table shows the number (or percentage) of widows from the relevant 
caste group who reported the indicated activity. Some widows reported more than one 
activity, and some reported none. The numbers oi widows in each gloup are as follows: 
upper castes (95); other, higher (31): other; tower (66), scheduled castes (68). 

Sourre: Chen [1991] 

themselves from households perceived to be 
lower in social status by emulating the prac­
tices of higher-status households. Different 
terms have been used to describe this imita­
tion of upper castes by lower castes. The 
most common term is ’SansVritisation', aris­
ing from the fact that certain Vedic or 
Sanskritic rites are confined to the upper 
castes. Other common terms, based on the 
identity of the group being imitated, are 
'Brahminisation' and ’Rajputisationf.32 The 
point here is not to argue for one term or 
another, but to note the ”strength of the 
tendency to imitate and also the main direc­
tion of the tendency" [Dumont, 1980: 192]. 

This process of imitation has very specific 
implications for women in general and for 
widows in particular. Indeed, one of the pro­
minent forms it takes is the adoption of 
upper-caste norms regarding marriage and 
the behaviour of women. These include 
(1) the prohibition or disapproval of widow 
remarriaee, and (2) the withdrawal of 
women from the labour market. 

SANSKRITISATION AND LIFESTYLE OF 
WIDOWS 

Among some middle-caste groups which 
used to allow widow remarriage, there is an 
emerging trend towards prohibiting or 
discouraging this 'disreputable’ practice, as 
a means to achieving higher social status. An 
influence in the reverse direction arises from 
'Westernisation’, social reform movements 
and the erosion of traditional values. Under 
this influence, some castes have liberalised 
their attitude towards widow remarriage 
IMadan, 1989]. In the study villages, 
however, the trend towards more widespread 
prohibition against widow remarriage is 
noticeably stronger than the trend towards 
increased tolerance. 

As far as labour force participation is 
concerned, a large number of widows— 
especially those who head households—are 
caught between the contradictory demands 
of Sanskritisation and survival. On the one 
hand, caste norms confine them to their 
homesteads; on the other, they need to work 
in order to provide for their families. This 
dilemma applies particularly to poor widows 
belonging to an upper caste or a status-
aspiring group It is especially acute for 
widows with insufficient male support to 
meet subsistence needs, and during the 
period of hardship that often follows the 
sudden loss of a husband. The plight of 
widows in this predicament is not enviable: 
if they enter the labour force, they risk scorn, 
censure, and (sometimes) excommunication 
from their kin or caste group; if they do not 
seek gainful employment, their families may 
have to endure extreme deprivation. 

In the study villages, there are marked dif­
ferences in the restrictions that apply to 
widow remarriage and women's work among 
upper and lower castes. Almost uniformly, 
upper castes prohibit widow remarriage and 
do not allow women to seek gainful employ­
ment outside the household. By contrast, 
scheduled castes permit widows to remarry 
and women to seek gainful employment 
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wherever it is available. The large number 
of 'other’ castes which form the middle part 
of the hierarchy can be divided into those 
which aspire to higher status and imitate 
upper-caste norms (particularly in regard to 
widow remarriage and women's work) and 
those which st i l l follow lower-caste 
norms.33 

Tables 11 and 12 bring out some of these 
contrasts. Out of a total of 275 ever-widowed 
women in the eight study villages, only 36 
had remarried, of which 29 were from 
sheduled or lower' castes. Only six out of 

upper-caste widows reported being engag­
ed in wage labour, whereas a large percen­
tage of 'lower'-caste widows, and an even 
larger percentage of scheduled-caste widows, 
reported wage labour as an economic activi­
ty. Further, whereas five scheduled-caste 
widows reported being engaged in self-
employment or trade outside their village of 
residence, only one other widow (from a 
'higher’ caste) reported this activity. 

One general lesson emerging from all this 
is that it is important to treat widows as in­
dividuals, rather than simply as members of 
particular social groups (eg, a caste or a 
class). While upper castes generally have a 
privileged social and economic status, for 
instance, the same does not necessarily apply 
to the upper-caste widow. In fact, an upper-
caste widow who has no adult sons to sup­
port her and who is nonetheless prevented 
by caste norms from seeking gainful employ­
ment may be just as deprived as a scheduled-
caste widow who does not experience these 
restrictions. Patterns linking the living con­
ditions of a widow to her caste status do ex­
ist, but these patterns can be quite different 
from those that might apply to other 
members of the society. 

V I 

C o n c l u d i n g R e m a r k s 

The north Indian widow tends to be a 
highly marginalised person. She typically 
receives very little support from persons 
other than her own children, and even when 
she lives with one or several of her adult sons 
she remains highly vulnerable to neglect 
(Section IV). Further, her ability to engage 
in income-earning activities of her own is 
severely restricted, partly due to various 
patriarchal norms such as patrilineal 
inheritance and the division of labour by 
gender (Section I I I ) . The consequences of 
this social and economic marginalisation are 
manifest, as far as one can tell from the 
limited evidence available, in poor health 
and high mortality levels (Section II), 

The marginalisation of widows in north 
India is consistent with the traditional 
perception of Hindu widows as inauspicious 
and guilty women who, ideally, should lead 
a life of austerity devoted to the memory of 
their husband. This ideological influence, 
however, may be less crucial than the sim­
ple fact that widows are often seen as an 
economic burden. The most effective way of 
ensuring the social protection of Indian 
widows is perhaps to help them to be 
recognised as persons who have something 
important to contribute to the household 
economy. 

If we bring up this general observation in 
this concluding section, it is because, in the 
field of social security, Incentives' are often 
seen—quite rightly—as a major issue. When 
it comes to the social protection of widows, 
the most important incentive effect to con­
sider would be the possibility that state-
based social security measures might 'dis­
place' whatever support widows receive from 
the community. This problem should not be 
lightly dismissed, and it is easy to think of 
particular measures that are likely to have 
precisely that effect.34 However, it is also 
important to recognise and make use of the 
potential complementarities that exist bet­
ween state support and community support. 
A major source of such complementarity, 
discussed on several occasions in Section IV, 
is the fact that a widow who has some 
economic resourcefulness of her own may 
well be less exposed to residential isolation 
and intra-household discrimination. 

We have not explored, in this paper, the 
particular strategies that could be devised to 
support the livelihood of widows in rural 
India. The provision of pensions, the pro­
tection of land rights and the promotion of 
gainful employment are obvious possibi­
lities, but the diversity of constraints that 
restrict the lifestyle of widows in rural north 
India also suggests that many other avenues 
of action can be pursued. A detailed discus 
sion of the feasibility and desirability of 
alternative measures would require a study 
of its own, which we do hope to undertake 
on another occasion.35At this stage., our 
concern is mainly to contribute to a better 
awareness and understanding of this severely 
neglected problem. This is a prerequisite of 
effective action in this field. 

Indeed, the government is unlikely to give 
adequate priority to the social protection of 
widows in rural India in the absence of 
public pressure. Further, an effective im­
plementation of social security measures 
may require a great deal of activism on the 
part of nongovernment institutions, in­

cluding the women's movement. In fact, 
there is already a substantial scope for 
improving the living conditions of widows 
even within the existing parameters of state 
involvement. 

This point may be illustrated with 
reference to the issue of pensions. In most 
states of India, pension schemes of some 
kind do exist on paper, but, with the notable 
exception of Kerala, they have a negligible 
coverage and impact. The reasons include 
bureaucratic indifference, inadequate finan­
cial provisions, widespread corruption and 
limited public awareness of the opportunities 
involved. In the study villages, only 20 
widows out of 262 reported receiving a pen­
sion, while another 58 unsuccessfully ap­
plied (see Table 13 for details). Of the 20 
widows who do receive a pension, 13 are 
upper-caste friends of the village headman 
or of some other influential village elder. 
Much can be done to bring about a more 
ambitious, efficient and equitable implemen­
tation of these pension schemes.16 

Similar observations apply with reference 
to land rights. According to the Hindu 
Succession Act of 1956, which is still ap­
plicable today, all the 'legal heirs' of a 
deceased person are entitled to equal shares 
of his or her property. The legal heirs, in the 
case of a married man, consist of his widow, 
his sons, daughters, and widowed mother (if 
he has one). Helping widows to assert and 
defend their basic property rights is another 
field where much can be achieved through 
public activism within the existing legal and 
policy framework, without waiting for the 
initiative and goodwill of the state. 

We should like to conclude with an in 
cidental thought on methodology. Much of 
this paper has focused on various aspects of 
the economic condition of widows, and it 
may seem that the issue of health as such 
has been somewhat neglected. It is the use 
of mortality indicators, however, that enables 
us to recognise an enormous social problem 
which is largely hidden in the standard, 
household-level economic variables. Insofar 
as one of the directions in which develop­
ment policy has to be improved is a better 
focus on the individual, the combination of 
economic and demographic analysis 
deserves to become a major analytical tool. 

Notes 

[This paper was written for presentation at a 
Conference on The Future of Health and 
Development in India', held in New Delhi in 
January 1991. We are grateful to the World 
Institute for Development Economics Research, 

Source. Chen [199l] 
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Helsinki, for financial support, and to the 
National Council of Applied Economic 
Research, New Delhi, and the Indian Statistical 
Institute, New Delhi, for logistic assistance.]. 

I There is, admittedly, a large literature on 
'female-headed households' in rural India, 
and it is also the case that a majority of 
female household heads are widows. 
However, these studies provide a very 
limited basis for studying the economic and 
social condition of widows as individuals 
See Dreze [1990] for further discussion of 
this point, and of the insights that can be 
gained into the life of Indian widows from 
the existing literature on female-headed 
households, aging, kinship, sati and related 
subjects. 

2 For a more detailed discussion of the liv­
ing conditions of widows in rural India, and 
of implications for action, see Dreze [1990] 
and Chen [1991 ], on which the present paper 
amply draws. 

3 Unless stated otherwise, the term 'widow 
hood' will be used in this paper to refer to 
female widowhood specifically. 

4 The Bangladesh village is in Mymensingh 
district, northern Bangladesh. Two of the 
Indian villages are in Maharashtra state (in 
Sholapur and Akola districts). The third 
Indian village is in Mahbubnagar district 
of Andhra Pradesh. 

5 This is aside from the limitations that app­
ly to these standard economic variables even 
in the absence of intra-household in­
equalities. (See Dreze [1990] for further 
discussion.) 

6 The state of Assam, where the 1981 Census 
did not take place, is excluded from the 
discussion of this section. So are the other 
five states of the north east (Meghalaya, 
Manipur, Nagaland, Sikkim and Tripura), 
which have small populations and rather 
special demographic social and cultural 
features. 

7 In this paper ’south India' refers to the states 
of Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka. Kerala and 
Tamil Nadu, and 'north India’ refers to the 
rest of the country. 

8 See Verma [1988: 97-98]. For men, life 
expectancy is 'only' fifteen years shorter in 
Uttar Pradesh than in Kerala. 

9 See Dreze [1990]. The suggestion that the 
incidence of widow remarriage is lower in 
south India than in north India may strike 
as counter-intuitive, insofar as it conflicts 
with the widely-accepted notion that the 
former region is comparatively advanced 
when it comes to the position of women in 
society. However, a large proportion of 
widow 'remarriages' in India are accounted 
for by ascribed leviratic unions, a practice 
more widespread in the north, and especial­
ly in the north-west, than in the south. 
Higher rates of widow remarriage in the 
north may thus confirm rather than con-
tradict that region's reputation for 
'backwardness’ in gender relations 

10 Patrilocal residence and patrilineal 
inheritance can themselves be seen as two 
crucial aspects of the north Indian system 
of 'patrilineal kinship'. A deeper analysis 
of the status of women in general and of 
widows in particular would have to include 
a serious discussion of this kinship system, 
as well as of the patriarchal authority struc­

tures that go with it. 
11 This definition assumes village exogamy, 

which is itself a nearly universal feature of 
marriage practices in north India. We 
overlook here the subtler distinction bet­
ween ’patrilocality' and 'virilocality', which 
turns on whether or not the husband con­
tinues to live with his father after marrying. 

12 An example of exceptions to this general 
rule is the case of widow who used to live 
in her parental village at the time of losing 
her husband, possibly because the latter was 
a 'gharjamai' (uxorilocal son-in-law). A 
'gharjamai'js a married man who is invited 
by his parents-in-law to come and live with 
them, usually because they have no son 
themselves. 

13 As wives, women have no coparcenary 
rights in their conjugal families; they only 
have a right of maintenance. 

14 In such cases, the 'gharjamai' (in-marrying 
husband) assumes the duties of a natural 
son [Cain, 1986]. 

15 For a detailed discussion of widow remar­
riage in north India, and an evaluation of 
earlier studies on this subject, see Dreze 
[1990] 

16 The remarriage of a childless widow tends 
to be an attractive proposition for most of 
the interested parties. For the widow herself, 
it is the only path to motherhood. From the 
point of view of the in-laws, accepting or 
encouraging the remarriage and departure 
of a childless widow is a convenient way of 
regaining control over her deceased hus­
band's land. As far as the father and 
brothers of the widow are concerned, it is 
plausible that compassion often motivates 
them to,arrange her remarriage. In addition, 
among communities where brothers (or 
fathers) have a strong obligation to support 
a widowed sister (or daughter), a childless 
widow may be seen as a threat of lifelong 
liability, especially if she is anxious to leave 
her husband's village 

17 In north India, the 'remarriage' of a widow 
is not considered as a 'second marriage', but 
rather as a marriage of an inferior kind (or 
what Louis Dumont calls a 'secondary 
marriage'). It is referred to by terms 
(e g, 'nataru' in Gujarat, 'sagai' in Uttar 
Pradesh, ’sangha' in West Bengal) which axe 
unrelated to the words that would be used 
for a first marriage ('lagan', 'shadi', 'biye') 

18 It should be added that a widowed mother 
cannot always assume that she will be able 
to take her sons with her (or even to see 
them occasionally) if she leaves her first 
husband's village to remarry. Her in-laws 
may object, given the notion that her sons 
belong to their own lineage. 

19 See Dreze [1990) and Chen [1991] for fur­
ther discussion. 

20 See Dreze (1990) for recent empirical 
evidence as well as a review of earlier 
studies, including those of Bose and Saxena 
[1964], Bose and Sen [1966], Manila 
siddaiah [1969], Lal [1972), Shah [1973), 
Cain et al [1979], Vatuk [1981], Cain [1986]. 
Krishnakumari |I987] and Vlassoff |I990]. 

21 fable 10 does not include information on 
inter-household transfers from sons. As was 
discussed earlier, widows who have sons 
usually live with them (or at least with one 
of them), so that support from sons main 
ly takes the form of intra-household rather 

than inter-household transfers. The relation­
ship between widowed mothers and their 
sons is discussed in section 4.4. 

22 See, e g, Harlan [1968], Sharma [1980: 
53-55], Bhave [1983], Lopamudra [1983), 
Saraswati [1985), Dak and Sharma [1987], 
Krishnakumari [1987], Gulati and Rajan 
[1988: 74j, Lingam Lakshmi [1988: 89], 
Ghoshal [1989], Kumari [1989], Dreze 
[1990]. 

23 Kven as eminent an anthropologist as 
Stanley Tambiah assumes that "precisely 
because the Indian woman is incorporated 
into her husbatd's household and joint 
family, she enjoys greater economic security 
than her African counterpart when she 
becomes a widow" [lambiah, 1989: 416] 

24 Widows, and women more generally, com­
monly assert that they relinquished their 
share of their father's land in return for the 
promise of maintenance and/or support 
should they be widowed, divorced, or 
deserted. Sisters tie a protective cord around 
the wrist of their brother during the 'rakhi' 
festival to help ensure that their brothers 
will, when needed, protect and support 
them. 

25 See Dreze [1990]. This finding is based on 
National Sample Survey data for Karnataka 
(1977-78); the difference in per capita 
expenditure levels between households with 
and without widow may be somewhat larger 
in north India than in this south Indian 
state 

26 A complementary explanation could be that 
the incidence of poverty among households 
with a widow is much greater than among 
-households without a widow, despite similar 
average per capita expenditure levels, due 
to high levels of economic inequality within 
the former group. The incidence of pover­
ty may well be quite high in this group, bear-
ing in mind that it includes a significant 
proportion of vulnerable households (e g, 
widows with small children). However, it 
would be implausible to attribute all or even 
most of the observed contrast between 
expenditure and mortality data to this fac­
tor: such an attribution would imply amaz­
ingly high levels of mortality among the 
poorer widow-inclusive households. 

27 On these different approaches, see Dreze 
and Sen [1989: chapter 4], and the literature 
cited there. Note that return and desert can 
be important whether household decisions 
are seen to be taken by one maximising 
individual (the household 'head'), or 
whether they are seen as the outcome of a 
co-operative conflict (in which case return 
and desert can be regarded as one deter­
minant of bargaining power). 

28 Quite a few empirical studies mention that 
ownership of land or other assets con­
siderably enhance the status, treatment or 
bargaining power of the aged (including 
widows) within the household. See e g, 
Harlan [1968: 474], Marulasiddaiah [1969: 
117], Raj and Prasad [1971:156-58], Cain et 
al ]1979: 7], Bhave [1983: 6], Dak and 
Sharma (1987:49, 54], Wadley [n d). As one 
old man bluntly put it, "without property, 
children do not look after their parents 
well" Kited in Caldwell et al [1988: 191].) 

29 This is the situation alluded to in the 
popular Bengali saying 'bhaager ma Ganga 
paac na’ which can be literally translated 
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as a shared mother will not reach the 
Ganges', and is used in diverse contexts to 
refer to the problem of 'free-riding'. 

30 See Dreze [1990] for further discussion, and 
some empirical evidence from drought-
affected villages in Gujarat. 

31 This situation is not just a theoretical 
possibility. See Dreze [1990] and Chen [1991] 
for some empirical illustrations from the 
study villages; 

32 The notion of Sanskritisation is perhaps 
best presented in the words of M N Srinivas, 
who popularised the concept: "The caste 
system is far from a rigid system in which 
the position of each component caste is fix-
ed for all time. Movement has always been 
possible, and especially so in the middle 
regions of the hierarchy A low caste was 
able to rise to a higher position in the hierar­
chy by adopting vegetarianism and 
teetotalism, and by ’Sanskritising’ its ritual 
and pantheon. In short, it took over as far 
as possible; the customs, rites and beliefs 
of the brahmins, and the adoption of the 
brahminical way of life by a low caste seems 
to have been frequent, though theoretical­
ly forbidden. This process has been called 
'Sanskritisation’ in this book" [Srinivas 
1952: 30]. 

33 In Tables 11 and 12, these two groups of 
other' castes are referred to as 'higher' and 
lower’, respectively. 

34 For instance, a pension scheme that dis­
qualifies widows who live with their adult 
sons could have the effect of discouraging 
the integration of a widowed mother in the 
household of one of her adult sons. 

35 For preliminary discussions of the scope for 
social security measures based on the pro­
vision of pensions, the protection of land 
rights and the promotion of gainful employ­
ment, see Dreze [1990] and Chen [1991]. 

36 For an actual example of how collective ac­
tion (led, in this instance, by widows 
themselves) can succeed in bringing about 
a radical change in the implementation of 
pension schemes, see Dreze [1990]. See also 
Gulati [1990] and Nair and Tracy [1989] on 
Kerala's Agricultural Workers' Pension 
Scheme 

References 

Agarwal, B [1988]: 'Who Sows? Who Reaps? 
Women and Land Rights in India', Journal 
of Peasant Studies, 15(4): 531-81 

Bhave, S [1983]. 'Women-Headed Households 
in India: A Micro-Study from an Indian 
Slum', paper presented at the Expert Group 
Meeting on Forward-Looking Strategies for 
the Advancement of Women, ESCAP, 
Bangkok, December. 

Bose, A B and P C Saxena [1964]: 
'Characteristics of Aged Population in 
Rural Society', Journal of Family Welfare, 
104: 33-39. 

Bose, A B and M L A Sen [1966]: 'Some 
Characteristics of the Widows in Rural 
Society', Man in India, 463: 226-32. 

Boserup, Ester [1970]: Woman's Role in 
Economic Development', New York, St 
Martin's Press. 

Burra, N [1986a]: 'Child Labour in India: 
Poverty, Exploitation and Vested interest', 
Social Action, J6:241-63. 
[1986b]: 'Glass Factories of Firozabad' 

Economic and Political Weekly, November 
15 and 22. 

Cain, M, S R Khonam, and S Nahar [1979): 
'Class, Patriarchy and the Structure of 
Women's Work in Rural Bangladesh', Cen­
tre for Policy Studies Working Paper No 43, 
Population Council, New York. 

Cain, Mead [1986]: The Consequences of 

Reproductive Failure: Dependence, Mobility 
and Mortality among the Elderly in Rural 
South Asia’, Population Studies, 40: 375-88. 

—, [1985]: The Fate of the Elderly in South 
Asia: Implications for Fertility' in IUSSP 
International Conference, Florence, Liege 

—, [1983]: 'Fertility as an Adjustment to Risk', 
Population and Development Review, 94: 
688-702. 

—, [1981]: 'Risk and Insurance: Perspectives on 
Fertility and Agrarian Change in India and 
Bangladesh', Population and Development 
Review. 73:435-74. 

Caldwell, J C, P H, Reddy and P, Caldwell 
[1988]: The Causes of Demographic 
Change, Madison, University of Wiscon­
sin Press. 

Chen, Martha [1991]: 'Widows in Rural India', 
report submitted to World Institute for 
Development Economics Research. 

Dak, T M and M L Sharma [1987]: 'Changing 
Status of the Aged in North Indian Villages' 
in M L Sharma and T M Dak (eds), Aging 
in India: Challenge for the Society, Ajan-
U, New Delhi. 

Dreze, Jean [1990]: 'Widows in Rural India', 
DEP Paper No 26, Development Economics 
Research Programme; London School of 
Economics. 

Dreze, Jean and Amartya Sen [1989]: Hunger 
and Public Action, Oxford University Press, 
Oxford. 

Dumont, Louis [1980]: Homo Hierarchtcus: 
The Caste System and Its Implications, 
complete revised english edition, The 
University of Chicago Press, Chicago. 

Ohoshal, N [1989]: 'Socio-Economic Profile of 
the Widows in Varanasi City', unpublished 
dissertation, Department of Sociology, Va-
sant Kanya Mahavidyalaya, Varanasi." 

Government of India, Census of India 1981 
Gulati, L [1990]: Agricultural Workers' Pen­

sion in Kerala: An Experiment in Social 
Assistance', Economic and Political Week­
ly, February 10. 

—, [1991 ]: The Female Dimension of Popula­
tion Aging in Kerala State in India", paper 
presented at the Expert Group Meeting on 
Integration of Aging and Elderly Women 
into Development, Vienna, October 7-11. 

Gulati, L, and S I Rajan [1988]: 'Population 
Aspects of Aging in Kerala',, mimeo, Cen­
tre for Development Studies, Trivandrum. 

—, [1991]: 'Population Aspects of Aging in 
Kerala, India: Their Economic and Social 
Context', paper prepared for the Population 
Division, United Nations, Centre for 
Development Studies, Trivandrum, Kerala. 

Harlan, W H [1968]: 'Social Status of the Aged 
in Three Indian Villages’. Vita Humana, 
7:239-52. 

Krishnakumari, N S [1987]: Status of Smgft 
Women in India: A Study of Spinsters,, 
Widows, and Divorcees, New Delhi: Uppal 
Publishing House. 

Kuman, R (1989): Women headed Households 
in Rural India, London: Sangam. 

Lal, S [1972]: 'Some Characteristics of the 

Widows in Rural Society', Rural India, 
359:205-08. 

Lingam, Lakshmi [1988]: 'Women-headed 
Households: Coping with Caste, Class and 
Gender Hierarchies', paper presented at the 
13th National Science Congress, New Delhi, 
November 14-18. 

Lopamudra [1983]: The Plight of Widows', 
Social Welfare, 2910:1315. 

Madan, T N [1989]; Family and Kinship: A 
Study of the Pandits of Rural Kashmir, 
second enlarged edition, Delhi: Oxford 
University Press. 

Marulasiddaiah, H M [1969]: Old People of 
Makunti, Dharwar: Karnataka University. 

Miller, Barbara D [1981]: The Endangered Sex 
Neglect of Female Children in Rural North 
India, Ithaca: Cornell University Press. 

Nair, S B and M Tracey (1989): 'Pensions for 
Women in the Third World: A Case Study 
of Kerala, India', International Journal of 
Contemporary Sociology, 26:175-87. 

Potash, B (ed) [1986]: Widows in African 
Societies, Stanford: Stanford University 
Press. 

Rahman, M Omar [1990]: 'Gender Differences 
in Marriage and Mortality for the Elderly 
in Rural Bangladesh', paper submitted as 
part of PhD thesis to Department of 
Epidemiology, Harvard School of Public 
Health. 

Rahman, M Omar and Jane Menken (1990]: 
The Impact of Marital Status and Living 
Arrangements on Old Age Female Mortali­
ty in Rural Bangladesh', paper presented at 
the Population Association of America 
Meetings, Toronto. 

Raj, B, and B G Prasad [1971]: 'A Study of 
Rural Aged Persons in Social Profilc\ 
Indian Journal of Social Work, 32:155-62. 

Saraswati, B [1985]: The Kashivasi Widows', 
Man in India, 652:107-20. 

Shah, A M [1974]: The Household Dimension 
of the Family in India, Berkeley and Los 
Angeles: University of California Press. 

Sharma, Ursula [1980]: Women, Work and Pro­
perty in North-West India, London: 
Tavistock. 

Srinivas, M N [1952]: Religion and Society 
Among the Coorgs of South India, Oxford: 
Oxford University Press. 

Tambiah, S J [1989]: ’BrideweaJth and Dowry 
Revisited', Current Anthropology, 
304:413-35. 

Vatuk, S [1981]: 'Old Age in India' in P N 
Stearns (ed), Old Age in Pre industrial 
Society, P N Stearns (ed). New York: 
Holmes and Meier 

Verma, V S [1988]: A Handbook of Popula­
tion Statistics, New Delhi: Office of the 
Registrar General. 

Vlassoff, C [1990): "The Value of Sons in an 
Indian Village: How Widows See It', 
Population Studies, 4413-20. 

Vlassoff, M and C Vlassoff [1980]: 'Old Age 
Security and the Utility of Children in Rural 
India', Population Studies, 343:487-99, 

Wadley, S (undated): 'Widows: Forced 
Independence for Some3, paper presented at 
a Symposium on Widowhood, Remarriage; 
Divorce and Dowry in India, University of 
Toronto. 

Weincr, M [1991]: The Child and the State in 
India: Child Labour and Education Policy 
in Comparative Perspective, Delhi: Oxford 
University Press. 

WS-92 Economic and Political Weekly October 24-31,1992 


