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Abstract: Widows and divorcees in India face significant socio-economic, 

psychological, and legal challenges that impact their overall quality of life. This review 

examines the multidimensional aspects of their struggles, highlighting financial insecurity, 

social stigma, emotional distress, and legal constraints. The study synthesizes research on the 

economic dependency of widows and divorcees, limited employment opportunities, and 

inadequate enforcement of inheritance and alimony laws. Psychological challenges such as 

depression, anxiety, and social isolation are explored, along with coping mechanisms 

including family support, peer networks, and mental health interventions. Legal frameworks 

governing widowhood and divorce, including the Hindu Widows' Remarriage Act, 1856, the 

Hindu Marriage Act, 1955, and the Triple Talaq ban, are assessed in terms of their 

effectiveness and implementation gaps. Comparative perspectives from global policies and 

best practices offer insights into successful rehabilitation models. The role of NGOs, media 

representation, and digital activism in reshaping societal perceptions is also examined. Future 

research should focus on intersectional analysis of caste, religion, and regional variations, 

along with longitudinal studies on quality of life trends. Policy recommendations emphasize 

strengthening legal frameworks, expanding economic opportunities, and implementing 

community-based mental health programs. A holistic approach, integrating legal, economic, 

and social interventions, is essential to improving the well-being of widows and divorcees in 

India. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background and Significance 

Quality of Life (QoL) is a multidimensional concept encompassing social, economic, 

physical, and psychological well-being, particularly critical in assessing the welfare of 

marginalized groups such as widows and divorcees. The concept of QoL extends beyond 

economic stability to include access to healthcare, emotional well-being, social inclusion, and 

autonomy (Gangane et al., 2017). In India, widows and divorcees often face economic 

deprivation, social exclusion, and mental health challenges, making it essential to examine 

their overall quality of life (Sudha et al., 2006). 

Widowhood and divorce represent major life transitions that significantly impact a 

woman's socio-economic and emotional status. Widowhood is more prevalent due to India’s 

demographic patterns, where life expectancy among women surpasses that of men 

(Srivastava et al., 2021). Traditionally, Indian society has imposed restrictive norms on 

widows, limiting their access to property, employment, and remarriage opportunities 

(Agarwal, 1998). Divorce, although less frequent than widowhood, has been steadily rising 

due to changing socio-economic dynamics, greater legal access, and shifts in gender roles 

(Dommaraju, 2016). Despite these changes, divorced women continue to face stigma, 

economic hardships, and social isolation. 

The historical and cultural context of widowhood and divorce in India is deeply 

rooted in patriarchal traditions. Widows have historically been marginalized, often forced 

into ascetic lifestyles or subjected to exclusionary practices in traditional Hindu society (Chen 

& Dreze, 1995). The infamous practice of Sati (self-immolation of widows), although 

outlawed, reflects historical attitudes toward widowhood. Even in contemporary India, many 

widows reside in segregated communities such as Vrindavan and Varanasi, where they 

depend on charity for survival (Boora & Jain, 2020). Divorce, on the other hand, is often 

viewed as a failure of womanhood, where the burden of sustaining marriage 

disproportionately falls on women. Religious and cultural expectations discourage women 

from leaving abusive or unhappy marriages, making legal separation an arduous process 

(Perkins et al., 2016). 

Social stigma, gender biases, and economic dependency further exacerbate the 

difficulties faced by widows and divorcees in India. Widows are frequently considered 

inauspicious and are often excluded from religious and social events (Chen & Dreze, 1995). 

Similarly, divorce is often seen as a personal failure rather than a legal or emotional 

necessity. Financial dependence on male family members makes it difficult for women to 
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attain self-sufficiency post-marriage dissolution (Agarwal, 1998). Despite some legal 

protections, enforcement remains weak, and societal attitudes continue to prioritize male 

dominance in inheritance and financial stability. 

1.2 Objectives of the Review 

This review aims to identify and synthesize key research on the socio-economic, 

psychological, and health challenges faced by widows and divorcees in India. Several studies 

highlight the economic struggles of widowed and divorced women, particularly in rural areas 

where traditional gender norms limit women's access to financial resources and employment 

(Boora & Jain, 2020). Economic marginalization affects not only the individual woman but 

also their dependents, leading to intergenerational cycles of poverty. 

Another objective is to highlight policy measures, legal frameworks, and support 

systems that exist to protect and empower widows and divorcees in India. Government 

initiatives such as widow pension schemes, skill development programs, and legal aid 

services are available but often underutilized due to lack of awareness and accessibility issues 

(Agarwal, 1998). Similarly, NGOs play a crucial role in advocating for widow and divorcee 

rights, providing legal aid, and creating employment opportunities. However, gaps remain in 

policy implementation, particularly in rural and marginalized communities (Perkins et al., 

2016). 

Lastly, this review aims to identify gaps in existing literature and suggest areas for 

future research. While several studies focus on the economic and social hardships of widows 

and divorcees, fewer explore their psychological well-being and mental health struggles. 

Depression, anxiety, and social isolation are common among these women, yet mental health 

interventions remain limited (Srivastava et al., 2021). Future research should explore the 

impact of social media, self-help groups, and community interventions in improving the 

quality of life for widowed and divorced women in India. 

 

2. Socio-Economic Challenges Faced by Widows and Divorcees in India 

2.1 Financial Constraints and Economic Dependency 

The financial security of women in India is deeply tied to their marital status, and 

widowhood or divorce often results in economic instability. Many widows and divorcees face 

immediate financial crises due to the loss of a breadwinner, particularly in households where 

women had limited participation in income generation (Lloyd-Sherlock & Corso, 2015). 

Studies indicate that in India, a large percentage of widows have minimal savings and 

struggle with a lack of financial autonomy (Mohindra et al., 2012). Similarly, divorce often 
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leaves women financially vulnerable, as alimony and maintenance laws are inconsistently 

enforced, and women frequently lack independent economic resources (Girase et al., 2016). 

Employment opportunities for widows and divorcees remain limited, primarily due to 

low educational levels and societal discrimination. Many of these women are forced into low-

paying, informal sector jobs, which offer little security or financial independence 

(Chakravorty et al., 2021). Additionally, workplace discrimination remains prevalent, as 

many employers hesitate to hire single women, especially in professional fields. This 

discrimination is exacerbated by traditional gender norms, which continue to restrict female 

labor force participation in many parts of India (Sonawat, 2001). 

Inheritance laws and property-related issues further contribute to financial struggles. 

Although legal provisions such as the Hindu Succession Act grant widows inheritance rights, 

enforcement remains weak, especially in rural areas where customary practices often override 

legal statutes (Biswas & Mukhopadhyay, 2018). Widows frequently face legal battles to 

claim property, while divorced women are often denied fair settlements or struggle with 

prolonged court cases. This economic insecurity often leads to dependence on family 

members, who may not always be supportive. Many widows and divorcees are forced to rely 

on government schemes for financial survival, such as the Indira Gandhi National Widow 

Pension Scheme. However, studies highlight that many of these schemes suffer from poor 

implementation and lack of accessibility, leaving beneficiaries without adequate support 

(Kitchlu, 1993). 

2.2 Education and Skill Development 

A lack of education is one of the biggest barriers to economic independence for 

widows and divorcees in India. Many women in this category have low literacy levels, 

particularly in rural areas, limiting their ability to access well-paying jobs (Bhattacharyya & 

Singh, 2018). Traditional gender norms have historically discouraged women from pursuing 

higher education, resulting in economic dependence on their spouses. Once widowed or 

divorced, these women struggle to re-enter the education system or acquire the skills 

necessary to secure employment. 

Vocational training and skill development initiatives have been introduced to help 

widows and divorcees attain financial stability. Various government and NGO-led programs 

focus on upskilling these women in areas such as tailoring, handicrafts, and small-scale 

entrepreneurship (Mohindra et al., 2012). However, these programs often fail to address long-

term economic inclusion, as many trained women still struggle to find sustainable 

employment due to lack of market access and social barriers. 
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Government interventions and NGO support play a crucial role in improving 

economic self-reliance. Organizations such as the Self Employed Women’s Association 

(SEWA) and Sulabh International have developed programs aimed at integrating widows and 

divorcees into the workforce. However, limited awareness and bureaucratic inefficiencies 

prevent many women from fully benefiting from these initiatives (Chakravorty et al., 2021). 

There is a growing need for policies that promote higher education among young girls, 

ensuring that future generations of women do not face the same economic challenges upon 

widowhood or divorce. 

2.3 Social Stigma and Discrimination 

Widows and divorcees in India face significant societal stigma, with deep-rooted 

cultural perceptions framing them as inauspicious or morally compromised (Chen & Dreze, 

1992). Traditional beliefs often dictate that widows should adopt austerity measures, 

including giving up colorful clothing, avoiding public celebrations, and leading a reclusive 

lifestyle. These restrictive norms, particularly prevalent in Hindu-dominated regions, 

continue to marginalize widows and exclude them from mainstream social participation 

(Bhattacharyya & Singh, 2018). 

The plight of Vrindavan and Varanasi widows is one of the most well-documented 

examples of social exclusion. These cities, often referred to as “cities of widows”, are home 

to thousands of abandoned or self-exiled widows who survive on minimal resources and 

charity (Mohindra et al., 2012). The isolation of these women stems from familial 

abandonment and deeply entrenched cultural beliefs that widowhood brings misfortune to a 

household. Similarly, divorced women face ostracization, particularly in conservative 

communities, where they are often blamed for the dissolution of their marriage (Lloyd-

Sherlock & Corso, 2015). 

Social exclusion extends to remarriage restrictions and honor-related concerns. In 

many parts of India, widow remarriage is still frowned upon, particularly among higher-caste 

communities, where traditions dictate that a woman must remain devoted to her deceased 

husband (Biswas & Mukhopadhyay, 2018). Divorced women, on the other hand, face a lack 

of acceptance in the matrimonial market, as many families hesitate to accept them as 

potential daughters-in-law due to concerns about their past relationships and “purity” 

(Chakravorty et al., 2021). 

The impact of caste, religion, and regional differences further exacerbates 

discrimination. Lower-caste women and those from tribal communities often face less social 

stigma than their upper-caste counterparts but still struggle with economic marginalization 
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(Sonawat, 2001). In contrast, Muslim and Christian widows often have different sets of 

challenges, such as limited access to religious divorce rights or community-driven financial 

support (Girase et al., 2016). The regional divide also plays a role—widows and divorcees in 

urban areas often have better opportunities for economic and social reintegration, while those 

in rural India continue to experience extreme poverty and isolation (Chen & Dreze, 1992). 

In conclusion, socio-economic challenges remain a significant barrier to the well-

being of widows and divorcees in India. Financial dependency, lack of education, social 

stigma, and gender-based discrimination restrict their opportunities for independence and 

dignity. While government policies and NGO initiatives aim to address these concerns, 

effective implementation, awareness, and cultural shifts are essential to truly empower this 

marginalized group. 

 

3. Psychological and Emotional Well-being 

3.1 Mental Health Challenges 

Widowhood and divorce significantly affect the psychological and emotional well-

being of women in India. Studies indicate that widowed and divorced women are at a higher 

risk of depression, anxiety, and social isolation due to the loss of spousal companionship, 

economic insecurity, and societal stigma (Srivastava et al., 2021). The sudden change in 

social identity and the emotional trauma associated with the loss of a partner often lead to 

prolonged psychological distress, which is further exacerbated by a lack of social support 

systems (Trivedi et al., 2009). 

Research highlights that psychological trauma and emotional distress following 

spousal loss or divorce are often linked to post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), loneliness, 

and chronic stress (Boora & Jain, 2020). Widows, particularly those from lower-income 

backgrounds, face increased vulnerability to mental health disorders due to economic 

hardships and social exclusion (Mohindra et al., 2012). Similarly, divorced women 

experience stigma and blame, particularly in patriarchal settings where divorce is viewed as a 

failure of the woman rather than a mutual dissolution of marriage (Sharma, 2011). 

Studies suggest that widowhood and divorce also lead to deterioration in self-esteem 

and identity. The transition from being a wife to a widow or a divorcee often results in loss of 

social status, especially in traditional Indian families where women’s identities are tied to 

their marital roles (Perkins et al., 2016). Many widowed and divorced women report feelings 

of worthlessness, guilt, and shame, which negatively impact their self-perception and hinder 

their ability to reintegrate into society (Gove & Shin, 1989). 
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3.2 Coping Mechanisms and Social Support 

Social support plays a crucial role in helping widows and divorcees cope with 

emotional distress and psychological trauma. Studies indicate that strong family, friendship, 

and community support networks can mitigate the negative effects of spousal loss and 

divorce (Lloyd-Sherlock & Corso, 2015). Women who receive emotional and financial 

support from their families tend to experience better mental health outcomes compared to 

those who are abandoned or left to fend for themselves (Momtaz et al., 2009). However, 

cultural biases often limit the extent to which widowed or divorced women can rely on their 

natal families, particularly in traditional households where remarriage is discouraged, and 

widowhood is seen as a burden (Boora & Jain, 2020). 

Peer support groups and self-help initiatives have emerged as important coping 

mechanisms for widows and divorcees. Studies show that peer groups provide emotional 

validation, psychological reassurance, and practical guidance, helping women regain 

confidence and social belonging (Mohindra et al., 2012). Organizations such as the Self-

Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) have launched vocational and self-help programs 

to empower widows and divorcees by offering financial literacy, skills training, and legal 

assistance (Sharma, 2011). 

Religious, spiritual, and psychological counseling also play a key role in coping with 

widowhood and divorce. Many widows in India turn to spiritual retreats and religious 

communities for solace and emotional healing (Trivedi et al., 2009). In cities like Vrindavan 

and Varanasi, thousands of widows live in religious ashrams, engaging in daily prayers and 

rituals to find peace (Chen & Dreze, 1992). Psychological counseling is also gaining 

recognition as a vital coping strategy, with mental health interventions focusing on therapy, 

emotional resilience training, and psychiatric support for vulnerable women (Perkins et al., 

2016). 

3.3 Impact on Children and Family Dynamics 

Widowhood and divorce not only impact women but also have significant 

psychological and social consequences for their children. Studies suggest that children of 

widowed or divorced mothers exhibit higher levels of emotional distress, academic 

difficulties, and social anxiety compared to those raised in two-parent households (Srivastava 

et al., 2021). The loss of a father figure often leads to financial instability, affecting access to 

education, healthcare, and social mobility (Boora & Jain, 2020). Children of divorcees often 

experience divided parental loyalties, emotional conflicts, and reduced social interaction, 

which can hinder their psychological development (Sharma, 2011). 
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Single parenting presents numerous challenges, particularly for mothers with limited 

economic resources. Studies indicate that single mothers struggle to balance work, childcare, 

and household responsibilities, leading to chronic stress and burnout (Gove & Shin, 1989). 

The absence of a supportive co-parenting system further exacerbates the situation, making it 

difficult for single mothers to meet both emotional and financial needs of their children 

(Mohindra et al., 2012). 

Custody battles and legal struggles post-divorce add another layer of emotional 

distress for women and their children. Many divorced mothers face lengthy and complicated 

legal proceedings to secure child custody and financial support (Trivedi et al., 2009). In India, 

family courts often favor paternal custody, making it difficult for mothers to retain full 

guardianship rights (Momtaz et al., 2009). The lack of awareness and accessibility to legal 

resources further hampers the ability of divorced women to negotiate fair custody 

arrangements and child support settlements (Perkins et al., 2016). 

In conclusion, the psychological and emotional well-being of widows and divorcees 

in India remains a pressing concern. Depression, anxiety, social stigma, and financial 

instability contribute to mental health deterioration in these women. However, support 

networks, coping mechanisms, and policy interventions can help improve their well-being. 

Addressing these issues requires a multi-dimensional approach, involving social, legal, and 

psychological interventions to ensure that widows and divorcees can lead dignified and 

fulfilling lives. 

 

4. Legal and Policy Framework 

4.1 Laws Governing Widowhood and Divorce 

The legal framework governing the rights of widows and divorcees in India is a 

complex interplay of personal laws, statutory reforms, and judicial interpretations. 

Historically, widows in India faced severe social and legal restrictions, limiting their rights to 

remarriage and property inheritance. The Hindu Widows' Remarriage Act, 1856 was one of 

the earliest legislative attempts to grant legal recognition to remarriage among Hindu 

widows. While it marked a significant shift in societal norms, its practical impact remained 

limited due to deep-rooted cultural resistance (Subramanian, 2010). Today, widows have the 

right to remarry under all personal laws, but in practice, societal barriers continue to restrict 

their choices (Chen & Dreze, 1995). 

Religious frameworks play a crucial role in determining the rights of widows and 

divorcees under Hindu, Muslim, Christian, and other laws. The Hindu Marriage Act, 1955, 
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and the Special Marriage Act, 1954, regulate marriage and divorce among Hindus and 

interfaith couples. While Hindu law provides grounds for divorce such as cruelty, adultery, 

and desertion, it remains challenging for women to obtain a fair settlement due to social and 

financial dependencies (Solanki, 2011). In contrast, the Muslim Personal Law (Shariat) 

Application Act, 1937, governs marriage and divorce among Muslims, with provisions for 

triple talaq, khula (women-initiated divorce), and iddat (waiting period after divorce). The 

Triple Talaq (Protection of Rights on Marriage) Act, 2019, criminalized instant divorce by 

Muslim men, aiming to strengthen legal protection for Muslim women (Parveen, 2024). 

However, scholars argue that criminalization alone does not address economic security and 

post-divorce rehabilitation for affected women (Singh, 2010). 

Legal provisions regarding property and inheritance rights for widows have evolved 

through legislative amendments. The Hindu Succession Act, 1956, as amended in 2005, 

granted daughters and widows equal inheritance rights to ancestral property. However, social 

and familial pressures often prevent women from claiming their legal share, particularly in 

rural areas where customary practices override formal laws (Bhattacharyya & Singh, 2018). 

Under Muslim law, a widow is entitled to one-eighth of her deceased husband's property if 

she has children and one-fourth if she does not. Despite these legal provisions, widows and 

divorcees frequently face legal battles to claim their rightful inheritance, reflecting the 

gendered nature of property disputes in India (Sreenivas, 2008). 

4.2 Divorce Laws and Alimony Rights 

The legal framework for divorce in India is governed by personal laws, each 

specifying different grounds for divorce and alimony rights. Under the Hindu Marriage Act, 

1955, divorce can be granted on grounds such as adultery, cruelty, desertion, conversion, and 

mental illness. The Special Marriage Act, 1954, allows interfaith couples to dissolve their 

marriage on similar grounds, promoting secular and uniform divorce provisions (Sonawat, 

2001). The Christian Marriage and Divorce Act, 1869, governs divorce among Christians, but 

has been criticized for its lengthy legal process and gender-biased provisions (Solanki, 2011). 

Muslim divorce laws traditionally allowed unilateral divorce through triple talaq, 

which was outlawed in 2019. Muslim women can seek divorce through khula, where they 

renounce their financial claims, or faskh, which allows them to petition the court for 

dissolution due to mistreatment or abandonment (Parveen, 2024). The Parsi Marriage and 

Divorce Act, 1936, and the Indian Divorce Act, 1869, provide additional frameworks for 

other religious communities. However, women across religious backgrounds face significant 
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challenges in securing financial compensation and legal protection post-divorce (Chandra, 

2011). 

Alimony and maintenance laws are designed to provide financial security to divorced 

women, but enforcement remains problematic. Section 125 of the Code of Criminal 

Procedure (CrPC) provides for monthly maintenance to wives who are unable to support 

themselves. Courts consider factors such as husband's income, wife's employment status, and 

financial dependents while deciding the amount of maintenance (Singh, 2010). Despite these 

legal provisions, many women struggle to obtain fair financial settlements due to judicial 

delays and resistance from ex-spouses (Sreenivas, 2008). Permanent alimony and 

maintenance under personal laws vary significantly, with Hindu and Christian laws providing 

more structured guidelines compared to Muslim and Parsi laws (Subramanian, 2010). 

Judicial delays and enforcement issues are major barriers to legal justice for widows 

and divorcees. Family courts in India often take years to resolve divorce and maintenance 

cases, leaving women financially and emotionally vulnerable (Bhattacharyya & Singh, 2018). 

Many women lack legal awareness, and costly litigation processes discourage them from 

pursuing their legal rights. Despite the existence of women’s legal aid cells and government 

support mechanisms, these services often remain underutilized due to bureaucratic hurdles 

and social stigma (Chen & Dreze, 1995). 

4.3 Government Policies and Welfare Schemes 

The Indian government has introduced multiple welfare schemes to support widows 

and divorcees, focusing on financial assistance, employment generation, and social security. 

The Indira Gandhi National Widow Pension Scheme (IGNWPS) provides a monthly pension 

to widows below the poverty line. While state-level variations exist, many widows struggle 

with delays in pension disbursement and lack of documentation required to access benefits 

(Chen & Dreze, 1995). Similarly, the National Social Assistance Programme (NSAP) offers 

financial support to widows, but implementation challenges and low awareness levels hinder 

its effectiveness (Chandra, 2011). 

Skill development and employment programs are crucial for the economic 

rehabilitation of widows and divorcees. The Rashtriya Mahila Kosh (RMK) provides 

microfinance loans to women entrepreneurs, while the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural 

Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) ensures employment opportunities for widowed 

and divorced women in rural areas (Bhattacharyya & Singh, 2018). However, gender biases 

in hiring practices and workplace discrimination limit the effectiveness of these programs. 
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Experts argue that enhanced vocational training and entrepreneurship support can provide 

better economic security for these women (Solanki, 2011). 

Social security measures and legal aid for divorcees include free legal aid services, 

counseling centers, and women's shelters. The One Stop Centre (OSC) scheme provides legal 

and psychological support to women facing violence and financial distress (Parveen, 2024). 

Additionally, NGOs play a crucial role in advocating for the rights of widows and divorcees, 

offering legal assistance, employment training, and mental health support (Chen & Dreze, 

1995). However, institutional barriers, patriarchal norms, and underfunding remain 

significant challenges in ensuring effective implementation of welfare schemes (Chandra, 

2011). 

In conclusion, the legal and policy framework for widows and divorcees in India has 

evolved over time, but implementation challenges and social barriers continue to restrict their 

access to justice and economic security. Strengthening legal enforcement, improving access 

to social welfare schemes, and promoting gender-sensitive reforms are essential to ensuring 

the dignity and well-being of widowed and divorced women in India. 

 

5. Comparative Perspectives and Best Practices 

5.1 Global Comparison: Widowhood and Divorce Across Countries 

The experiences of widows and divorcees vary significantly across countries due to 

differences in legal structures, social welfare systems, and cultural norms. Developed nations 

such as the United States, Canada, and most of Europe have established strong legal and 

social protections for widows and divorcees, including pension systems, alimony laws, and 

employment reintegration programs (Amato & James, 2010). In contrast, developing 

countries, particularly in South Asia and Africa, often lack comprehensive social security 

measures, leaving widows and divorcees economically vulnerable (Alter et al., 2007). 

One of the most notable legal frameworks in Western countries is the provision of no-

fault divorce laws, which allow couples to dissolve their marriages without having to prove 

wrongdoing. This reform, adopted in the United States, Canada, and many European nations, 

has significantly reduced the legal and financial barriers to divorce while promoting gender 

equality (Stevenson & Wolfers, 2007). In contrast, many Asian and Middle Eastern countries 

still enforce restrictive divorce laws, making it difficult for women to exit unhappy or abusive 

marriages (Sbarra et al., 2011). The Triple Talaq ban in India (2019) was an example of 

progressive reform aimed at providing greater legal security to Muslim women seeking 

divorce (Parveen, 2024). 
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A comparative analysis of widowhood policies in developing and developed nations 

shows that pension and social assistance programs are more extensive in Europe and North 

America, where widows receive state-supported financial aid and healthcare benefits (Goode, 

1993). In contrast, widows in India, sub-Saharan Africa, and the Middle East often face 

economic and social exclusion, with property inheritance laws either poorly enforced or 

biased against women (Dube, 1997). Successful models of widow rehabilitation can be 

observed in Scandinavian countries, where state-funded widow pensions, housing assistance, 

and psychological counseling programs have significantly improved the well-being of 

bereaved women (Moore, 2017). 

Another key aspect is the role of progressive legal reforms in achieving gender 

equality. Countries like Sweden, Norway, and Denmark have enacted gender-neutral divorce 

laws, ensuring that both spouses receive equitable property division and child custody rights 

(Pettit & Hook, 2005). These nations also emphasize economic empowerment programs for 

single women, including government-funded education, employment assistance, and child 

support mechanisms (Riley, 1997). In contrast, many patriarchal societies continue to see 

widowhood and divorce as personal failures, leaving women without financial or legal 

protection (Alter et al., 2007). 

5.2 Role of NGOs and Civil Society in India 

In India, NGOs and civil society organizations play a vital role in advocating for the 

rights of widows and divorcees, bridging the gap between government policies and their 

implementation. Organizations like Sulabh International, Self Employed Women’s 

Association (SEWA), and the National Commission for Women (NCW) have spearheaded 

legal, financial, and psychological support initiatives (Bhattacharyya & Singh, 2018). 

Advocacy and support groups provide crucial assistance in raising awareness, 

lobbying for policy reforms, and offering direct legal aid to marginalized women. SEWA, for 

example, has implemented microfinance programs for widows and divorced women, helping 

them become financially independent through self-employment and cooperative business 

models (Singh, 2010). Meanwhile, Sulabh International has established widow homes in 

Vrindavan and Varanasi, offering housing, healthcare, and vocational training to abandoned 

widows (Chen & Dreze, 1995). 

Rehabilitation initiatives by grassroots organizations have played a crucial role in 

challenging deep-seated social stigma. The National Commission for Women (NCW) has 

actively advocated for legal amendments to improve divorce and widow inheritance rights, 

while local NGOs in rural India provide legal literacy programs, crisis intervention services, 
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and employment training (Chandra, 2011). However, funding shortages and bureaucratic 

hurdles continue to limit the reach and impact of these programs (Parveen, 2024). 

Several grassroots movements have successfully challenged traditional stigmas 

associated with widowhood and divorce. Organizations like Women’s Rights Collective and 

Jagori work on community sensitization, promoting social acceptance of widow remarriage 

and divorced women’s reintegration into society (Dube, 1997). The Widow Rights Network 

in Rajasthan and West Bengal has successfully campaigned for pension reforms and property 

rights enforcement, setting a precedent for legal activism in India (Solanki, 2011). 

5.3 Media Representation and Changing Narratives 

The media plays a critical role in shaping societal perceptions of widows and 

divorcees, influencing public discourse, legal policies, and social norms. Historically, Indian 

cinema and television have reinforced stereotypes, depicting widows as symbols of suffering 

and sacrifice, while divorcees were often portrayed as immoral or rebellious (Goode, 1993). 

However, recent films and TV shows have started challenging these narratives, portraying 

widows and divorcees as strong, independent individuals (Moore, 2017). 

Films such as "Water" (2005) by Deepa Mehta exposed the harsh realities faced by 

widows in India, leading to international discussions on widowhood stigma (Dube, 1997). 

Similarly, Bollywood movies like "Queen" (2014) and "Thappad" (2020) presented 

empowering narratives of women reclaiming their independence post-divorce, resonating 

with urban and rural audiences alike (Pettit & Hook, 2005). 

The rise of social media has been instrumental in reshaping public perception, 

providing widows and divorcees with platforms to voice their experiences and mobilize 

support. Campaigns like #WidowRights and #DivorceWithoutStigma have gained 

momentum, creating a more inclusive dialogue around the legal and social rights of single 

women (Sbarra et al., 2011). Digital activism has also pressured policymakers to introduce 

reforms, with NGOs leveraging Twitter, Instagram, and Facebook to spread awareness and 

demand policy interventions (Riley, 1997). 

Success stories of widow and divorcee empowerment are increasingly being 

highlighted in documentaries, autobiographies, and online forums. Women like Sindhutai 

Sapkal, a widow who became a renowned social activist, and Neena Gupta, a single mother 

and veteran actress, have become symbols of resilience and empowerment, challenging 

conventional social norms (Stevenson & Wolfers, 2007). Their stories have inspired greater 

societal acceptance, contributing to changing narratives in both urban and rural India (Amato 

& James, 2010). 
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In conclusion, the comparative analysis of widowhood and divorce across countries 

reveals significant disparities in legal protection, social security, and cultural attitudes. While 

developed nations provide extensive welfare support and gender-sensitive laws, many 

developing nations, including India, continue to struggle with social stigma and economic 

marginalization. The role of NGOs and civil society remains crucial in bridging the gap, 

offering legal aid, vocational training, and community support to widows and divorcees. 

Finally, media representation and digital activism have emerged as powerful tools for change, 

challenging stereotypes and promoting a more progressive, inclusive narrative for women in 

India. 

 

6. Conclusion  

The experiences of widows and divorcees in India reveal deeply entrenched socio-

economic, psychological, and legal challenges that continue to shape their quality of life. 

Economic insecurity remains a primary concern, as many widows and divorcees face 

significant financial hardship due to limited employment opportunities, inheritance disputes, 

and inadequate social security measures. Widows, especially in rural areas, struggle to assert 

their legal rights to property and pensions, while divorcees often find themselves in 

protracted legal battles for alimony and child support. The dependency on male family 

members exacerbates their vulnerability, making financial independence a distant goal for 

many. While government welfare programs, such as widow pensions and skill development 

initiatives, offer some relief, bureaucratic inefficiencies and lack of awareness hinder their 

accessibility and impact. Many women are unable to benefit from these schemes due to 

procedural delays, societal stigma, or limited legal literacy, leaving them in a state of 

continued economic deprivation. 

Beyond economic struggles, the psychological well-being of widows and divorcees is 

another area of serious concern. The loss of a spouse—whether through death or separation—

results in profound emotional distress, often manifesting as depression, anxiety, and social 

isolation. For widows, particularly those in traditional communities, social norms enforce 

restrictive mourning practices that exclude them from religious and cultural events, further 

marginalizing them. Divorcees, on the other hand, often experience societal judgment that 

frames them as failures, reducing their chances of remarriage and social reintegration. 

Despite the growing availability of psychological counseling and peer support groups, the 

stigma surrounding mental health prevents many women from seeking the necessary help. 

Social support networks, when present, play a vital role in mitigating the emotional trauma of 
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widowhood and divorce. However, due to the absence of widespread community 

interventions, many women remain trapped in cycles of emotional suffering and loneliness. 

Legal frameworks in India, while evolving, still fall short in effectively protecting the 

rights of widows and divorcees. While laws such as the Hindu Succession Act, 1956, and the 

Triple Talaq ban have strengthened legal provisions for women, implementation remains 

weak, particularly in rural areas where patriarchal customs hold more sway than formal legal 

systems. The judicial process for securing alimony, child custody, and property inheritance is 

often prolonged, costly, and biased against women, forcing many to settle for less than what 

they are legally entitled to. Delays in family courts add to their distress, making legal 

recourse an unreliable option. Although NGOs and legal aid cells attempt to bridge this gap, 

their outreach is limited, leaving thousands of women without adequate legal support. The 

need for reforms in family law, particularly regarding maintenance rights, faster legal 

proceedings, and strict enforcement of property rights, remains critical to ensuring justice for 

widows and divorcees. 

There is a growing need for more intersectional research that examines how caste, 

religion, and regional differences shape the experiences of widows and divorcees in India. 

Current studies often take a broad approach, failing to capture the nuanced struggles faced by 

marginalized subgroups. For instance, Dalit widows may experience compounded 

discrimination due to both their gender and caste status, while Muslim divorcees may face 

community-imposed restrictions that limit their social and economic mobility. A more 

detailed analysis of these intersections could inform more targeted policy interventions. 

Additionally, longitudinal studies tracking the long-term well-being of widows and divorcees 

would provide deeper insights into how their quality of life evolves over time, particularly in 

response to legal and policy changes. Research into the effectiveness of existing welfare 

programs, the impact of digital literacy on economic independence, and the role of 

technological advancements in providing legal aid could significantly contribute to shaping 

future interventions. 

Policy reforms should prioritize strengthening legal frameworks that ensure property 

rights, fair alimony settlements, and access to social security benefits. Many women continue 

to be deprived of their rightful inheritance due to family pressures and bureaucratic 

loopholes, requiring stricter enforcement of property laws and awareness campaigns to 

educate women about their legal rights. Expanding skill development and employment 

programs specifically tailored for widows and divorcees would provide them with sustainable 

financial independence. Programs should move beyond traditional vocational training and 
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incorporate digital literacy, entrepreneurship support, and market-oriented job skills that align 

with current economic trends. Financial inclusion through microcredit programs and self-help 

groups has already shown promise in certain regions and should be expanded nationwide to 

empower more women economically. 

Community-based interventions could play a transformative role in reducing social 

stigma and promoting mental health support for widows and divorcees. Awareness 

campaigns through schools, workplaces, and media can help change societal attitudes and 

normalize widow remarriage and post-divorce independence. More grassroots initiatives 

should be developed to create safe spaces where widows and divorcees can access mental 

health resources, peer support, and employment guidance without fear of judgment. 

Localized support networks, facilitated through NGOs and women's collectives, could offer 

not just legal and financial assistance but also emotional support, fostering a sense of 

belonging and resilience among affected women. Additionally, engaging men in 

conversations about gender equality, inheritance rights, and marriage laws could help 

challenge patriarchal mindsets that perpetuate the marginalization of widows and divorcees. 

A holistic approach that combines legal reform, economic empowerment, and social 

integration is essential to improving the lives of widows and divorcees. Government 

agencies, civil society organizations, and the private sector must work together to design and 

implement inclusive policies that address both systemic barriers and everyday challenges 

faced by these women. Legal aid services should be made more accessible, with simplified 

procedures and faster resolution of cases to ensure that women receive the financial and legal 

protection they deserve. Greater collaboration between state and non-state actors can ensure 

that welfare schemes are effectively implemented and reach the most vulnerable sections of 

society. The role of technology, including mobile-based legal aid services, online mental 

health counseling, and digital financial training, should be explored further to bridge the 

accessibility gap. 

Ultimately, the empowerment of widows and divorcees is not just a gender issue but a 

broader human rights concern that demands sustained attention and action. While significant 

progress has been made in terms of policy and legal recognition, deeply ingrained social 

attitudes continue to hinder meaningful change. Achieving true gender justice requires an 

ongoing commitment from policymakers, activists, and communities to create an 

environment where widows and divorcees can reclaim their dignity, agency, and rightful 

place in society. Moving forward, it is imperative that research, policy, and advocacy efforts 

remain interconnected, ensuring that the challenges faced by widows and divorcees are 
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addressed through a comprehensive, multi-stakeholder approach. Only then can we move 

toward a society that recognizes and supports the rights and aspirations of all its members, 

regardless of their marital status. 

 

References 

Agarwal, B. (1998). Widows versus daughters or widows as daughters? Property, land, and 

economic security in rural India. Modern Asian Studies, 32(1), 1-48. Retrieved from 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X98002935 

Alter, G., Dribe, M., & Van Poppel, F. (2007). Widowhood, family size, and post-

reproductive mortality: A comparative analysis of three populations in nineteenth-

century Europe. Demography, 44(4), 785-806. Retrieved from 

http://publ.nidi.nl/output/2007/dem-44-04-alter.pdf 

Amato, P. R., & James, S. (2010). Divorce in Europe and the United States: Commonalities 

and differences across nations. Journal of Family Theory & Review, 2(3), 232-251. 

Retrieved from http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/19424620903381583 

Bhattacharyya, R., & Singh, S. (2018). Exclusion (and seclusion): Geographies of disowned 

widows of India. GeoJournal, 83(5), 941-956. Retrieved from 

http://www.researchgate.net/profile/Rituparna-

Bhattacharyya/publication/318735869_Exclusion_and_seclusion_geographies_of_dis

owned_widows_of_India/links/5a3ff787a6fdcce1970f0b9d/Exclusion-and-seclusion-

geographies-of-disowned-widows-of-India.pdf 

Biswas, C. S., & Mukhopadhyay, I. (2018). Marital status and women empowerment in India. 

Social Indicators Research, 140(2), 681-703. Retrieved from 

http://www.ceeol.com/search/article-detail?id=1227581 

Boora, S., & Jain, A. (2020). Loneliness and social support of separated and widowed 

women: In relation to mental health. Retrieved from 

http://search.proquest.com/openview/78e2ba7e014a69ea613d8c6aee61dd12/1?pq-

origsite=gscholar&cbl=506336 

Chakravorty, S., Goli, S., & James, K. S. (2021). Family demography in India: Emerging 

patterns and its challenges. SAGE Open, 11(2), 21582440211008178. Retrieved from 

http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/21582440211008178 

Chen, M., & Dreze, J. (1992). Widows and health in rural north India. Economic and Political 

Weekly, 27(43), 2375-2386. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/4399061 

https://phpstack-630042-3523214.cloudwaysapps.com/index.php/ijpe/index
https://phpstack-630042-3523214.cloudwaysapps.com/index.php/ijpe/index
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X98002935
http://publ.nidi.nl/output/2007/dem-44-04-alter.pdf
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/19424620903381583
http://www.researchgate.net/profile/Rituparna-Bhattacharyya/publication/318735869_Exclusion_and_seclusion_geographies_of_disowned_widows_of_India/links/5a3ff787a6fdcce1970f0b9d/Exclusion-and-seclusion-geographies-of-disowned-widows-of-India.pdf
http://www.researchgate.net/profile/Rituparna-Bhattacharyya/publication/318735869_Exclusion_and_seclusion_geographies_of_disowned_widows_of_India/links/5a3ff787a6fdcce1970f0b9d/Exclusion-and-seclusion-geographies-of-disowned-widows-of-India.pdf
http://www.researchgate.net/profile/Rituparna-Bhattacharyya/publication/318735869_Exclusion_and_seclusion_geographies_of_disowned_widows_of_India/links/5a3ff787a6fdcce1970f0b9d/Exclusion-and-seclusion-geographies-of-disowned-widows-of-India.pdf
http://www.researchgate.net/profile/Rituparna-Bhattacharyya/publication/318735869_Exclusion_and_seclusion_geographies_of_disowned_widows_of_India/links/5a3ff787a6fdcce1970f0b9d/Exclusion-and-seclusion-geographies-of-disowned-widows-of-India.pdf
http://www.ceeol.com/search/article-detail?id=1227581
http://search.proquest.com/openview/78e2ba7e014a69ea613d8c6aee61dd12/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=506336
http://search.proquest.com/openview/78e2ba7e014a69ea613d8c6aee61dd12/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=506336
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/21582440211008178
http://www.jstor.org/stable/4399061


ISSN: 2584-0142 

International Journal of Interdisciplinary Approaches in Psychology 
(IJIAP) 

Vol. 4, Issue 5 May 2026 
  
 

 624 

Chen, M., & Dreze, J. (1995). Recent research on widows in India: Workshop and conference 

report. Economic and Political Weekly, 30(39), 2435-2450. Retrieved from 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/4403278 

Dommaraju, P. (2016). Divorce and separation in India. Population and Development 

Review, 42(2), 195-218. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/44015635 

Dube, L. (1997). Women and kinship: Comparative perspectives on gender in South and 

South-East Asia. United Nations University Press. Retrieved from 

http://collections.unu.edu/eserv/UNU:2377/netLib9280809229.pdf 

Gangane, N., Khairkar, P., & Hurtig, A. K. (2017). Quality of life determinants in breast 

cancer patients in central rural India. BMC Public Health, 17, 634. Retrieved from 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5980891/ 

Girase, R. D., Haralkar, S. J., & Mulaje, S. M. (2016). A study of socio-demographic factors 

leading to divorce: A social problem. National Journal of Community Medicine, 7(1), 

45-49. Retrieved from 

http://www.njcmindia.com/index.php/file/article/download/871/648 

Goode, W. J. (1993). World changes in divorce patterns. Yale University Press. Retrieved 

from 

http://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=FAK64L2tpKAC&oi=fnd&pg=PR7 

Gove, W. R., & Shin, H. C. (1989). The psychological well-being of divorced and widowed 

men and women: An empirical analysis. Journal of Family Issues, 10(1), 102-116. 

Retrieved from http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/019251389010001007 

Lloyd-Sherlock, P., & Corso, B. (2015). Widowhood, socio-economic status, health and 

wellbeing in low and middle-income countries. Journal of Development Studies, 

51(12), 1688-1700. Retrieved from 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00220388.2015.1066497 

Mohindra, K. S., Haddad, S., & Narayana, D. (2012). Debt, shame, and survival: Becoming 

and living as widows in rural Kerala, India. BMC International Health and Human 

Rights, 12, 28. Retrieved from http://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/1472-698X-

12-28 

Momtaz, Y. A., Hamid, T. A., & Yahaya, N. (2009). Widowhood and psychological well-

being among older Malaysians: Mediating effect of social network. Retrieved from 

http://www.researchgate.net/profile/Yadollah-Abolfathi-

Momtaz/publication/209673428_Widowhood_and_Psychological_Well-

being_among_Older_Malaysians_Mediating_Effect_of_Social_Network/links/5704b

https://phpstack-630042-3523214.cloudwaysapps.com/index.php/ijpe/index
https://phpstack-630042-3523214.cloudwaysapps.com/index.php/ijpe/index
http://www.jstor.org/stable/4403278
http://www.jstor.org/stable/44015635
http://collections.unu.edu/eserv/UNU:2377/netLib9280809229.pdf
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5980891/
http://www.njcmindia.com/index.php/file/article/download/871/648
http://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=FAK64L2tpKAC&oi=fnd&pg=PR7
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/019251389010001007
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00220388.2015.1066497
http://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/1472-698X-12-28
http://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/1472-698X-12-28
http://www.researchgate.net/profile/Yadollah-Abolfathi-Momtaz/publication/209673428_Widowhood_and_Psychological_Well-being_among_Older_Malaysians_Mediating_Effect_of_Social_Network/links/5704b36e08ae74a08e246820/Widowhood-and-Psychological-Well-being-among-Older-Malaysians-Mediating-Effect-of-Social-Network.pdf
http://www.researchgate.net/profile/Yadollah-Abolfathi-Momtaz/publication/209673428_Widowhood_and_Psychological_Well-being_among_Older_Malaysians_Mediating_Effect_of_Social_Network/links/5704b36e08ae74a08e246820/Widowhood-and-Psychological-Well-being-among-Older-Malaysians-Mediating-Effect-of-Social-Network.pdf
http://www.researchgate.net/profile/Yadollah-Abolfathi-Momtaz/publication/209673428_Widowhood_and_Psychological_Well-being_among_Older_Malaysians_Mediating_Effect_of_Social_Network/links/5704b36e08ae74a08e246820/Widowhood-and-Psychological-Well-being-among-Older-Malaysians-Mediating-Effect-of-Social-Network.pdf


ISSN: 2584-0142 

International Journal of Interdisciplinary Approaches in Psychology 
(IJIAP) 

Vol. 4, Issue 5 May 2026 
  
 

 625 

36e08ae74a08e246820/Widowhood-and-Psychological-Well-being-among-Older-

Malaysians-Mediating-Effect-of-Social-Network.pdf 

Moore, E. (2017). Divorce, families and emotion work: 'Only death will make us part'. 

Palgrave Macmillan UK. Retrieved from 

http://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1057/978-1-137-43822-5.pdf 

Perkins, J. M., Lee, H., James, K. S., Oh, J., Krishna, A., & Heo, J. (2016). Marital status, 

widowhood duration, gender and health outcomes: A cross-sectional study among 

older adults in India. BMC Public Health, 16, 3682. Retrieved from 

http://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s12889-016-3682-9 

Pettit, B., & Hook, J. (2005). The structure of women's employment in comparative 

perspective. Social Forces, 84(2), 779-801. Retrieved from 

http://www.econstor.eu/bitstream/10419/161002/1/lis-wps-330.pdf 

Riley, G. (1997). Divorce: An American tradition. Oxford University Press. Retrieved from 

http://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=FzxZ2YgfD_0C&oi=fnd&pg=PA3 

Sbarra, D. A., Law, R. W., & Portley, R. M. (2011). Divorce and death: A meta-analysis and 

research agenda for clinical, social, and health psychology. Perspectives on 

Psychological Science, 6(5), 454-474. Retrieved from 

http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1745691611414724 

Srivastava, S., Debnath, P., Shri, N., & Muhammad, T. (2021). The association of 

widowhood and living alone with depression among older adults in India. Scientific 

Reports, 11, 1238. Retrieved from http://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-021-01238-

x 

Stevenson, B., & Wolfers, J. (2007). Marriage and divorce: Changes and their driving forces. 

Journal of Economic Perspectives, 21(2), 27-52. Retrieved from 

http://pubs.aeaweb.org/doi/pdf/10.1257/jep.21.2.27 

Sudha, S., Suchindran, C. M., Mutran, E. J., & Rajan, S. I. (2006). Marital status, family ties, 

and self-rated health among elders in South India. Journal of Cross-Cultural 

Gerontology, 21, 103-120. Retrieved from 

http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10823-006-9027-x 

Trivedi, J. K., Sareen, H., & Dhyani, M. (2009). Psychological aspects of widowhood and 

divorce. Retrieved from http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3151454/ 

 

https://phpstack-630042-3523214.cloudwaysapps.com/index.php/ijpe/index
https://phpstack-630042-3523214.cloudwaysapps.com/index.php/ijpe/index
http://www.researchgate.net/profile/Yadollah-Abolfathi-Momtaz/publication/209673428_Widowhood_and_Psychological_Well-being_among_Older_Malaysians_Mediating_Effect_of_Social_Network/links/5704b36e08ae74a08e246820/Widowhood-and-Psychological-Well-being-among-Older-Malaysians-Mediating-Effect-of-Social-Network.pdf
http://www.researchgate.net/profile/Yadollah-Abolfathi-Momtaz/publication/209673428_Widowhood_and_Psychological_Well-being_among_Older_Malaysians_Mediating_Effect_of_Social_Network/links/5704b36e08ae74a08e246820/Widowhood-and-Psychological-Well-being-among-Older-Malaysians-Mediating-Effect-of-Social-Network.pdf
http://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1057/978-1-137-43822-5.pdf
http://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s12889-016-3682-9
http://www.econstor.eu/bitstream/10419/161002/1/lis-wps-330.pdf
http://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=FzxZ2YgfD_0C&oi=fnd&pg=PA3
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1745691611414724
http://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-021-01238-x
http://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-021-01238-x
http://pubs.aeaweb.org/doi/pdf/10.1257/jep.21.2.27
http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10823-006-9027-x
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3151454/

	1. Introduction
	1.1 Background and Significance
	1.2 Objectives of the Review

	2. Socio-Economic Challenges Faced by Widows and Divorcees in India
	2.1 Financial Constraints and Economic Dependency
	2.2 Education and Skill Development
	2.3 Social Stigma and Discrimination

	3. Psychological and Emotional Well-being
	3.1 Mental Health Challenges
	3.2 Coping Mechanisms and Social Support
	3.3 Impact on Children and Family Dynamics

	4. Legal and Policy Framework
	4.1 Laws Governing Widowhood and Divorce
	4.2 Divorce Laws and Alimony Rights
	4.3 Government Policies and Welfare Schemes

	5. Comparative Perspectives and Best Practices
	5.1 Global Comparison: Widowhood and Divorce Across Countries
	5.2 Role of NGOs and Civil Society in India
	5.3 Media Representation and Changing Narratives

	6. Conclusion
	References


