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Afghanistan – Researched and compiled by the Refugee Documentation 
Centre of Ireland on 8 April 2015 
 
Position of widows in Afghanistan culture including options for 
remarriage and their relationship with late husband's family. Any 
specific issues regarding the above in relation to Pashtuns. 
 

The 2015 Freedom house report on Afghanistan, in a section headed 
“Personal Autonomy and Individual Rights”, states: 
 

“Women's choices regarding marriage and divorce remain circumscribed by 
custom and discriminatory laws. The forced marriage of young girls to older 
men or widows to their husbands' male relations is a problem.” (Freedom 
House (20 March 2015) Freedom in the World 2015 – Afghanistan) 

 

A report jointly published by the Norwegian Refugee Council and the Internal 
Displacement Monitoring Centre, in a section titled “Widows and Female-
Headed Households”, states: 
 

“Early marriage can also lead to early widowhood. Many of the young women 
interviewed were widows, several only in their twenties. Most widows worked, 
typically as cleaners or tailors, while others depended on their children.” 
(Norwegian Refugee Council/Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre 
(NRC/IDMC) (26 March 2015) Listening to Women and Girls Displaced to 
Urban Afghanistan, p.14) 

 

An article published by Prospect Magazine states: 
 

“Afghanistan has one of the highest proportions of widows in the world 
compared with the size of its population. Three decades of conflict—from the 
Soviet invasion to the war on terror—have left millions of women without 
husbands, alone in a country that does not treat widows kindly, and where 
few women are literate or have ever worked outside the home. The average 
age of an Afghan widow is 35, according to a UN estimate. Nobody knows 
how many widows there really are in Afghanistan, but in 2006 the UN 
estimated there were at least two million, at a time when the entire female 
population numbered roughly 13m. Women who have lost their husbands see 
their already limited personal freedoms fall further, since widows are 
considered to be bad omens in Afghan culture. Options for remarriage are 
limited: it is sometimes possible for a widow to marry a relative of her late 
husband, but if she chooses to remarry outside the family she can lose 
custody of her children.” (Prospect Magazine (18 July 2014) The war widows 
of Afghanistan) 

 

An online book published by the University of Montana, in a chapter titled 
“Widowed Women”, states: 
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“According to the United Nations Fund for Women (UNFW), there are more 
than one million widows in Afghanistan. Most of them live in poverty and are 
dependent on financial handouts from their relatives. Most widowed women in 
the provinces are illiterate and unable to support themselves. Men rarely 
marry a widowed woman, and only a widowed man would marry a widowed 
woman. If she has children, there is less chance for her to remarry. In some 
cases, if the widowed woman is young, her family might remarry her. Then 
either she or the dead husband’s family takes custody of the children. If the 
dead husband’s family takes the children, she will not be able to see her 
children nor will she have rights to them. Most widowed women prefer to stay 
with their children, yet in most cases, they do not have that choice.” 
(University of Montana: Defense Critical Language and Culture Program 
(2012) Afghan Women: A Guide to Understanding an Afghan Woman’s Role 
in Her Society, p.26) 

 

In a specific reference to the Pashtun this chapter states: 
 

“Among some Afghan tribes, such as the Pashtuns, a widowed woman 
cannot remarry outside her husband’s family. It is considered a dishonor to 
the family if she does. She is forced to marry the brother of the dead husband 
even if he is much younger than her. And later, this man will marry a second 
woman who has never been married before.” (ibid, p.26) 

 

A report jointly published by the United Nations Assistance Mission in 
Afghanistan & Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human 
Rights, in a section titled “Forced marriage of widows and inheritance rights” 
(section 3.6) 
 

“Harmful traditional practices not only curtail Afghan women’s rights before 
and during marriage but also after their husband dies. Forced marriage of 
widows stems in part from widows being considered the property of their in-
laws, but is also often due to the desire to deny a widow her right to 
inheritance by marrying her to a relative and keeping any inheritance within 
the family. The woman concerned is thus forced into a marriage against her 
will, contrary to all national and international law, as well as Sharia law – 
where consent is a prerequisite for any marriage. Often, if a widow does not 
remarry into the same family she risks losing her children. According to the 
Afghan Civil Code, once children have reached a certain age (nine for girls, 
seven for boys) guardianship is with the father, or in case of death or divorce, 
with the family of the father. The lack of authority over her own future limits a 
woman’s choices. Widows in turn may marry off their daughters at an early 
age to prevent them from being mistreated by relatives of the deceased 
husband’s family. In several provinces where UNAMA HR carried out 
interviews, Afghans reported seizure of widows’ inheritance, usually through 
her forced marriage to another male relative, as a harmful traditional 
practice.” (UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan & Office of the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (9 December 2010) Harmful 
Traditional Practices and Implementation of the Law on Elimination of 
Violence against Women in Afghanistan, p.27) 

 

In a subsection headed “Community perceptions” this report states: 
 

“In the southern region (Uruzgan and Nimroz), men and women in focus 
group discussions explained that the practice of marrying a widow to a 
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relative has two rationales: it prevents the portion of the man’s property that 
the widow is entitled to from leaving the family; and it avoids the ‘shame’ of a 
widow marrying outside of her former husband’s family. One man interviewed 
by UNAMA HR in Uruzgan province gave the example of a woman from Tirin 
Kot who repeatedly refused to marry another member of her husband’s family 
and instead, married someone from Kandahar. This was quite rare and 
viewed very negatively. A man from another tribe who marries a widow will be 
viewed as a ‘kidnapper’ and a maraka will likely be held to reconcile the 
tribes. In the southeast region, persons interviewed by UNAMA HR said 
widows are often forced to marry a male relative from their deceased 
husband’s family. They said although threats to deny a widow access to her 
children may be rare, widows usually remarry in the family to ensure they 
remain with their children. When there is no adult member of the family able 
or willing to marry her, a widow may be wedded to a teenage boy in an 
essentially sham marriage serving to keep the woman and her property within 
the family. The underage husband will marry a second wife when he is older – 
and the first wife, the former widow, will generally be abused by both the 
underage husband and the second wife.” (ibid, pp.29-30) 

 

A report published by the Afghanistan Independent Human Rights 
Commission, in a paragraph headed “Domineering manner of men” 
(paragraph 6.2.2.4) 
 

“The patriarchal pattern leads to continuation and stabilization of men’s 
domination over women in the family and in the society In a patriarchal 
society, women are subject to men’s rule; even the norms of their behavior 
are subject to men’s wish Thus, men feel the right to control women and reign 
over them. This domination becomes so severe after marriage that the 
husband feels ownership right over women’s body and mind making her be 
completely in his service. This ownership relationship is emphasized so much 
that disconnection from that mostly leads to women’s death. The said 
relationship is so rigid that even the women’s human identity and value in the 
traditional society is connected with having husband and dying at first 
husband’s house Thus, if a woman’s husband is dead or if she has separated 
from him, she is considered as a cheap woman ‘Bewa’ or widow is a word 
with a negative value that is attributed to those whose husbands are dead or 
those who have separated from their husbands. A widowed woman is equal 
to the one who has come out of control, that in this case, she is looked by 
suspicious and doubtful eyes and considered a bad woman.” (Afghanistan 
Independent Human Rights Commission (10 June 2013) National Inquiry 
report on Factors and causes of Rape and Honor Killing in Afghanistan, 

pp.86-87) 
 

A Deutsche Welle article states: 
 

“In a country where the future of a woman depends on her husband, widows 
are often powerless according to Wazhma Frogh, women's rights campaigner 
and Co-Founder and Executive Director of the Research Institute for Women, 
Peace and Security. With the death of her husband a woman doesn't only 
lose her identity, but also her place in society. ‘These women actually prefer 
to die than to live,’ says Frogh, adding they are not even allowed to continue 
life as a widow. The campaigner also mentions cases of women being 
sexually abused by their fathers and brothers-in-law. There are currently 
about 2.5 million widows living in Afghanistan, up to 70,000 of them live in the 
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capital Kabul. These women account for almost 12 percent of the entire 
Afghan population. Most are illiterate and relatively young.” (Deutsche Welle 
(30 January 2013) Afghan widows would 'rather die') 

 

A report published by the UN Entity for Gender Equality and the 
Empowerment of Women, in a section titled “Widows’ Experiences and the 
Impact of Re-Marriage”, states: 
 

“It is estimated that over half a million Afghan women have been widowed 
over the past three decades. Many Afghan widows are faced with difficult 
choices after the death of their husbands, not the least the question of 
whether they should re-marry. In some cases, women choose to re-marry. 
Many feel pressured to do so due to family, qawm or societal expectations, 
financial necessity or the need for a mahram. Others however are forced to 
do so. From the testimonies collected it is clear that whenever a woman 
remarries, forced or otherwise, there is a major impact upon her life, the lives 
of her children and her family.” (UN Entity for Gender Equality and the 
Empowerment of Women (UNWOMEN) (December 2013) "Like a Bird with 
Broken Wings": Afghan Women Oral History 1978-2008, p.54) 

 

This section of the report also states: 
 

“In some cases women re-marry within their husband’s family by marrying 
one of their husband’s brothers. This is seen as a way of keeping the woman 
and her children within the family and on the surface would appear to be a 
better option for the woman involved. However, problems arise where the 
woman’s brother-in-law does not agree and is himself forced into the 
marriage in a bid by parents to keep the woman and her children inside the 
family. Often the woman is marrying a younger brother-in-law who may resent 
the imposition of the marriage. In some cases, women have experienced 
domestic violence within the family-in-law and this not only continues but can 
also intensify where the family takes the view of the widow's function of being 
akin to that of a servant.” (ibid, p.55) 

 

The Executive Summary of the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan annual 
report on Afghanistan for 2014, in a section headed “Women and children”, 
states: 
 

“To highlight the broader social and economic impact of the conflict on the 
lives of Afghan women, UNAMA interviewed 60 women from all regions in 
Afghanistan whose husbands, all civilians, were killed or seriously injured in 
conflict-related violence in 2014. UNAMA found that women who were left as 
sole income-providers for their households after the death or injury of their 
husbands experienced long-lasting social and economic consequences, with 
poverty forcing many women to give their daughters in marriage in exchange 
for debts or to take their children out of school often to work. Widowed women 
were often particularly vulnerable to other forms of violence and abuse from 
family and community members.” (UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan 
(UNAMA) (February 2015) Afghanistan: Annual Report 2014, Protection of 
Civilians in Armed Conflict, p.3) 

 

This response was prepared after researching publicly accessible information 
currently available to the Research and Information Unit within time 
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constraints. This response is not and does not purport to be conclusive as to 
the merit of any particular claim to refugee status or asylum. Please read in 
full all documents referred to. 
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