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SATI SYSTEM: ETYMOLOGY, HISTORY AND THE UNIVERSALITY OF THE PRACTICE 
 

 Kumari Rajni     
 

We are living in age where substantial efforts are undergoing to uplift, develop and empower women. Initiative in terms of 
laws policies programmes, project, and schemes are formalized and executed to give effect to this process. The effort itself is 
reflective of the fact that the relative position of women vis-a-vis men is not at par. In fact, women are discriminated and exploited in 
multiple ways at each fact of a life. 

 
Though the means, methods so as to discriminate and exploit differed in different time periods the most cruel among them 

are dowry practice, prohibiting widow remarriage, practice of sati, marrying them in adolescence stage and domestic violence which 
are not accepted in any civilized society. The practice of sati is my research topic. Before delving into the various dimensions of this 
let, we first try to understand the etymology of this word sati.   

 
The word Sati is built upon the root ‘sat’ which is a Sanskrit word which literally means ‘true’, ‘good’, ‘faithful’, ‘virtuous’, 

‘honest’. From sat comes the Sanskrit word Asti which literally means ‘chaste women’1, a woman which is pure, honest, good, 
faithful, virtuous and honest.2  Therefore, it is clear that the root ‘sat’ is gender-neutral word, which refers to certain qualities, but the 
word Asti is gender specific word used in context of women having these qualities. In Indian subcontinent, this word is used to refer to 
a practice wherein the women used to self-immolate themselves after the death of her husband in his funeral pyre. Thus, through this it 
was interpreted that she is doing this to ensure her continuance of companionship with her husband even after death thus acting 
truthful to her vows, which they took at the time of their marriage. Because of this, she is not remarrying again, therefore, maintaining 
herself pure and ensuring honesty towards her husband. Even it was propagated in the antiquity that the women are virtuous and it is 
because of this fact that she cannot accept another husband since that could be against her virtuosity.3 Therefore, the word sati has 
come from the word Asti connoting a funeral practice among some Indian communities in which widowed women immolated 
themselves on her husband’s funeral pyre.4  

 
As far as the origin of the term sati is concerned, V.N. Datta would like us to believe that the term ‘Sati’ is derived from the 

original name of the goddess Sati, also known as Dakshayani, who self-immolated because she was unable to bear her husband 
Shiva’s insult when her father (Daksha) in a feast did not invite him. She gave up her life with the ideal of sati, but not as a widow. 
She burns herself to death because her husband has been insulted, not just, because he has died. However, later on the term might have 
also been used to refer to the widow herself.5  

 
The arguments made above are suggestive of the origin of the term in an entirely different context than what later on it was 

used to symbolize. Dakshyani self-immolated herself on the pretext of insult to her husband while her husband was alive but later on it 
was used to refer to women immolating herself after the death of her husband so as to prevent the insult to her dead husband. Since at 
this point of time widow remarriage was perceived negatively as it was construed as an insult to her husband by being dishonest to 
him since they have taken vows at the time of their marriage. Therefore, there was a connecting link between the two by preserving 
the honour and preventing the insult to their husband by sacrificing herself on the funeral pyre of her husband in the affection of his 
love. 6 

 
The term ‘Sati’ is also called as ‘custom’, ‘Practice’, ‘Ritual’, ‘Ceremony’ or ‘Institution’7 and were of two different types 

Sahagamana or Sahamarana means dying with the dead body and anugamana or anumarana means dying without the dead body or go 
after8 i.e., when a widow burns herself with the garments, or with some relic of the deceased. 
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The practice of Sati, its nature, forms and intensity has not been uniformed through different phases of history. The practice 

also differed from region to region and forms one social group to another. However, as far as the sources for the construction of sati is 
concerned, we do not have much of historical sources validating the existence of this practice as a dominant societal fact. We have we 
just have few records of the Gupta period which refers to the practice of sati. However, it may not be wise to assume its absence in 
other period of history9. The lack of evidence can only be explained by the fact that in ancient time the process of documentation of 
knowledge and information was not a usual practice as was the case in the western hemisphere. Instead, at this time verbal transfer of 
knowledge and information in terms of songs, slokas, stories etc was the dominant practice.  

 
Thus, the origin of the term and its practice as the scale at which it was practiced at different points of time remains a matter 

of debate. To quote the famous historian Dr. P.V. Kane, ‘there is no Vedic passage which can be cited as incontrovertibly referring to 
widow burning as then current, nor is there any mantra which could be said to have repeated in very Ancient times at such burning, 
nor do the Ancient Ghrysutras contain any direction prescribing the procedure of widow burning.’10 

 
A.S. Altekar however argues that there are funeral hymns mentioned in the Rig-Veda but the case for recommending the 

performance of Sati could be rendered possible because widows were not allowed to re-marry.11  
 

        Dr. A.L. Basham refers to the hymn of the Rig-Veda, which states that in the earliest form of the cremation rites known as, 
‘the widow lay down beside the man and his bow was placed in his hand, the bow was removed and the wife called on to return to the 
land of living.’12 This statement is significant because it shows that the Rig-Veda does not prescribe the practice of sati but implies the 
existence of the custom of the living woman lying down with the dead man. In view of the evidence of the given statement, we cannot 
except that Sati originated later than the Vedic period. We can presume from this statement that sati existed in some form in pre-Vedic 
period.13  
 

Aristobulus of Cassandreia, a Greek historian who traveled to India with the expedition of Alexander the Great, recorded the 
practice of sati at the city of Taxila. Another case seen by Richard Hartley Kennedy, who was a British medical officer in Indian city 
of Baroda, who saw that, a Brahmin woman of about 30 years had decided to accompany him into death when her husband had died. 
He tried to stop that woman but all in vain.14 

 
Our historical normative texts have laid down specific rules on the duties of widows and strongly recommended for them a 

pure, chaste and austere life. This would suggest that the widow did not normally lay down her life when her husband died. 
References related to it occur in Mahabharata like Maduri, the second wife of Pandu who committed sati after his death. Moreover, 
sometimes there were quarrel between two wives for the question that who will accompany their husband in death and only the elder 
wife has the right to burn herself with his dead husband and if she relinquishes her claim, the offer goes to the second wife.15 

 
The frequency of references to the practice in historical literature are extremely limited and dispersed in time. This is an 

indication of the fact that it was not a dominant practice as it emerged in latter days; in early India, it was a discreet practice. 
 

  Indian was not the only society where Sati was practiced. It has been in practice among several tribes in different parts of the 
world geographically separated from one another. It has been taken to show a general human tendency to adopt barbarous rites in the 
early state of civilization when spirit worship and animistic cultures were prevalent.16 There are numerous historical evidences of this 
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kind of practice in different parts of the world. We find the same sacrificial practice of sati of wife on the death of her husband by 
some burials in the fourth millennium B.C. in the Poland and Baltic states and in the third millennium B.C. in Italy. We have some 
references of widow burning among the Scythians in Central Asia as early as the fifth century B.C. and Herodotus pointed it.17 
However, the practice of widow burning did not survive in Central Asia in subsequent times. Similar, tradition was found in Egypt and 
when women were buried along with the Egyptian King called ‘Pharaoh’ in the believe to give him company in the next world. The 
king’s companions and various types of articles that were used by king were also buried with him in order to make his life comfortable 
in the next world.18 It is not clearly mentioned in the books that what actual word is used for the widow burning in all over the world, 
but during the excavations a large number of graves were discovered and that could be connected with following into death19 e.g.in 
China20, Japan21, Egypt22, Europe23.  This could be connected with the ‘Sati-burials’ (Sati being used for widow burning in India)24. Of 
all the forms of following the dead that have ever been practiced, widow burning in India is undoubtedly the most famous practice but 
it was also known in Ancient Greece and Rome.25 
 
      The oldest account of a widow burning, which is not part of mythology or fiction, comes from the first century B.C. It is 
written by Diodorus of Sicily, a historian who wrote in Greek, and who would have found such an account in earlier Greek sources. It 
is assuming that his source was a text by Hieronymus of Cardia, who was probably an eyewitness of the event. The event is that, after 
the death of Alexander the Great (323 B.C.) quarrels broke out among his generals. In the battle at Gabiene in Asia Minor in 316 B.C., 
Antigonus won a victory over Eumenes, who had an Indian contingent among his troops. Ceteus, who came from India and 
commander of this contingent, killed in the battle and it was said that he had two wives who had accompanied him on his funeral 
pyre.26  
 

However, the practice of sati on a large scale was indigenous to India only. Although it was not common in the Vedic times 
because the custom of widow re-marriage was existed.27 

 
G.T. Vigne, a well-known traveler to India in the 19th century, who was much interested in the origin of sati, stated that the 

rite of sati had its origin in “some extraordinary instances of fanaticism, at first lauded and then imitated until its non-observance 
became an object of Brahminical anathema.”28 According to Vigne, sati was a Brahminical rite and not originally a necessary part of 
public duty but a work of supererogation.29 

 
        The practice of sati seemed to have started gaining ground, after Gupta period, and primarily in the western part of India. 
According to A.L. Basham, the first memorial of sati is found at Eran near Saugor (Sagar) in Madhya Pradesh, where an inscription 
engraved on a pillar in A.D. 510 records the death of a hero.30 
 
          This was the time period in Indian subcontinent when this practice was getting internalized in the western Rajputana belt 
because this was the time period when people from west were migrating towards east in numerous waves because of which there was 
more and more conflicts in this part leading to wars etc. due to which more and more men were killed. Apart from this, it was also the 
time when numerous small kingdoms in this part came into existence, which had increased the hostility among these kingdoms, which 
again had led to more and more men being killed. 
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       The forgoing discussion shows that sati was mainly confined to kings, nobles and the upper strata of society among the 
kashtriyas with whom then burning of women was a point of honour as fighting was common among the early tribes and the 
vanquished suffered greatly in warfare. Therefore, to save themselves from falling into the clutches of the victors, the women 
preferred to die on the funeral pile. The Rajputs women practiced Jauhar to protect their honour. With the passage of time, the 
Brahmins also adopted the practice of sati.31 In the Medieval ages, Sati was given the status of an act of honour. This was mainly so 
among the Rajput martial caste of northern India among whom Sati took the form of a collective suicide after a battle in which male 
members had suffered death at the enemy's hands. Sati was even committed by women before their husband’s actual death when their 
city or town was besieged by the enemy and faced certain defeat. This form of Sati was more popularly known as Jauhar.32 The Jauhar 
committed by Rani Padmini of Chittor when faced by the prospect of dishonour at the hands of a Sultan from Delhi has been 
immortalized in Indian history.33  
 

With the passage of time, this practice started spreading and by the 12th century A.D., it spread throughout India. It may be 
assumed that by this time it has gained social acceptance and was considered enough to be documented frequently. This may explain 
the increasing quantum of information and the discovery of inscriptional evidences in different parts. At this point certain historians 
like Alberuni (973-1048 A.D.) who observed the manners and customs of the Hindus also observe the practice of sati among the 
Hindus and gave the same reason what others had noticed that the Hindu women burnt themselves because they were ill-treated by the 
society and, therefore, they preferred to die with their husbands.34 He mentioned particularly the wives of Hindu Kings who were in 
the habit of burning themselves whether they wished it or not.35 

 
At this point of time the rulers even tried to regularize this practice so as to prohibit the practice which is done on the basis 

force which can be proved from the writings of Ibn Batuta, an African traveler who spent several years in the service of Muhammad 
Tughlak until 1347 A.D. had testifies that sati was a custom of the Hindus in the Sultan’s dominion; and permission had to be sought 
by the widow before burning herself in the kingdom and the permission was invariably given.36  

 
According to Dr. K. M. Ashraf, Humayun was the first monarch to think of prohibiting the custom and make a law that some 

officers would be present on the burning of the widow to ensure that compulsion was not brought to bear if she was reluctant to 
perform sati.37          

                                                                                   
Not only Humayun but Akbar too tried to discourage the sati by appointing special officials for this. Al-Badaoni, Akbar’s 

critic writes that his majesty ordered that a Hindu woman should not to be burnt and in no case a woman be forced to burn herself 
against her will. Akbar forbade the forcible committing of sati and ordered that no force will be used under any circumstances.38 He 
issued an order that before commuting sati it was necessary to receive permission from the kotwal.39 He also encouraged widow re-
marriage.40 However, despite this the practice continued because they only tried to prohibit the compulsive immolation but permitted 
voluntary immolation. It is only Aurangzeb who abolished the custom totally but only for those women who have their children.41 So 
therefore, the practice still remained the part of societal norms and even it was intensified during later Mughals.  
         Even the British establishment also tried to control this evil and they banned this practice initially in Calcutta and imposed 
strict punishments in case of violations. The only part, which brought about the success of the end to this practice in Calcutta, was that 
the law did not differentiate between voluntary and compulsive immolation but instead banned it totally.42 
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         However, this practice was totally given up but it continued outside Calcutta as established by numerous sources. A local 
indication of the numbers is given in the records kept by the Bengal Presidency of the British East India Company. The total figure of 
known occurrences for the period 1813 to 1828 was 8,135; another source gives a comparable number of 7,941 from 1815 to 
1828, thus giving an average of about 507 to 567 documented incidents per year in that period. This being just the figures for Bengal, 
it could have gone much higher for India. They are very less compared to the past because of the fact that at this point of time a new 
awakening was happening in society where many people questioned the prevalent social customs because of exposure of western 
education due to British educational institutions. Social reformers like Raja Ram Mohan Roy infect devoted his life so as get a law 
enacted to put a ban on this practice. He got a partial success when in 1812 an order was passed during Governor General Hasting to 
prohibit the self-immolation by compulsion. Later on in 1829 during the tenure of Lord William Bentick, a full-fledged prohibition 
was brought about by regulation XVII of Bengal order prohibiting this practice in totality.43 
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