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VEENA:  Well, here we are.  We've seen a very powerful film and I have two people who 

have...Mrs. Martha Chen, whose book Perpetual Mourning is a huge text for this film almost.  

And then of course we have Mohini Giri, who’s done astonishing work and has written on this.  

So I’m feeling actually very moderate (laughter) and I will try to moderate this session and 

perhaps we’ll all join in discussion and questions and answers.  We’ll ask Martha to please give 

us a talk. 

 

MARTHA: Good evening. I want to thank the Asia society and especially Mohini Giri for 

suggesting that I be here today.  And my task is to put the film in context.  And I’m taken aback 

because truly a picture is worth a thousand words, and all I’ve done is written a book on widows 

in India.  But the picture captures so much of that and so much more, so I feel fairly humbled.  

But I thought it was important to put this film in context.  In India today, as Vishakha Desai had 

said, “there are an estimated forty million widows.”  And they’re both young and old.  And we 

that think that about thirty thousand of those widows are under the age of fifteen.  And we know 

that half of the women of India that are fifty or over are widowed.  So we’re talking about a very 

large, very wide spread phenomenon.  And when people think about the Indian widow, I think 

three images tend to come to mind.  The first is the sati, the widow who burns alongside her 

husband on his cremation pyre.  I think the second is the child widow.  I met a widow who had 

been widowed at four.  And she was going on eighty and had never remarried.  So the child 

widow is another of those powerful images.  And the third was the ascetic widow.  The widow 

who is expected to dress in white, shave her head, keep a modest diet, not enjoy any of the 

pleasures in life.  And some of them as we have seen in the film then congregate in these holy 

pilgrimage centers like Vrindavan, but also Varanasi or Kashi and other pilgrimage centers.  I 

should add more in the north of India than in the south.  So, my job is to put the everyday widow, 

and the widows who are not in the pilgrimage centers who are back home in their husband’s 

village or their own village.  And share something about what I found about their lives which 

suggests why many widows end up in these pilgrimage centers.  In the early 90’s I undertook a 

study of all ever-widowed women in fourteen villages in India.  And I purposely took villages 

from the north and south.  So there were two villages from each of seven states.  And for those of 

you who know India, it was West Bengal, Bihar, what is now Uttaranchal was then part of Uttar 

Pradesh and Rajasthan in Northern India and Andhra Pradesh, Kerala and Tamilnadu in the 

south.  And I’d love to go on about the differences, but I won’t.  I’ll just go with the common 

facts.  My task was to find out how they were living, how they were getting by.  And you might 

well ask, well what motivated me to go do that?  And what it was that about a few years before 

that in 1987, I was doing another kind of field study in one village in Gujarat, looking at how 

households were trying to get by during the third year of a drought.  And I watched one 

household very closely and with some kind of misgiving.  And it was a two-room mud hut.  And 

in one of the rooms there was a pair of widows.  Kumla was the mother-in-law.  Lakshmi was 

her daughter-in-law.  And they lived in this one room with Lakshmi’s young children.  And next 

door was Kumla’s remaining son and his family.  And when it was good year, following the 



norms of widow maintenance, that son would till the land that belonged to him, but also the land 

that belonged to his late father, his late brother and give each of the widows her harvest share.  

But this was the third year of a drought, there was no harvest share.  And that son was not 

providing any support to either the sister-in-law, or even the mother.  And the daughter-in-law 

was sustaining her mother-in-law, as well as her children and her self on a…she was a part-time 

attendant in the government daycare center in the village.  So she’s getting this meager salary.  

And part way through the year, she told me with tears in her eyes, that she would have to tell her 

mother-in-law that she could no longer maintain her.  And so what happened was, you ended up 

with the two widows and the young children living in this one room, sharing the room and the 

stove.  But they cooked and ate separately.  So you had this semblance of joint living, the Hindu 

ideal.  But it had broken down earlier into two cooking units, and then into three.  And was very 

concerned about what I’d saw.  Fortunately, the elders of the village decided to help Kumla, and 

they paid her to sit at the edge of the village and provide drinking water to migrant cattle herders 

who were going by the village because of the drought, seeking literally greener pastures for their 

cattle.  The same, very same time in September, 1987, that very year, in the neighboring state of 

Rajasthan, a widow, a Raj widow named Rupt Kanwar was burnt alongside her husband on his 

cremation pyre.  And the news of that sati case spread very quickly, and there was a huge flood 

of response, from the public, from the media.  And I sat there in the village and neighboring 

Bujara, and though I found the case of sati deeply disturbing, I found myself even more disturbed 

that there wasn’t any public attention to the every day widows and their quiet despair and 

depravations.  So that’s why I sat out to do this study.  I, as I said, we interviewed with pairs of 

investigators, I interviewed 562 ever-widowed women.  Of them, the vast majority never 

remarried, 90% had not remarried.  Of the fifty-two who had remarried, two-thirds had been 

widowed again, because when you remarry, you marry somebody older, frailer, or not well or 

something.  And only one-third of those fifty-two were still married.  So my question was, how 

are these others getting by, what do the in-laws provide, what do the parents and brothers 

provide, who do they live with, those kinds of questions.  So what I found going around was that 

one, well, first of all 90% still lived in their late husband’s village, but only, less than 3% of all 

of those widows lived with their in-laws in the sense of sharing food.  Less than 4% lived with 

parents or brothers.  And 40% lived with a married son.   

But that doesn’t add up to half, it adds up to 48%.  The other half, or just over half, were living in 

what I would call female households where there was no adult male earner or somebody to 

provide support.  And so these were widows either living with other single women.  I found a lot 

of widows living with once-married daughters who were also widowed, divorced, deserted.  

They were living with their young children or they were living completely on their own.  I found 

more widows living on their own than I found widows living with in-laws.  The other thing I 

kept hearing was that even those who lived with father-in-law, brother-in-law, or father, or 

brother, or son, the support was not guaranteed.  We had Rupt, her story in the film was a son 

who wouldn’t support her.  I also heard a few stories, not as many nearly, of widows who were 

being sort of harassed in some way, or their sons were being harassed by the in-laws who wanted 

to reclaim their rightful share, the widow’s rightful share, of the husbands land.  And I did hear, 

it was the leitmotif through the whole journey across India that some widows are hounded out of 

their husband’s village, or even killed by in-laws after being branded as witches.  But of course, 

most of the tales are the more every day tales, the tale of Lakshmi and Kumla that I shared 

earlier.  And so it’s clear that there are factors in the village back home, either neglect, 

harassment, or even violence that really is driving widows to centers like Vrindavan.  And so I 



really think, perhaps more than any other social institution in India, widowhood reveals the gap 

between the cultural ideal of sort of joint living with the extended family and the social reality of 

how people’s lives play out.  And I think, while it’s very important that we all very aware that 

the practice of sati, of child widowhood, and ascetic widowhood still obtain in India, and we saw 

it played out with such vividness in the film.  But I think the bigger reality that we really have to 

be aware of, is that there are the forty million living in some way or another back home in their 

village or their husband’s village.  And the real question is how they’re getting by?  And so you 

may then ask, well what is it that the widows would want?  And the widows I met along the way, 

and it was a very powerful pilgrimage myself around these different villages and different parts 

of India.  There were four or five things that they all were talking about.  And the first was the 

right to property.  If the husband had some land, they wanted their rightful share to that land.  

And they wanted a roof over their head.  They wanted the home in which they had been living, 

the right to that when the husband died.  The second thing they needed was some kind of gainful 

employment or some kind of income source so they could generate a livelihood for themselves 

and their children.  However, some of them are too old to work, like Kumla that I talked to you 

about.  And others lived in past communities that don’t let women move outside the home.  And 

for those women who can’t find gainful employment or not permitted to seek gainful 

employment, they want support of some kind.  And ideally they would like it from the family.  

But if the family doesn’t come through with this support, they would the support from the 

government, in the form of the widow’s pensions that we heard about.  And for widows to get 

those widow’s pensions, all the states of India have them, you don’t get that much, but to get it 

requires tremendous entrepreneurship and the chances that a widow can get it on her own, she 

has to have a doctor’s certificate, there are all sorts of hurdles to get that widow’s pension.  But 

perhaps above all, what I heard from the women, they wanted some kind of dignity, respect, a 

more positive image, because society treats them as all the images that you heard, the in-laws 

blame you for the death of their son.  The society doesn’t allow you to come to ceremonies.  You 

have to sit in the shadows when your own children get married. So a better public image is what 

the widows want.  And fortunately for the widows of India, they have a champion, and the 

champion is Mohini Giri.  And Mohini is a former head of the national commission on women in 

India.  She’s won many awards, including fairly recently the Padma Bhushan from the 

government of India.  And Mohini was inspired by her own mother, who was widowed as very 

young mother with seven young children to raise.  Mohini was nine at the time, and she can tell 

the story, but I do think that they spent initially some time in an  ashram setting like you saw in 

the film.  And so it really is with great respect and admiration, and I really want to hand the 

discussion off to Mohini, who’s work has been featured in the film.  And just to thank her for 

suggesting I speak to you tonight and for all of you for coming.  Thank you (applause). 

 

MOHINI:  Friends, you have seen the movie today.  The inspiration is definitely Martha, too.  I 

read her book upside down many, many times, and I wondered what it was all about.  How many 

districts, how many places.  After that, I went on a five hundred district whirlwind tour in India 

to find out what it was all about.  Thank you Martha for letting me open my eyes, too.  And I 

thank you.  It was 1971 when the war broke out with Pakistan.  And I found myself as the 

president of India’s daughter-in-law.  Sitting in the room and listening to the TV news that there 

were twenty thousand widows.  I said to myself, “Good Lord, what is happening?”  I was 

twenty-eight years old and I wondered how I could help them.  That is how I started my work 

with the widows, with the war widows of India.  Today we have a large section of them.  We 



have rehabilitated totally, and then started finding out the reasons why it is like that, that 

widowhood is a stigma.  And I found three main reasons.  One was tradition.  A woman was 

burdened by tradition.  She just could not take the shackles of tradition.  It was so strong, so 

strong rooted down deep down that it was impossible to shake it off.  And the second was 

patriarchy.  Patriarchy is so great in India, that even I am an empowered woman, me, and I was 

invited for my niece’s marriage about a few years ago.  And just a good time of marriage.  I was 

told, “Auntie, if you don’t mind, this is an auspicious time of tying the thread, can you go to that 

other room because your shadow is also not good.”  This is what happens even to an empowered 

woman.  I was shocked beyond myself.  And I said if this was happening to me, a person who 

can speak, what will happen to those thousands of voiceless people.  How are things improving?  

The government has also woken up to the issue.  We have taken up the issue to the United 

Nations, too.  And there also we have told them, it is not just South Asia, Africa.  Africa is 

another country where the situation is terrible, absolutely.  And people are waking up to the 

issue.  I am grateful that last year when I came here before last, the women’s rehabilitation group 

in  New Jersey had sponsored this clinic that you saw just now in this movie.  And today we’ve 

go hundred and twenty auxiliary nurses.  They’re not educated at all.  They’re illiterate 

absolutely.  But they know how to check your blood pressure, they know how to see your 

temperature, they know how to give you medicines, and for the care of the elderly they’re a boon 

in India today.  Things are changing, but very slowly.  From hundred and twenty bedroom 

ashram in Vrindavan, now we’ve got five hundred bedroom ashram. Thanks to Indu Martha 

who’s setting here.  She’s the gardening charge and she looks after the garden.  To Ranjiv Jenti 

who’s setting here who’s also taking interest and spreading the news.  We are wanting 

awareness. Why this film was made is that we want awareness on an issue where the status of a 

woman is so, so low, that it has to be brought up.  A woman in any case is absolutely zero.  And 

we she is a widow, she becomes doubly burdened. A widow and a woman is a terrible 

combination.  That is what we are wanting to see and how we can improve the status.  I will not 

talk too much because you have seen the movie.  The baskets you saw there are displayed 

outside.  These chains the widows are making are displayed outside.  These bags that the widows 

are making.  All these small leather pieces come from Agra to us.  And our woman stitch it up 

and make this bag. And in America we sell it for five dollars.  So, some of the things of 

rehabilitation are being done, but it is still a drop in the ocean.  We need a lot more to be done.  

We need more to change the minds of man.  We have had training sessions for women, but now I 

think my training session should go to man.  This such time that I change the minds of man, I 

will not be able to change the status of woman anywhere in the world.  The man has to change in 

order to improve the woman of the world.  You’d be happy to know, that just when I was leaving 

a week ago, my group of woman who are the self-help group, in the micro-financing group, I 

have a young boy here who’s been, are you here?  Yes, please stand up.  He was an intern from 

America.  He came to this group and he saw this self-help group women.  Just last week I had a 

group of men who came up and said we also want to be in the self-help groups.  Please make a 

self-help group for us, also, so we don’t drink up our money.  But we save it and we also do like 

the women are doing.  And this was such a bright thing for me.  I thought that at last I had got 

my return.  So things are changing slowly.  Things are changing.  I will leave the rest of the 

session for questions, answers.  I’m grateful for the South Asia Society for having given me this 

opportunity of showing this film and sharing some of our thoughts with you.  I’m grateful to 

Martha, thank you to you.  All of you for having taken up the issue, I hope to each one of you, 

this message will go to a million more.  That’s all I want.  Let it go to a million more.  And how 



they can improve the situation of record.  Those are still not far away.  Those still are also still 

here with us.  If they improve, we improve here.  It’s all about coordination.  It’s a global world 

and we’ll have to live together in this global world to see that we help each other.  Thank you 

very much (applause).  I want to just say that there certainly has been change, because just a 

couple of years ago, a filmmaker based in Canada, Deepa Mehta, tried to make a film on 

widows, called Water.  And she was run out of India.  They wouldn’t allow her to even make the 

film.  And here we are now, almost, you know, the government in India. (INTERRUPTION:  No, 

no, no, it hasn’t been shown in India)  Hasn’t been shown? (INTERRUPTION:  And dare not.)  

Oh. (INTERRUPTION:  Those pandas that you saw would have strangled me. They’re still 

there.  They’re going to kill me.)  But why can’t we kill them (applause).  So easy, get a bus to 

run over.  (INTERRUPTION:  You know how difficult it is to shoot this film in India.  It’s next to 

impossible.  Only in private gathering are we showing it.)  Well, you know, even as we say that, 

and think that we should be afraid of those bandits, I want to say that perhaps the most powerful 

women in India today is Sonja Gandhi, and she’s a widow.  And I can think of many more who 

have been totally empowered, almost because they are widows.  And I grew up in India, but in a 

very different economic circumstances.  And I have a whole slew, my mother is a widow, my 

aunts are widows.  And I would say that they’re some of the most powerful women I have ever 

met, even including among women here.  So I feel that while the word vidva, which is a Sanskrit 

word, which means “the abandoned,”  the abandoned is the real name of it.  Is there in the 

European root of the word widow, you find that widowhood has been seen as inauspicious.  A 

cross, all the way from China to the edges of Europe.  And in fact, Sami was at a conference on 

widowhood where I was the only voice from India.  The rest were all speaking of French 

widows, Italian widows, and English widows and how they, too, have suffered in their time.  So I 

think in the end it’s a gender thing and with it the child or women widow from cradle to grave.  

There’s all kinds of discrimination and we have to irradiate it at all levels.  But the hope is in the 

film.  The educated women who comes and looks like a miracle worker.  But we are those 

women.  We can work those miracles.  And I hope will happen.  And now I open the floor to all 

of you.   

 

QUESTION #1: Do you know exactly the origin of this word vidva?  When did it start?  When 

did it get the stigma that it has?  And how many women, this is for Mrs. Giri, how many would 

you say are abused among the forty million widows?  How many are abused and living in these 

ashrams? 

 

MOHINI:  Well there are ashrams and ashrams.  There are two kinds of ashrams.  There are 

some which are protected and which are women-run ashrams.  But there are many ashrams that 

are run by these other people who make money out of these.  Every evening a few girls are sent 

out, are prostituted, and come out.  This is a true story of what you saw.  And this is happening, 

of course, we are trying our best that it is controlled.  We are in touch with the police.  We are in 

touch with these ashrams.  We visit them every now and again and see that nothing happens to 

women.  But violence is not an unusual thing.  It is still rampant. 

 

MARTHA:  And in terms of the history, what we know is that in the early veda period in the 

eopics, in the B.C. era lets say, the strictures on widows were less.  But it began to build up in the 

early A.D.s into sort of the medieval age where you added things that widows weren’t supposed 



to do or widows were supposed to do, like shaving the head.  So it became quite intense, eighth, 

ninth, tenth centuries.   

 

MOHINI:  The Hindu religion doesn’t have anything against widowhood.  It treats a widow 

equally in all the ceremonies and all that.  But as tradition went on, and patriarchy took its roots, 

naturally the women’s status came down.   

 

QUESTION #2:  Thank you to the speakers.  I was wondering Mrs. Chen, in your study, had you 

done some comparison the Hindu widows, the Muslim widows, and the Christian widows, was 

there some difference in treatment and status.  And of course, I was very happy to hear Veena 

make her point because I think fro those in the audience who may not be familiar with India, it 

would be quite important to stress the other side of the picture, where perhaps class can trump 

gender, and also education.  So not all widows in India are facing this facing this terrible plight 

that we have just witnessed.  Thank you so much.   

 

MARTHA:  Very quickly, I purposely chose to look at Hindu widows in rural India because the 

problem is so large. What we do know from the literature, when it came to inheritance, it was a 

little easier for Muslim widows historically.  But there have been reforms to the Hindu law of 

late.  I think what we should also remember, is there’s a lot of difference within Hindu India on 

widowhood.  And the biggest differences are by caste, but almost as big are north and south, very 

regional.  The reason is, at least this is my theory on it, in the north, they practice what’s called 

distant marriage where the girl marries out of her village to another village, where in the south 

there’s more close marriage.   This is broad-sweeping generalizations.  But I think it is important 

to know, so that when you are widowed and you’re living in your own natal village, what 

happens to you is quite different then when you’re living in a distant village in your husband’s 

village.  And there are very systematic differences, and I found them and the data show it on 

remarriage rates, whether you can work outside the home, on whether you do levirate marriage, 

marrying into the brother of the late husband.  A lot of differences within Hinduism that I think 

are also important to bring out.  And then of course, the point that class can trump all of that.  So 

there are some very powerful… I would like to and another nuance to this.  I’ve done a big study 

on dowry, death, and my book came out with Oxford-New York not that long ago.  And one of 

the things that I discovered, and this sort of underpins all gender biases that seem to have become 

acute.  Particularly the 18
th
 and 19

th
 century sort of go back to the colonial reorganization of land 

rights in ever state, including those like in Rajasthan, which they never directly ruled.  And what 

happens in that is, in the creation of sort of property as we know it, land becomes a commodity.  

You can buy it, you can sell it, you can have a title to it.  As opposed to the older system, were 

everybody had communal or joint rights in any land.  And then whether you were widowed, 

whether you were unmarried, whether you were divorced, you still had a share because nobody 

owned the land, they only owned the crop.  And while the shares would not be equal, they 

certainly existed. But then with the transformation from land into property and men becoming 

the title owners under the British, very deliberately titles went to men and women were 

disregarded.  I’ve done a huge study of this, so I feel that that is something, which invisible here, 

but we’ve seen the effects of that.  But nobody talks about the social transformation of Indian 

society under colonialism.   

 



MOHINI:  I would like add dimension to this.  The latest now, is that you’ll be happy to know 

that women have property rights today legally.  Now we can acquire equal property with my 

brother.  And that’s a heartening thing because till now we had no property rights.  So laws are 

changing in India.  Recently we’ve changed eighteen such laws.  One is property rights, one is 

child adoption rights, one is dowry.   

 

MARTHA:  And widow now has equal rights.  What I’m saying is that, we first created property, 

then we had to fight for our rights, as opposed to having a sort birthright to your subsistence in 

the land which was communally, the crops were communally shared.  So we reinvented the 

wheel, we got property and now we’ve got property rights.   

 

MOHINI:  No, even though we have those property rights legally, but it doesn’t come to 

anything.  In fact, I’ve talked to at least a thousand people interviewed, and I asked them, are you 

going to take the share of your property from your brother?  She says no.  When my father and 

mother died, my brother was my only savior.  I don’t want to fight with him.  Let him have the 

property.  This is the answer.     

 

MARTHA:  One other on the British colonial, when the British decided there should be 

remarriage of widows and they had an act and all of that.  They didn’t realize that some 

communities in India had always remarried and they actually undermined the rights of the 

widows in those communities by imposing a law for all because they only consulted the high 

class priests in figuring out what was Hindu law, so they missed the variation in Hinduism which 

always existed.   

 

MOHINI:  Veena was talking about the class.  Apart from the class, it’s also the caste which 

plays a lot of importance in India.  It’s the caste, from which caste you belong to.  In a certain 

particular caste, widow remarriage can be done.  Caste also plays an important role.   

 

QUESTION #3:  I have two questions, perhaps are related.  One, of them is, Mrs. Veena you 

said something about why can’t we kill the pandas.  I’m curious to know, what control do these 

pandas have over these widows?  And then you made a comment about we’re trying to control 

the abuse.  I’d like to know what is the control and what is the organization doing to control the 

abuse.  The other, perhaps and related question is, as an ordinary citizen, what can one do?  

We’ve talked about some of the products the organization makes and the you sell it here.  And 

then we can of course buy that and that will be like a financial contribution.  Other than that, 

what can one do too contribute towards the betterment of these widows in India?   

 

MOHINI:  Priests have the control of the temple authorities in Vrindavan and in all the religious 

places. They control the whole thing.  And when they control all, everyday in Vrindavan is 

approximately a chlora of rupees per day.  And they are controlling that money, and through that 

money, they also control all these women that come.  The sixteen thousand women in Vrindavan 

itself.  And they are controlling because they have no shelter.  They want shelter like Martha had 

said.  They got no finances.  They got no health certificates, no securities, and no pensions.  They 

have to depend on these priests for their ever day living.  If they displease the priests, like you 

saw how frightened Dipti was.  She was frightened by that man.  He was controlling her to 

totally.  And we could only take these four examples, but there are umpteen examples.  And this 



is the control that he has.    Till such time that we ask the government, we are doing that also, 

that all temple authorities should become with the government.  It should not be in private 

individual’s hands who goes on making money and mistreating these women.  And there’s no 

tax, nothing, paid for those huge sums that are deposited in those temples.  Nobody knows how 

much money, nobody’s accounting for that.  So that’s one thing.  The second question, what are 

we doing about it?  Now, yes, we have got our volunteers for, of course, anyone, all of you can 

volunteer.   We need volunteers, as many as possible.  In Kashi, in Vrindavan, in every place.  

We’ve got a huge hospital there for these sixteen thousand women.  You can help the in the 

hospital. We’ve got a huge place there to teach computer sciences, to teach them sewing, cutting, 

and tailoring.  To make them independent, to make themselves self sustainable.  To see that they 

are economically independent.  We need lots and lots of people to help us.  And of course we 

need funds also.  The government of India does fund us 50%.  50% of the funding that I get is 

from the government of India.  And the 50% I collected through various charities.  And these 

women are capable now, as you saw that they’ve become nurses.  They’re now trained, after the 

tsunami women, those that have become widows; they used to sell fish on their heads.  They 

used to take a basket of fish and go around the village selling the fish.  Now we have made them 

computer savvy.  And now through the computer, because computers are donated by some, 

UNIFAM, something.  And we had to use those computers.  So we taught the women how to use 

the computers.  Now she sees where my fish is going.  Though the computer she will know that 

today this is the market and she will just send the consignment of fish to that place.  And now the 

fish doesn’t get spoiled, it’s kept properly.  So these are the advantages, some of the advantages 

of all these technologies.  So each one of you can come and help us with this technology.  We 

need the technology, come and teach our women what to do.  And we welcome anyone who 

would like to come and help.   

 

QUESTION #4:  (Inaudible) 

 

MOHINI:  Well, you can make a provision, there’s a thing like a will.  But the mother’s instinct 

for her son is so strong, that very few mothers in India even utilize that right.  It’s, you can’t 

understand this thing.  A certain thing you go through, the whole milieu of what is happening to 

the women. You know, she becomes so much conscious of her son that she tells her son you take 

all this property, it doesn’t matter, and she just bequeaths it to him.   

 

MARTHA:  We are also under traditional Hindu law, the land of the husband is sort of jointly 

held.  It’s not as if the husband has his land separately from his brothers or the family.  And so 

there’s a whole structure of what the right of the widow is to that ancestral land.  It sounds like a 

big estate, it’s often very small.  But even if it’s very small, it’s not as if the husband has 

individual rights to it, it’s a different system and very few of the widows that I met would take 

anything to the modern courts.  It was all being done through the traditional system.    

 

MOHINI:  There’s a court in the village itself that decides.     

  

QUESTION #5:  I wondered if the remarriage act was passed in 1856 and it had to be passed 

again in 1938, we see in Water and White Rainbow, all of these women imprisoned in the 

ashram, it’s clearly a gender issue as you quite rightly said.  Why is it that women’s chastity, 



whether they are widowed or not, always has to stand in the way of justice or rights, or why is it 

taking so long to recognize that it’s women’s chastity always has to be held intact?   

 

 MARTHA:  In how women are seen traditionally in India, there’s, women are seen as having 

the two faces of ‘shree’ instead of eve because there’s the dangerous woman and the good 

woman.  And women are dangerous by reason of their sexual power and they have to be, this is 

the theory, they have to be contained by, in descending order, father, husband, son.  And so what 

is particularity dangerous is when the husband dies prematurely and you have a woman, a widow 

who’s not yet went through menopause.  So she’s till dangerous.  And the society worries that 

the lineage is somehow going to be disrupted, that she will use her power to discredit the lineage.  

How you break that, that’s for you all to say, there’s equivalence there of in all kinds of society, 

this dangerous side of women.  And the fact widows are going to remarry, its part of a very 

common strand across all parts of the world and all religions.  And how we end it I’m not sure, 

but I think its part of our discourse, its part of what we all live as women living in modern 

society.  We’re all having to work that out for ourselves and I think women through groups, 

where I’ve seen real agency come through, is when women are organized because then they 

realize that we’re all in that same boat together, then you can find that alternative voice.  The 

woman who finds agency, at least as I saw it playing out in rural India, on her own, if she stands 

out, she becomes a victim very soon.  I was told ‘cause I kept hearing about witches, if I may just 

do this, this digression.  There was a book called The Death of a Witch, written by a famous 

Scottish medical anthropologist.  And I read it cover to cover when I got back because I wanted 

to get to the bottom of this branding of widows as witches and then being killed.  Now he was a 

male medical anthropologist.  He wrote the whole book about this widow being killed in the vein 

that she was accused of causing illness in some children, and therefore she was killed.  He then 

went back to the village and said, three month later he went back and he heard that there was 

actually a law case about land and this widow was married to an only son who had a fairly large, 

relatively large holding.  He’d been adopted by his father.  Their son was fighting in North 

Africa in the war, the Second World War.  And so she took her father-in-law to the courts to 

testify that he had legally adopted her late husband and that she her son the legal heirs to the 

land, and she was dead very soon thereafter.  Male medical anthropologist wrote the whole story, 

as this is the traditional belief system about people get disease.  He never spun out the story.  So 

you can see what is happening in that society, but you also get an outside male coming in with 

his particular blinkers and not able to see the gender politics going on.   

 

MOHINI:  I would say that the film we say today, when you unpack it, there are these four 

widows, but two of them weren’t even widows.  One had run away, and one had never been 

consummated.  There’s always this lair of sexuality which is hidden, family relationships which 

are not completely.  You know when I was doing the dowry murder thing; I sat in a place called 

Sahali, which was a Delhi-based thing.  I virtually lived there for one year.  Opening the doors, 

swabbing the floors, living like a volunteer.  And when women would bring in their stories, very 

often it wasn’t atoll to do with dowries.  It was something to do with the father-in-law wanting 

sexual acts.  And dowry was very often what you had to use as your excuse.  There was a law 

against dowry.  It was actionable.  If you said my husband beat you, they just looked you and 

said, sorry lady, that’s the law.  But if you said, oh, he asked for dowry, let’s say, dowry list give, 

and then lawyers and doctors jump in and you immediately get action.  I find that the stories of 



women are shaped by what is available to them.  Very often the real story is suppressed because 

it’s so inconvenient and embarrassing to reveal.   


