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Reflections on Widowhood NEWLETTER
Karen Kayser

Coping with the death of a husband can be a significant loss and major transition for women. Yet for widows in
India, social norms and patriarchal-based rituals make the loss even more traumatic. From the very moment of her
husband’s death, an Indian widow is socially ostracized, deprived of human rights, and stripped of her personhood.
The transition begins with the dehumanizing rituals of giving up all adornments--breaking bangles and removing
the bindi (dot on the forehead) and jewelry. From this point on, she is prohibited from beautifying herself, such as
wearing colorful sarees, using make-up, and putting flowers in her hair.

In a recent study of a random sample of 495 widows living in 16 districts (urban and rural) throughout Tamil Nadu,
almost all the widow respondents (91%) reported that they experienced these ritual ceremonies as part of their
husbands’ funeral rites.[1] Most of the women (85%) wanted the government to ban these rites because they felt
that the rituals did not help them to cope with their sorrow, and instead, humiliated and dehumanized them. The
respondents felt that these traditions were forced on them and they were powerless in opposing them.

This past February, I experienced my own transition to widowhood. With no warning in the middle of the night,

my husband died from a cardiac arrest. My mourning of his loss began the next day. Surrounded by family and close
friends, we observed shiva for seven days in my home. Their presence comforted me. Their love, compassion, and
food sustained me while I grieved my loss. No one abandoned me. No one imposed dehumanizing rituals on me.
During subsequent weeks, my friends invited me into their homes. I was treated with dignity and felt loved and valued
by those who surrounded me.

Unlike my experience, many Indian women are challenged by a deep-rooted ideology based on patriarchy, casteism,
classism, and sexism. This ideology promotes a life of poverty and unhappiness for widows. It is believed that
widowhood is justified as a punishment for causing a husband’s death. The widow’s fate is that of worthlessness, a
burden to society, and alienation. She is no longer invited to participate in auspicious events—not even permitted to
attend her children’s weddings.

The 2500+ widows who participate in Kalangarai’s programs are challenging these dehumanizing rituals. Connected
with each other and empowered, together they no longer observe the traditions of the patriarchal ideology. They
adorn themselves with colorful sarees, bindis, and flowers. They fight for their rights to property, widows’ welfare
programs, housing, and food. They attend auspicious social events and participate in their children’s weddings. The
programs and staff of Kalangarai assist in their empowerment by establishing self-help groups, providing leadership
trainings, lending microcredit loans for businesses, and advocating for their rights before the state government.

Karen Kayser
President, Friends of Kalangarai

Read about Kalangarai’s programs and how we are making a difference . .

o Director’s Report from Kalangarai

o Art and Social Justice: Warli Tribal Art Exhibit
e Documentary on the Widows of Kalangarai

e Upcoming Events

[1] Irudayam, A, Michaelsamy, R., Raj, PM, & Mangubhai, JP. Widows in Tamil Nadu: In search of dignity, safety, human rights, and
entitlements, November 2023, Research Report.



International Women’s Day Celebration
A. Kulandaisamy, S.]J., Director of Kalangarai

The widowed women of Kalangarai celebrated International Women’s Day on March 8 and 9 with the theme
‘Petra Athigaraththai Perattralakuvom’ (“Let’s Leverage the Power We Have”). Around 375 women

from the self-help groups of five zones participated. The members of other network organizations (e.g.
Movement for the Livelihood Rights of Widows, Widows and Destitute Women Welfare Association) joined
Kalangarai in preparing for the celebrations.

Speakers focused on women’s success stories, as well as issues and challenges they face, along with ways of
mitigating them in their ordinary lives. They delivered speeches on topics such as women’s rights, women
achievers, and the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act, which guarantees 100

days of paid unskilled work for adults in rural families who demand employment from the government. The
stage was open for the widows to exhibit their talents. Women leaders read eleven demands of the Widows’
Movement and the audience passed the resolutions by voting for their approval of them. An open stage event
was also conducted during the program where many women came on the stage to dance.

The entire celebration was remarkable, very meaningful, and informative. The women who participate in
Kalangarai’s programs have excelled in many ways, especially in organizing, mobilizing other women, and
conducting public meetings to make an impact in the society.
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Filming a Documentary on the Widows of Kalangarai
Karen Kayser

In January, I had the pleasure to work with two outstanding young
women on filming a documentary about the widows of Kalangarai.
Lola Ellis, a Boston College undergraduate student, received the
Jacques Salmanowitz grant to travel to India to produce a short
documentary with me. Lola presented her independent film,
“Lighthouse,” at the BC Art Festival in April. Mehek Aggarwal, from
Mumbai, India, assisted with our production. Mehek has experience
working on films in India and will be attending the University of
Pennsylvania this coming fall.

Lola and Mehek filming widowed women in their rice paddy.

Friends of Kalangarai is a U.S.-based 501(C)3 nonprofit that supports community-based programs for widowed/abandoned
women in South India through fundraising, education, and research.

bttps://kalangarai-india.org




Art and Social Justice: The Warli Tribal Paintings
Taylor Dorsey

Friends of Kalangarai sponsored an exhibit of Warli Tribal Paintings at New Bedford Free Public Library
during the Fall of 2023. To learn about the provenance of the paintings, I sat down with Dr. Gokul
Mandayam who is a Friends of Kalangarai board
member and social work professor at Rhode Island
College. Dr. Mandayam shared insights into how
he obtained the paintings, the history behind them,
and his vision for integrating indigenous tribal art
into social work practice.

Dr. Mandayam learned about Warli art when he
spent time with the Warli tribal people during a
trip to Maharastra, India. Mandayam was inspired
by the Warli artists’ ability to maintain an age-
old art tradition and create visibility for their
community despite lacking basic resources such as
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Los Angeles, CA, and Buffalo, NY, places he had
previously lived. When he moved to Rhode Island,
he donated the paintings to Friends of Kalangarai.
His vision for the paintings is to support the
artistry through development of entrepreneurships
that will provide sustainable livelihoods for the
Warli people. This inspiration has led to creating
an online marketplace collaborative with BAIF Research Foundation in India, an organization that works
directly with the Warli people. The collaborative will provide a platform for selling the paintings and other
objects that display their art.

By building skill sets and social capital, marginalized groups, including the widows of Kalangarai, can
improve their financial well-being. Dr. Mandayam asserts “economic justice is at the heart and fulcrum of
social justice” for tribal and rural communities alike.

To learn more about Warli Art and the Warli tribe itself, visit our website at: https://kalangarai-india.org/
past-events/ to watch a captivating and informative 6-minute video provided to Friends of Kalangarai by
the BAIF Development Research Foundation based in Maharashtra, India.

Welcome New Board Member: Dr. Meg Hawley

Meg is a physician who has been an academic clinician and educator for over 25 years - first as a
Nephrologist and most recently as a Hospitalist. She is known to be a strong patient advocate and has
mentored scores of physician trainees. She has been particularly interested in advancing education and
professional equality for women since her undergraduate years at Wellesley College.



Coming Events
Book Group: Exploring India Through Novels

Our next book is: The Widows of Malabar Hill

By Sujata Massey

Date: June 14, 2024

Time: 5:30 pm EST O ?i':' 0|
Place in‘—person: Frien'ds of Kalangarai ';m_' \' -
New ediod, A 0740 EIEEH

Register in advance to receive Zoom link:

https://kalangarai-india.org/events

Silent Auction

Help us to make the Fall Festival a big success! We are looking
for donations of silent auctions items. Popular items include
vacation rentals, tickets to sports events or concerts, restaurant
gift cards, wine, paintings, etc.

If you have items or questions, contact Karen at
kalangarai.friends@gmail.com

Our Board Members

Thank you to all who contributed to making 2023 a Karen Kayser (Chair)
successful year for Friends of Kalangarai. With your Dartmouth, MA
generous donations, we have been able to sustain our

o . . Chrisann Newransky (Treasurer)
organizational activities, providing grants to support

the livelihoods of widows and their children, and Garden City, NY
meet our program goals of providing educational Jane O’Rourke (Clerk)
content on gender equity, economic development, and Lincoln, MA
environmental sustainability in South Asia.
Gokul Mandayam
Providence, RI
o= DONATE ONLINE AT:
E .-‘ E https://kalangarai-india.org/donate/ OR Barbara Honthumb
a ":i. Send a check to: Dartmouth, MA
E T
E ! ‘ﬂf ) ) Winston Langley
% Friends of Kalangarai Arlington, MA
P.O. Box 8755

New Bedford, MA 02742 Meg Hawley

Newton, MA



