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   In childhood must a father guard his daughter? 

   In youth the husband shields his wife; in age 

   A mother is protected by her sons--- 

   Ne‘er should a women lean upon herself 
1
  

                                                                              MANU, 

                                                               Translated by Monier Williams 
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From the early periods, the women of India are dominated by men and the status of women was 

very low. Women have through the ages marginalized and defined as subordinate status in the 

most part of the world. A woman, according to the most authorities, was always a minor at law. 

As a girl she was under the tutelage of her parents, as an adult, of her husband, and as a widow, 

of her sons
2
.  

This paper aims to highlight the Sati, (burning widows) in Indian society.  Woman is a Creator; 

she should have such a graceful position. Her role, identity, and position is questionable in our 

past, less reasons may be anything but the truth is that woman dominated by the man through the 

past. Except few, rather than role of women have not so much place in the remarkable history of 

India. We don‘t know how much women sacrificed themselves on the name of sati, for the sake 

of society. We really have no correct information. But the scenario was not always same.  

Country like India, where the history have lots of examples, from the very beginning of our 

society, women‘s position was respectable. Very much example in our past for this reference, as 

the society moved on the tussle started and Indian women faced numerous problems; as the 

domination of men through the ages. Women from her birth to death, the position of her was 

most unpleasant, ‗there may have been a few exceptional women, but the whole this estimate of 

the position of women holds good for Hindu society of the times‘.
3
 

 From the ancient times to modern, women faced new challenges. Women, is an axis of every 

society. It is a social cycle, which cannot complete without her. From the beginning of our 

society, the literary sources gave us information about the women; in the Vedic Age (Rig-Veda 

and later Vedic) also the birth of a son was more welcome than that of a daughter who was often 

considered a source of misery.
4
  Polyandry and sati were not unknown but much popular in the 

later period. The widow remarriage (niyoga) was in used. If the husband died without producing 

male issue his brother might act on his behalf. This practice of niyoga was well known in many 

ancient societies, and references to it are common in early Indian legal literature. Women had 

some property rights in this phase.  The Arthhasastra allowed her also own money up to 2,000 

silver panas, however these rights were limited.  Women could at all times take up a life of a 
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religion, though of course they could not officiate as priests. A few Vedic hymns are ascribed to 

women seers, many learned women were in the Vedic age. Women were not encouraged to take 

up a life of religion, because family and marriage were more important things for her. In this 

phase girls also taught singing and dancing as these were not looked as quite good for 

respectable girls in the medieval period.  But early law-books assessed a woman‘s wergeld as 

equivalent to that of a Sudra, whatever her class.
 5

  Ancient India contained one class of women 

who were not bound by the rules and restrictions which limited of the high caste wife. These 

were prostitutes, (vesya, ganika).      

 It has often been observed in recent anthropological writing how the politically and  culturally 

dominant group in a given society views those who are peripheral and subordinate to it as 

inverting its own ‗natural‘ and ‗correct‘ way doing things.
6
 All religions have accorded women 

inferior status and relegated them a secondary position. Religious rhetoric aside, sati was an 

expression of the perceived superfluity of women who were considered unmarriageable in a 

social context where marriage was only approved status for women.
7
  

The word itself—sati derives from the Sanskrit root meaning ―truth‖ and denotes ‗the women 

who is immolated: a female devotee, according to the Hindu orthodoxy, to her husband, who 

stood to her as a god‘.
8
 The original myth is involved with the goddess Sati/Shakti. The custom 

of widow-burning of a Hindu-wife under the certain conditions after the death of his husband 

became the rituals of perfection and purity and devotion by the ancient Brahman association. 

Since it was associated with high rank, the performing of sati became a claim of social position. 

Sati is found almost all parts of India. 

One of the funeral hymns of the Rig Veda shows that in the earliest form of the cremation rite 

known that the widow lay down beside the dead man, and actually burnt with her husband. 

Greek travelers reported ‗about this ritual at the time of Alexander‘s invasion in the fourth 

century B.C. Some medieval writers declared that the sati, by her self-immolation, expunges 
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both her own and her husband‘s sins, and the two enjoy together 35 million years of bliss in 

heaven. The fifteenth century traveler Nicolo dei Conti remarks that as many three thousand of 

the wives and concubines of the kings of Vijaynagar were pledged to be burn with their lord on 

the earth.
9
  So it not so much surprising that sati was so common in medieval Hindu society. Ibn 

Batuta has given many description of sati in his account ‗Rahela‘.  It became the source of 

amusement or pleasure for the people to watch the burning widows. 

Francicsco Pelsaert informed us about the system of sati that ‗When a Rajput dies, his wives 

allow themselves to be burnt alive, as is the practice among the banians or khattis, and in Agra 

this commonly occures two or three times a week. She puts the finest clothes, her jewels, and 

adorning herself as if it was her wedding day, and went to obtain the Governor permission. He 

offered her 500 rupees yearly as long as she should live; but she answered with resolute firmness 

that her motive was not poverty, but love for his husband, and even if she could have all the 

King‘s treasures in this world, they would be no use to her, for she meant to live with her 

husband.  Since governors are not allowed by the king‘s orders, she ran to the hut where her dead 

husband lay. Then took the fire and applied the brand, and the friends piled wood before the 

door; everyone shouted out Ram! Ram!. when the burning was over, everyone took a little ash of 

the bones, which they regard as sacred.‘
10

 Pelsaert shows his approach that how many thousands 

women were neglected by the ritual of the caste. 

Francois Bernier also gives detail information about sati in his work Travels in the Mogul 

Empire (1656-1668 C.E) and he tried to save many widow to die. He gives many examples of 

multiplied sacrifices about the reforms he remarked, ―there is no Mogol who does not dread the 

consequences of contributing to the preservation of a women devoted to the burning pile, or who 

will venture to afford an asylum to one who escapes from the fangs of the Brahmens ; but many 

widows have been rescued by the Portuguese, in sea-ports where they people happened to be 

superior strength.‖
11
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Niccolao Manuucci observed in his work Mogul India that after a husband‘s death, a widow 

adopts four courses. Those most sprightly and vigorous burn alive with the corpse of the defunct 

husband.
12

 Tavernier gives reasons the Brahmans accompanying the widow exhort her to show 

resolution and courage, and many Europeans believe that in order to remove the fear of that 

death which man naturally abhors, she is given some kind of drink that takes away her senses 

and removes all apprehension which the preparations for her death might occasion.
13

 It was 

difficult for Muslims being influenced by the custom of sati, though the cases are not sufficiently 

numerous or general to emphasize the point.  

The most active role was played by Raja Ram Mohan Roy in the anti-sati movement, who was a 

prominent member of the liberal group. The loss of his sister-in-law by sati had stirred Raja Ram 

Mohan Roy to action and he had published a number of pamphlets, and criticized this evil. Roy 

supported by many progressive groups. In the starting phase of nineteenth century officers of the 

East India Company, found themselves in a painful position. The Christian missionaries also 

tried to abolish sati.  

When Bentic was appointed governor general in Bengal in 1828, he was firm determined to 

abolish sati and provided the necessary legislative corrective. Regulation No. XVII of December 

1829, declared the practice of sati or of burning alive of widows illegal and punishable by the 

criminal courts. The Regulation of 1829 was applicable in the first place to Bengal Presidency 

alone, but in 1830 was extended in other parts of India. Professor V.N. Datta‗s book Sati: Widow 

Burning in India, gives very much information about the rules of the abolition of sati and letters 

of William Bentic on this burning issue.  

In the first half of the nineteenth century the British, with the support of enlightened Indian 

opinion, abolished this institution 1829 C.E... Lata Mani rightly observed that even the religious 

rhetoric in which the debate over the legality of ‗sati was largely framed in the nineteenth 

century was a result of British preferences for legal, textual and Brahmanical discourse, and that 

the religious rhetoric ignored variations in the influence of scriptural injection upon the majority 
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of the Hindu population who were not Brahman‘.
14

 It was in the course of the controversy over 

its abolition, as well as the details of the ceremony.  

 To sum up, the reform movements and the social reformers were played significant role to uplift 

the position of women, in the nineteenth and twentieth century‘s. Challenges like education, 

equality in the society, widow remarriage, child marriage, were the main burning issues of that 

time. After the independence women however, could get her social status, but till now in the 

present India the position of women is also facing many problems on ground level. The dowry, 

female feticides, molestation, and other criminal offences are major problems. The place of 

women in the society is not equal till today as we are living in a democratic country. There are 

many references of worst position of women as marginal. Man and women are two distinct parts 

of society. The picture of regarding the sex ratio, molestation and many more things is very ugly. 

In the coming time we will not be able to discuss about the sex-ratio, the situation will not be 

control. We need to discuss and need to do lots of work on this topic that‘s why we will be able 

to create better and balance future for India. 
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