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Widowed Women in Iran: Alone and Oppressed
in the Shadow of Discrimination

In the Iranian legal system, where
gender-based discrimination is
deeply entrenched, women are not
recognized as heads of household. As
a result, when a woman becomes a
widow, she is not only burdened with
the emotional weight of her loss, but
is also thrust into a web of economic,
social, and legal challenges. In this
context, widowhood becomes more
than a personal tragedy—it is treated as
a social stigma.

Widowed women are often
marginalized and excluded from full
participation in society. They face a host
of legal obstacles, particularly in areas
such as inheritance, child custody,
property ownership, and access to
insurance. The legal framework is
overwhelmingly designed in favor of
men, leaving widows vulnerable to
systemic injustice and discrimination.
The Iranian regime does not even
recognize International Widows" Day
on its calendar.
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Contradictory Statistics and Lack

of Transparency

According to the state-run Jahan-e Sanat
newspaper, September 21, 2020, there
are approximately 5.1 million widowed or
divorced women in Iran. Previously, Shargh
newspaper (July 4, 2011) had reported this
number as 6 million.

According to the National Statistical Center
of Iran and the 2006 national census, the
number was 1.89 million—six times the
number of widowed men.

In 2017, 15,000 widowed girls under the
age of 15 were reported.
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There are approximately
5.1 million widowed
or divorced women in
Iran. Previously, Shargh
newspaper (July 4,
2011) had reported this
number as 6 million

Etemad newspaper
over 90% of widows
do not remarry

Female Heads of Households
According to the Donya-e-Eqtesad
economic news site (May 3, 2025), the
number of female heads of households
has surpassed 6 million, with half lacking
any form of insurance. In addition to
running their households, these women
are deprived of basic social support and are
exposed to hidden forms of violence and
dependency.

Social and Cultural Conditions
Under the ruling system, women are not
officially recognized as heads of households,
and widowhood is considered a “social
disaster.” Widowed women are often
marginalized and excluded from social
participation.

According to Etemad newspaper (June
23, 2018), over 90% of widows do not
remarry—this is largely due to social, cultural,
and familial pressures rather than personal
choice. This is especially true given that,
under Iranian law, women lose custody of
their children upon remarriage.

NCRI Women’'s Committee n



N 10\l Wormen

39% of Widows
struggle to find
housing or are
unable to stay
in hotels or
guesthouses
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The Main Problems and

Challenges Faced by Widows
Widows in Iran, in a society shaped by
patriarchal laws and a misogynistic regime,
face compounded hardships following
divorce or the death of a spouse. On one
hand, they must deal with the trauma of
separation and prepare themselves for
a new life situation. On the other, they
must endure legal, economic, and cultural
pressures imposed by the ruling misogynist
system.

Economic and Social Problems of
Widowed and Divorced Women

Poverty, Unemployment, and
Lack of Support

Widowed women are often responsible for
providing for their families, but insufficient
financial support from the government
has led to a crisis in their lives. According
to Negar Akbari-Zargar, a member of
the Iranian Psychological Association,
these women are often exploited in the
workplace, hired at wages below standard,
and due to a lack of awareness about
their rights, accept any job under any
condition. They work in poor conditions,
suffer abuse, and remain silent out of fear
of unemployment. (State-run Asr-e Iran
website — June 22, 2020)

Post Divorce Hardships

Anvar Samadi-Rad, a sociologist, lists the
main post-divorce issues for women in this
order:

71% of divorced and widowed women
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with children are single parents. Only 16%
are employed, and most rely on the help of
others to meet basic living needs. (State-run
Qods Online website — March 3, 2013)
Widowed and divorced women in Iran
even face housing challenges. 39% of them
struggle to find housing or are unable to
stay in hotels or guesthouses. Patriarchal
attitudes and economic difficulties are
the main obstacles preventing them from
renting or purchasing a home. (Qods
Online — March 3, 2013)

Social and Cultural Challenges

Social Discrimination

In addition to grieving the loss of their
spouses, widowed women face societal
pressures and the difficult role of becoming
heads of households while lacking job
opportunities. This social discrimination
leads to their isolation, restrictions on social
engagement, and even control over their
personal behavior. (Asr-e Iran — June 22,
2020)

Increased Exposure to Social

Harm

According to Akbari-Zargar, rising divorce
rates, inflation, unemployment, and lack
of skills among these women place them
at risk of being forced into street vending,
begging, or unsafe jobs. Many are still
young and have several children, yet are
compelled to join the workforce quickly,
without adequate skills or social support.

Lack of Financial Independence

One of the root causes of problems for
these women is their lack of financial
independence and low wages. Along with

economic hardship, interference from
family members in personal decisions (such
as commuting, housing, remarriage, etc.)
places additional pressure on them.

They are even exploited in the workplace—
faced with inappropriate proposals or offers
of temporary marriages (sigheh), because
society views them as vulnerable and
unprotected. (Asr-e Iran — June 22, 2020)

Legal Challenges

Widows face numerous legal obstacles,
including those related to inheritance,
child custody, property ownership, and
insurance.

The government’s laws are largely written
to favor men, and widows fall victim to this
institutionalized discrimination. Abdolsamad
Khorramshahi, a women's rights activist,
states that there is no specific law to support
this group—or if such a law exists, it is not
enforced. (State-run ISNA news agency —
June 23, 2022)

Psychological and Physical
Pressures

Economic and social pressures, along with
the lack of mental health support and
counseling, lead to depression, anxiety, and
other psychosomatic issues among widows.
According to Akbari-Zargar, women who
are alone or without guardians suffer from
tension headaches, cardiovascular diseases,
diabetes, and mental health disorders
such as obsessive thoughts, anxiety, and
depression. (Asr-e Iran — June 22, 2020)
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The Clerical Regime Is Directly
Responsible for Widowing

Women

Just like in every other area of destruction,
the corrupt clerical regime provides no
statistics on widows—but it is no secret
that it is the primary cause of the growing
number of widowed women and the
descent of Iranian women into deep
poverty and suffering.

A large number of Iranian women are
forced into widowhood as a result of
misogynistic laws entrenched in the
country's legal system. Under Article 1041
of the Islamic Republic’'s Civil Code, a girl’s
father, grandfather, or even a judge has the
authority to permit her marriage as early as
age 13—or even younger. Often, these girls
are married to men old enough to be their
fathers.

According to Shahr Khabar news agency,
on October 16, 2024, more than 19,000
women and girls had been married to men
at least 15 years older than themselves
in the previous year alone. This occurs
within a legal and economic framework
overwhelmingly structured to benefit
men, leaving women without meaningful
protections or autonomy.

Moreover, the laws of the clerical regime in
Iran do not prohibit polygamy. The regime’s
so-called “Family Protection Law” merely
sets conditions for taking additional wives—
conditions that are easily circumvented.
Temporary marriage (sigheh) is also legal
and explicitly institutionalized under Article
1152 of the Civil Code, which defines its
duration. Furthermore, men have the
unrestricted right to divorce their wives at
any time, without cause or mutual consent.

These discriminatory laws have led to a rise
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in the number of divorced women, many
of whom face social and legal hardships
similar to those of widows. The overall result
is the weakening of the family structure and
an increase in the number of women who
are left without support.

In addition to these systemic legal injustices,
many women become widows due to
the regime’s own acts of violence and
the disasters caused by its policies and
negligence. Consider just three disasters:

1.Women Widowed Due to

Criminal Executions

In 2015, Shahindokht Molaverdi, then head
of the Directorate for Women and Family
Affairs, stated that in a village in Sistan and
Baluchestan province, southeastern Iran, all
the men had been executed for drug-related
offenses. The village was Roshanabad,
located in the Sarjangal district of Zahedan.
Women and children left behind by these
executions were abandoned without any
social support and became vulnerable to
severe poverty, trafficking, and revenge
violence. (Mehr news agency — February 23,
2016)

The disclosure of such a village by a
government official is only the tip of a
massive iceberg. From 2015 to 2025, the
Iranian regime has carried out hundreds
of other executions each year. None of
the victims received fair trials; these killings
were intended solely to instill fear and
prevent uprisings or the overthrow of the
illegitimate clerical regime. Each execution
shatters a family.

Executions continue at an alarming rate.
In 2024 alone, the number of executions
reached 1,153. The executions in March

The clerical regime
executed Mostafa Salehi,
leaving his widowed wife

with two small children.
Furthermore, a court
informed his family that

they must pay 5 billion
rials (approx. $100,000) as
blood money, otherwise
their home and other
possessions would be
confiscated

2025 were six times higher than in the
same month the previous year, and those in
April 2025 were four times higher than the
same month the previous year. (Mojahedin
website — March 26 and April 21, 2025)
The cruelest facet of executions and
repression in Iran targets political prisoners
and their families. One such case is that of
Mostafa Salehi, a political prisoner who was
arrested for participating in the nationwide
protests of December 2017 and was later
secretly executed. The clerical regime
not only provided no support to his wife
and children, but also subjected them to
continuous harassment, treating them as
targets of its ruthless vengeance.

In September 2020, a court informed
Mostafa Salehi’s family that they must pay
5 billion rials (approximately $100,000
at the time) as diyah (blood money) and
threatened that their home, orchard, and
possessions would be confiscated if the
amount was not paid.

The diyah was calculated based on minor
scratches and bruises claimed by the regime'’s
hand-picked plaintiffs. Despite enduring a
full year of solitary confinement and brutal
torture, Mostafa Salehi never accepted any of
the accusations during his trials. (Mojahedin
website — September 12, 2020)

NCRI Women’'s Committee n



2. Women Left Behind After the

Tabas Coal Mine Explosion

On September 21, 2024, an explosion
occurred at the Madanjou Coal Mine
in Tabas, South Khorasan Province in
eastern Iran, killing 53 workers. Due to
the authorities’ refusal to implement basic
workplace safety measures, at least 53
families were destroyed in an instant.

On November 15, 2024, the regime’s Minister
of Labor admitted that all those killed in the
Madanjou mine were living in poverty.

Even the surviving miners are suffering from
serious physical and psychological issues.
Some sustained brain injuries and are now
unable to return to work. (ILNA — December
30, 2024)

The wife of one of the injured workers said
their lives had been ruined and they had no
money for medical treatment.

Another wife said: “My husband used to
work two weeks at the mine and two weeks
in Neyshabur, northeastern Iran, but it still

n Widowed Women in Iran - June 2025

N 10\l Wormen

wasn’t enough to cover our household
expenses. Now, after months of following
up, the Social Security Organization gave
us 70 million rials (roughly $140 at today’s
rates) as compensation for his medical leave.
With what we get from Madanjou, we can
barely pay rent and monthly installments.”
(ILNA — December 30, 2024)

One woman, Seyyedeh Khadijeh, whose
husband survived the explosion, said, “A
miner’s wife is a homemaker with no jobs
and no job skills. My husband'’s wages never
covered the needs of our five children. The
only thing | knew how to do was clean and
chop herbs, and | tried to earn some money
that way.”

This is just one instance of a workplace
accident, which tragically happens all too
frequently in Iran.

Zeinat, the widow of a miner killed in the
Zemestan-Yurt coal mine explosion of 2017,
believes that the wives of the Madanjou
victims are likely to share her fate. She says,
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“I have two sons who are just coming of
age. When they deposited their father’s
diyah into our account, on one hand
there was the question of how to spend
their share, and on the other hand there
were the interferences of my father-in-law
and brothers-in-law. Don’t think diyah is
some huge amount—what mattered was
that man, who is no longer with us. He
was there, and despite all the poverty and
hardship, we could make do. But now, one
says do this, another says do that.”

She recalled that harrowing year and the
shock that hit her entire village:

“Most women in the village had husbands
working at Zemestan-Yurt mine. They tried
to stop their men from going back, saying,
‘Stay and work the farmland.” But agricultural
work is seasonal, and you can’t survive on
those wages. | was the only woman in our
village with a high school diploma. But in all
these years, | haven't been able to find any
Jjob—not even working the fields.” (State-run
media — November 15, 2024)

Beyond financial hardship, child custody has
become another cruel wound for the widows.
One woman wrote, “Grandfathers who had
no idea how hard we raised these children
now want to take them away—just because of
the diyah, the aid money, and the pensions.
They question my comings and goings. Do
they love my son more than | do?”

It is very clear that those in charge have
no interest in updating laws to fit today’s
societal realities.

Another miner’'s widow said her father-in-
law had taken her children from her, and
her brothers-in-law were also trying to win
custody. (Khabarban — November 4, 2024)

3. Widowed Women from the

Bandar Abbas Explosion

On April 26, 2025, a massive explosion
took place in Bandar Abbas, southern Iran,
killing hundreds and leaving hundreds
more injured or disabled. All signs point
to the involvement of the Revolutionary
Guard Corps (IRGC) in the illegal transport
of fuel used in missile manufacturing. The
Washington Post estimated the blast’s
energy was equivalent to 50 tons of TNT.
Eyewitnesses said, “There were easily 300
to 400 bodies burned at the fuel terminal,
leaving no trace behind.” (Mojahedin
website — May 4, 2025)

A large number of female workers were
also killed. According to eyewitnesses,
50 women employees from just one
neighboring company went missing.
Hospitals are full of severely injured victims.
One witness said, “Out of 30 women at our
company, 23 were killed—some had their
eyes blown out, others lost limbs, and some
were beyond recognition.”

(NCRI Women's Committee — May 1, 2025)
Each number is the story of a family that
will now sink even deeper below the
poverty line. The explosion unleashed a
wave of destitution, unemployment, and
abandonment. The families of the victims,
especially the widows, are facing severe
economic and psychological crises. Many
were already living in poverty—and now,
they are left entirely without support. Some
cannot even afford basic necessities like
food or water.

Most of the dead were day laborers working
the lowest-ranking jobs: no contracts, no
insurance, no protections. Now, their families
do not know where to turn, what rights they
have, or how to demand them. Many do not
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even know if they are eligible for diyah, what
paperwork is required, or which authority is
responsible for their cases.

Families living in impoverished areas like
2000 district, 22 Bahman, or Tappeh Allah
Akbar have not even received a single
phone call. They are not only grieving, but
also helpless, forgotten, and fearful of what
is ahead.

It may seem unbelievable: a family that has
identified the body of their loved one but
cannot afford the cab fare to go collect it.
A funeral where a single box of tissues is
passed around 80 mourners.

There was no tea, no cold water. Their
financial resources are depleted—and their
dignity has been shattered.

One young woman said, “My husband died.
I'm pregnant. But my only worry is whether
| will have the money to renew the rent. For
some families, even getting the diyah may
take six months, depending on inheritance
procedures and document verification.
And that is assuming they have all their ID
paperwork. If not, the problem gets even
worse.” ( Rokna — May 5, 2025)
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Amid Grief, Crushing Poverty
Among the bereaved families, poverty
is so deep and pervasive that merely
describing it sends a chill down one’s spine.
One such family is from Zahedan, a city
in southeastern Iran, where they live in
a structure that more closely resembles a
shack than a house. The family consists of
an elderly mother, a young widow, and a
sister with a disability who, despite being
thirty years old, is so frail that she appears
to be a child. Their home is crumbling, and
poverty seeps from its very walls. Hayatollah
was the family’s sole breadwinner—now he
is gone.

Most of these families are illiterate. What
emerges is a staggering scale of suffering,
poverty, vulnerability, alienation, and
powerlessness in the face of injustice. There
are no answers to the pressing questions:
Why were so many undocumented,
unregulated workers employed at one
of Iran’s most critical ports? Why were
industrial safety standards so weak and
unenforced? Why did crisis-response
infrastructure fail so catastrophically?

And now, who will be held accountable for
this human tragedy? (Rokna — May 11, 2025)
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Conclusion

As the stories above reveal, the plight of widowed women
in Iran is not just a reflection of isolated social issues—it is the
manifestation of a far-reaching catastrophe for which the
clerical regime bears direct and deliberate responsibility. In a
system where the highest priority is to preserve the regime
at any cost, the judiciary and state institutions not only fail
to protect women but actively profit from their systematic
repression and humiliation.

For widows, losing a husband is just the beginning. What
follows is a storm of legal, familial, social, and economic
pressures—from losing custody of their children to the
father-in-law, to being denied a fair share of inheritance;
from being branded as “second-hand” in future marriages
to facing sexual harassment at work. These are not isolated
hardships but interconnected forms of violence embedded
in the laws and the official culture of the clerical regime.
Therefore, true liberation for widowed women in Iran
cannot come through minor legal reforms or cultural
awareness campaigns. It can only be achieved through the
overthrow of the clerical regime and its replacement with a
democratic republic based on popular sovereignty.

The free world must stand in solidarity with the courageous
women who, despite the risks, rise up to fight this regime.
We call on the international community—and particularly
the global women's rights movement—to support us in the
Women’s Committee of the National Council of Resistance
of Iran in this vital struggle.
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