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Abstract: 

 In this paper an attempt is made to discuss about „Sati‟ an inhuman custom in Tamil Society. The term 

„Sati‟ means the Hindu practice of widow burning. The practice of „Sati‟ was ancient and was based on Hindu 

religious rites and practices. There is enough evidence to prove that „Sati‟ existed in India during the fourth 

century B.C itself. But it was prevalent in the Tamil Society from the Sangam age and was continuing in the 

Medieval period but the magnitude of the crime in the Tamilnadu was less severe where it was practiced by the 

royal and upperclass women, while the ordinary womenfolk preferred widowhood.  
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I. Introduction: 

 There are two main pillars of human life-man and woman. Both share equal responsibility in the 

making of society and hence both are supplement to each other. From the very beginning the women in various 

societies of the world are exploited in many ways it continued in medieval period also. In the medieval period 

generally the Kings were polygamous and took to large Harem besides lawful wives. They were kept in a 

separate quarters. According to Nicolo Conti and Paes there were 12,000 women in the Vijayanagar Harem. 

Women, who were considered as an ornament of the society, lost their honourable position and reduced to the 

status of servitude due to slavery, sati, dowry, child marriage, prevention of widow remarriage and purdah 

system. Slavery an inhuman practice existed in the medieval Tamil society. Since women were considered as 

commodities they were either sold into bondage (to temples or persons) or they could lead a very pitiable life 

due to economic cause. It was prevalent in the lower level people. But at the same time „Sati‟ was most common 

in upper class and middle class people. The practice of „Sati‟ was particularly prevalent among some Hindu 

communities observed in aristocratic Hindu families. 
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II. Definition: 

The terms „Sati‟ and „Suttee‟ are often used interchangeably to denote the act of self-immolation. „Sati‟ 

in Sanskirit is a feminine noun of „Sat‟ meaning „truthful‟. In ancient Literature „Sati‟ meant „her Ladyship‟ or 

„your ladyship‟. Later it came to mean a faithful and virtuous wife. The word sati in Sanskrit is a feminine noun 

meaning a good woman, a true wife. But when applied to widow it means “a woman who sacrifies herself on the 

funeral pyre for the love of her husband.” The word „Sati‟ is derived from a Sanskrit term Satya Vrata, (which 

mean vow taken to lead a life of truth ) literally meaning a virtuous wife. But historically speaking it acquired 

the meaning of self – immolation of widows. Self-immolation, especially of widows was popularly described as 

“Udankattaieruthal” or “Tippaidal” (falling into flames) in Tamilnadu. 

„Sati‟ is derived from the name of the goddess „Sati‟. It is the name of Parvathi, The wife of Siva, in 

her previous form as the daughter of Daksha is „Sati‟ Devi. She became angry with her father, Daksha because 

she had failed to invite Lord Siva for a sacrifice .So she jumped in to the sacrificial fire in the presence of the 

assembled celestials, thereby proving herself as the faithful wife. But subsequently, the term was applied to 

those women who ended their lives in flames along with the bodies of their dead husband. The term „Sati‟ was 

originally interpreted as “Chaste Woman”. „Sati‟ appears in Hindi and Sanskrit texts, where it is synonymous 

with “good wife” the term Suttee was commonly used by Anglo-Indian English writers.  

III. Origin of ‘Sati’: 

The status of women during pre Aryan, Indus valley civilization was higher. Women were considered 

as the goddess and the excavation at Mohenjadaro and Harappa reveals the fact that goddess was given more 

importance during this period. Women were given a very high position in Vedic society. They enjoyed more 

freedom in this period. There was no Infanticide, child marriage and caste based discrimination. „Sati‟ was not 

popular in that time. In later Vedic period, the position of women declined. The female child‟s birth was 

considered as a sin. Woman was considered as the cause for sorrows and also she was considered as a burden to 

the family. „Sati, child marriage, caste discrimination, polygamy,  ill treatment of widows and Devadasi system 

were the common social evils during the medieval period. Among this women were treated very badly after the 

death of their husband. They compelled to commit sati, those who not committed sati they were tortured by the 

society.  

„Sati‟ or Suttee is an obsolete funeral custom where a widow immolates herself on her husband‟s pyre 

or takes her own life in another fashion shortly after her husband‟s death. Mention of the practice can be dated 

back to the 3
rd

 century BCE while evidence of practice by widows of kings only appears beginning between the 

5
th

 and 9
th

 centuries CE. The practice is considered to have originated with in the warrior aristocracy in India, 

„Sati‟ was originally a Kshatriya custom, and later it spread to other classes The accounts of the Greek historians 

make it clear that it was confined only to fighting classes in the 4
th

 century B.C. The earliest historical instance 
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of „Sati‟ in that the wife of the Hindu general Ketus, who died in 316BC, while fighting against Antigonus. The 

institution of self immolation was found practiced among a section of people in south India.  

IV. Kinds of ‘Sati’: 

 There were two kinds of „Sati‟ namely „Sahamarana‟ (dying in the company of ) and „Anumarana‟ 

(dying in accordance with Sahamarana means a woman burning herself along with the body of her dead husband 

but „Anumarana‟ was the wife‟s act of dying when her husband had been away or when the wife was on the 

family way. „Sati‟ designates therefore originally the woman, rather than the rite, the rite itself having technical 

names such as „Sahagamana‟ (“going with”) or „sahamarana‟ (“dying with”) „Anvarohana‟ (“ascension” to the 

pyre) is occasionally met, as well as „Sati‟daha as term to designate the process. „Sati‟pratha is also, on 

occasion, used as a term signifying the custom of burning widows alive. Two other terms related to „Sati‟ are 

Sativrata and „Sati‟mata. „Sati‟vrata, an uncommon and seldom used term denotes the woman who makes a 

vow, vrata, to protect her husband while he is alive and then die with her husband. „Sati‟mata denotes a 

venerated widow who committed „Sati‟. 

V. Causes for Committing ‘Sati’: 

 There are many reasons for committing „Sati‟. „Sati‟ was considered a heroic act  and the persons 

involved in it venerated as goddess Besides, the widows who wanted to avoid the degraded life after death of 

their husbands voluntarily committed „Sati‟ and the wife who perished along with her husband was described as 

„Nallol‟. Even if the wife had led a dissolute life, it would not matter her immolation, even it was not voluntary, 

will ensure a permanent seat in heaven to her and her husband. 

 The practice of the wife entering the funeral flames and perishing in it is mentioned in the Tolkappiam 

where it is called as the action of the good great women. A declaration was made by that woman before 

committing „Sati‟. She averred that if she lived she should become the slave of the other wives of her husband. 

She cursed not only those who presented her from „Sati‟, but also those who did not bind and throw her into the 

fire and kill her would get the sin of prostituting their own wives.  

VI. ‘Sati’ instances in other region: 

              Three instances of women from among the nobility and the common folk committing „Sati‟ in the 

mysore region is also mentioned. In 1057 A.D. a man killed a relative of the king in a wrestling  contest, and 

was  sentenced to death his wife Dokabbe, the daughter of the chieftain of Nanganad followed him inspite  of 

violent opposition from her parents.The two remaining instances occurred in 1067 and 1068 A.D. one of them 

being just recorded as a fact while the other is mentioned incidentally in an endowment of charity by the son of 

the deceased couple for their spiritual benefit. In another case a father commemorating the death of his son and 

daughter-in-law who committed „Sati‟ also occurs in the Mysore country in 1088 A.D.In the Kongu Country 
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women who committed „Sati‟ had defined as Viramasattigal and temples were constructed to them. The lands 

granted for providing offerings and worship to them were known as Thippancha Amman Kani. 

 The number of incidences of „Sati‟ increased during the time of the Nayaks. But widows who had 

children were dissuaded from the extreme act of self-immolation. At the death of Ranga Krishna Muthu 

Virappa, his wife Muttamal was pregnant. She was so grieved at the loss of her husband that she was prepared 

to commit „Sati‟ even before her delivery. But persuasion was effective in postponing the execution of her 

resolve. Soon after giving birth to a male child, she committed suicide, inspite of the strong remonstrance of 

Mangammal When chokkanatha nayak died his queen Mangammal did not commit „Sati‟, as she was a political-

minded women, to whom as she was a political – minded women, to whom affairs of the state mattered more 

than the „Sati‟s faction derived from this heinous practice. 

 Besides there are several instances of wives have been buried alive with their deceased husbands. 

Nunis refers to the custom of the Lingayats who buried their wives along with their husbands. When ordinary 

person died two or three women committed „Sati‟ but in the cases of great men, ten to twelve women committed 

„Sati‟. When a king died their number might reach up to many (seven hundreds) It is to be noted that when the 

Madurai ruler Muthu Virappa Nayak I died, his seven hundred queens were said to have committed „Sati‟.The 

women folk at the grass-roots level were not the victims of the practice. Only women belonged to the upper 

Strata of the society was practiced „Sati‟. So during period under study it was not widely prevalent in the Tamil 

country. Sati, which was practiced in all its severity in North India, had less influence in south India where 

Dravidian culture kept itself influenced. However in 1802, when the Nayak ruler of Tanjore died, along with 

him three hundred and seventy five women committed self – immolation. When Ameer singh the rajah of 

Tanjore died his two wives committed sati. It was more prevalent among the high caste and elite section of 

society. But some instances happened among the common folk also. 

VII. ‘Sati’ in Medieval Tamil society 

During the sangam period there are few instances of widow perishing in the funeral flames along with 

the departed husband. „Sati‟ did exist in the medieval Tamil society. It is possible that most of the „Sati‟ were 

voluntarily committed. Among the common people there were rare instances of „Sati‟. There are some literary 

and inscriptional references about „Sati‟. It regarded as that „Sati‟ is a common practice in the Tamil Country 

under the Cholas. Gangama deviyar, the wife of Vira – Sola Ilangovelar, is said to have endowed a lamp before 

she entered the fire. This perhabs early in the reign of Parantaka I the Tiruvalangadu plates mention the case of 

Vanavan - Mahadevi, the queen of  Sundara chola recorded in more detail in the earlier Tamil inscription of the 

reign of her celebrated son Rajaraja I. The language of these inscriptions together with the absence of any other 

instance of a queen practicing „Sati‟, shows that the action of Vanavan-Mahadevi was indeed applauded, but not 

often imitated. 
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 This meritorious act of Vanavan – Mahadevi led her daughter Kundavai to set up her image in the 

Tanjore temple to present jewels to it and to provide for its worship. His brother Madurantakan Parakesari, velar 

granted lands to setup a  watershed in Brahmadesam (North Arcotdist) in memory of his Sister Viramahadevi 

the deceased queen of Rajendra Chola I. Like that when Rajendra Chola died, one of his queen Vikrama deviyar 

committed „Sati‟. When Rajaraja II died in 1173 A.D, his four wives committed „Sati‟ and on their remains 

sepulchrual temples (pallipalai) were erected. They were called Puvanamulududaiyal Ishvaramudaiyar, 

Ezhlylagam Udaiyal Ishvara Mudaiyar, Thribhuvana Muludaiyal Ishvaramudaiyar and Ulagudai 

Mukkokkilanadiagal Ishvara Mudaiyar. An inscription at Elavanasur belonged to the period of Kulottunga III 

recorded that Devapperumal, the wife of Rajaraja Malyakula Rajan committed „Sati‟.  

VIII. Grants before commiting ‘Sati’:  

„Sati‟ was practiced, though it might not have been common. A certain „purisandi‟a group of women 

committed „Sati‟ in the eleventh year of Maravarman Sri vallabha period.      (A.D1257) She was the daughter of 

a chieftain of Murappanadu, who commemorated the incident by a tax free grant of land. The record was there 

in seyngalur siva temple, fifteen miles from Tirunelveli. The „Sati‟ committed women herself had made a grant 

of land before the performance of the act. Women became the property of the conquerory king like any 

other.The wives of Somesvara presented land an pearls as tribute to Jatavarman sundara pandya I. 

Gangamadeviyar, the wife of Virachola Ilangovelar, is said to have endowed a lamp before she entered the fire. 

Marco polo who visited the Tamil Country by the end of the thirteenth century, States that Sati did exist in 

Tamilnadu and the Victims were held in high esteem. There is also reference to „Sati‟ in the „purraporul 

venbamalai‟, a medieval Tamil work on grammar. 

IX. Satikal: 

 The number of women who performed the heroic act of „Sati‟ must have been small yet the idea of 

setting up a stone for the „Sati‟ called Satikal or Maha Satikal is an extension of the idea of Nadukal. It is worth 

noting that the stone planted by senguttuvan in honour of Kannagi is described as the nadukal by Ilangovadigal 

in Silappadikaram. 

X. Conclusion:                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

  During the Sangam period, women lived in par with men in all aspects of life. They were highly 

educated and became great poets. They used to send their children to the war front with a broad smile on their 

face which showed their bravery. They were famous for their charity. At times they acted as messengers to 

Kings to prevent wars. They worked hard for the welfare of the land and they developed arts of different kinds. 

In the middle ages, there look place a drastic change in the life‟s of women. They were deprived of human rights 

decisions of their thinking feeling like principle etc. were decided by men. Women were deprived of taking any 
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decision of their own as per the regulation of sastras. Hence women had become slaves in the society, cooking 

foods for the gents and constraining themselves inside the house only as beauties and as sexual quenchers. 

 In Medieval Tamil society people fully implemented the savage principle of killing the wife‟s in 

funeral fire of the husbands (sati) preciously, this merciless act was made recognized one by the King at the 

society during the Time of Nayaks. All the above mentioned distressing features of „Sati‟ indicate the low status 

of women in Medieval Tamil society. But Several acts have been passed from time to time by the administrators 

of the land, to bring about changes in the society especially changes in the lives of the women. In 1829 lord 

William Bentinck the Governor General of India abolished sati by a regulation No.XVII, 1829. This was 

actively supported by social reformers like Raja Ram Mohan Roy. In the Madras presidency the practice 

occurred in Tanjore, Masulipatnam and Ganjam. L.Lushington, Magistrate of Trichinopoly recommended strong 

legislative measures for the prohibition of sati. Among them „Sati‟ abolition Act of 1929 is most important. 

Some other important acts are Marriage Act of 1929, Women property Right Act of 1937. Mixed Marriage 

Encouraging Act of 1940, Widow Remarriage Act 1956, Women property Right Act 1956, and Dowry 

prohibition Act in 1956, Prostitution preventive Act of 1956. These acts are passed with a view to empower the 

women. However such of those reform measures and acts brought to light the plight of women sufferers. 

 The constitution of India which includes preamble, fundamental rights and Directive Principles of State 

Policy ensure women all rights that ensure their development and protect them from ill-treatment at the hands of 

men and from the perpetrators of socio – economic discrimination and exploitation. In fact they are ensured 

through periodical five-year plans and by way of passing a number of laws and legislations. The statutory and 

autonomous bodies and organizations set up by both central and state governments from time to time, and 

through voluntary organizations the welfare measures for women have been implemented since independence. 

The role played by women‟s organizations and media both at the national and regional level in taking up the of 

cause women influence the governments‟ concern towards women. 
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