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Abstract

 Widowhood, according to Hindu religious philosophy was the result of karma, or 
the deeds in a previous life and as such, an experience which the widow amply 
deserved. Therefore, in medieval society, widow was considered a burden. She had 
to spend whole life in devotion and observance to religious rites in the hope of 
reuniting with her husband in the next life. She had to live a miserable life. She had 
to live on plain barley of wheaten bread, and eat but once in a day. She had to cut 
her hair and abandon her ornaments. She had to remain content with worn out and 
discarded clothes. Thus, one of the factors, which encouraged the practice of sati 
was the degraded position of a Hindu widow. In the present paper, an attempt has 
been made to trace the position of widow and various features of her exploitation in 
medieval India. 

In medieval society, most traumatic moment for woman was the death of her husband because 
without husband she had no separate identity in the family and society. Widow had only two 
options either to burn herself with the dead body of her husband or to lead a tortured life, which 
was full of sufferings and misery. We have numerous records which show that the burning of a 
widow (sati) was better for her than the life of bitterness and shame which awaited her refusal to 
submit to this ordeal.

I

In medieval India, like earlier period, Hindu widows had not much choice, second marriage was 
not allowed to them, and this has been noticed by the travellers who visited India during this 
period. According to Alberuni, an Arab traveller of eleventh century, 'if a wife lost her husband by 
death, she could not marry another man'. Even the widows of young age were not allowed to re-
marry. Barbosa, a Portuguese official, who visited Vijayanagara in the first quarter of sixteenth 
century, mentions that if the husband died, the wife never married again, how young so ever she 
might be. Tavernier and Palsaert, described same fate of Hindu widow. J. Ovington, who visited 
Bombay and Surat in 1690, has mentioned that in Surat, widows of six or seven years had 
remained unmarried for the rest of their lives. Manucci, the Venation traveller (1699-1709), 
mentions that when a Brahman died, the widow could never marry again, though she might be 
only four or five years of age. 

Widow's re-marriage was considered bad. Della Valle, an Italian traveler, who visited India in 
1623-24, mentions that among the Hindus, if any widow wanted to re-marry, she was accounted as 
bad and infamous. Thevenot, a French traveler visited Surat (India) in 1666, mentions that if a 
widow married again, she was turned out of the caste or tribe. To dissuade the Kunbis and other 
castes of Maharashtra where widow re-marriage was common, Santoji, a deputy-subadar of 
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Marathas in 1760, had imposed a tax on re-marriage of Hindu widows. A sum of one rupee and 
four annas was to be paid at the kotwal's office to enable a widow to secure permission to re-marry.

Though widow re-marriage was rare, the practice of karewa or karao (second marriage), by 
throwing sheet of cloth on the head of widow was prevalent in some parts of the country in the 
later period. In some castes of Punjab, putting the nath (nose-ring), in the nose of a widow, 
constituted the marriage ceremony. This was practiced purely to produce a male heir or to avoid 
the issue of property. Karewa was followed by Sikhs, Jats and the people of lower castes. The 
widow was allowed a choice between the brothers, but the elder generally had the first right. 
Widow re-marriage in Himachal Pradesh was prevalent among the Rathis of Kangra. On the death 
of the elder brother, the widow lived with the next brother. If a man took a widow as his wife when 
she was pregnant, the child born was regarded as his child. In Rajasthan, the middle castes, the 
artisans, and the menial castes followed the practice of widow marriage within the framework of 
their caste regulation as prescribed by the panchayat or the jati. The formal recognition to such 
marriage contracts was granted by the state through an official order or parwana. Thus, one can 
notice that widow re-marriage was prevalent, but was not the norm among the higher castes like 
Brahmans and Khatris or those castes that practiced seclusion of women and did not work in the 
fields. The castes where it was a norm, widows were remarried within the husband's family, to be 
very precise with his brother, she had no choice to marry anyone else.

II

It is mentioned that if a widow did not burn herself or to perform sati, but preferred to remain alive, 
the heir of her deceased husband had to provide her with nourishment and clothing as long as she 
lived, but in actual practice, she was mal-treated throughout her life. Terry, an English Clergyman 
in Jahangir's court (1616-19), has well remarked that widow had to spent her life as 'neglected 
creature' and one way to escape from this miserable life was to seek 'martyrdom' by burning 
herself. Tavernier remarked that widow remained rest of her life without any consideration and 
worse than a slave, in the place where previously she was mistress. This miserable condition 
caused her to detest life, she preferred to ascend at funeral pile to be consumed alive with the body 
of her husband. Careri, a traveller of Italy, who visited India in 1695, remarked that the widows 
who refused to burn themselves had to remain widows all their lives; they were despised by their 
family and tribe, because they had feared death, and they could never recover their reputation, 
whatsoever good actions they did. Bernier, a French physician (1656-68), mentions that widow 
who had not burnt herself with her dead husband could not hope to pass her days in happiness, or 
to be treated with respect or affection. 

Widow had to remain in this position throughout her life. Manu described that if husband died, a 
widow should live an ascetic life. She had to leave all bodily pleasure aside, she should pursue 
religion with her whole mind, words and deed. She should control her senses by vows and 
austerities and remain subservient to her son or relatives for the remaining period of her life. 
Similar kinds of instructions have also been given to Sikh widows in Prem Sumarag. She was 
advised to live life of chastity and modest conduct after her husband's death. She was advised to 
bear the memory of her husband in mind and repeat the name of Shri Akal Purakh (the supreme 
being; god), read the sacred scriptures (shabad bani), and continue to discharge her normal 
responsibilities. She should live a secluded life in remembrance of her husband who was her god 
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(paramesur) but has now departed, she too will (one day) breathe her last and vanish as a dream. 
Realizing this, she should live life of renunciation. The widow who would follow this precept 
would achieve ultimate fulfilment. George Forster, writing in 1782-84, has mentioned that widow 
was instructed to be employed in constant worship of God, and the purification of her mind, from 
anger, malice and avarice, she was to withdraw herself from all concerns of the world. If her life 
was passed in these acts, she was promised after death to enter heaven, without suffering 
intermediate purgation.

 Barbosa says that the widows were held in great dishonour, their kindred shaved their 
heads and turned them away as disgrace and a shame in their families. Ralph Fitch, Nicholas 
Withington, Terry, Della Valle, Tavernier, Thevenot, Manucci and George Forster, all European 
travellers noticed and mentioned that widows were compelled to cut their hair off forever after 
(though they be five or six years old) and to live in perpetual mourning. Widows were not allowed 
to wear coloured clothes. Ibn Battuta reports one case from Ajodhan (known as Pakpatan), of a 
widow who had been dressed in coerced garments and lived with her own people in misery. In 
Prem Sumarag, instructions were given to widow that she should remain in purdah and never 
speak to any strange man, her clothes should be of coerced white cloth. Abbe J.A. Dubois, who 
recorded his observations of South Indian beliefs and practices between 1792 and 1823, mentions 
that widow was not allowed to wear coloured clothes, but only pure white ones; she must not put 
saffron on her face or body, or mark her forehead.She was not allowed to wear ornaments. 
Nicholas Withington, Tavernier, George Forster and Dubois mentions that on the demise of the 
husband, the wife was divested of the marks of ornaments and distinction, she broke all her jewels 
and was never allowed to wear them again. She was not to use perfumes or wear a nose-ring at all.

For widows, Keshavadasa, author of Rasikapriya, has mentioned stern and harsh injunctions. He 
writes that 'a widow should not seek enjoyment, or take part in laughter and merriment. She 
should abandon all pleasure-giving things. She was prohibited from listening to music or songs, 
for desiring honour or homage. She should not joke or jest with anyone, or use anything pungent, 
like perfume and not apply oil, and should refrain from all amusements. She was not allowed to 
sleep on a bed, or wear shoes. There were certain religious ceremonies not lawful for her to 
perform, and in some instances, she was held unclean, but on all occasions, after the husband's 
death, the widow was classed in the house as a slave or a menial servant. According to Dubois, 
after the death of the husband 'a widow had to be in mourning till her death. Furthermore, she was 
forbidden to take part in any amusement or to attend family festivities, such as marriage feasts, the 
ceremony of upananyana, and others, because her presence was considered an evil omen'.

 Regarding the food for the widows, Manu mentions that a widow should survive on 
fruits, and become weak in body. Keshavadasa mentioned that she should not drink cold water and 
eat sweets. Nicholas Withington, visiting India in 1612-16, remarks that a widow was not allowed 
to eat, drink, or keep company with anyone, she lived in this miserable condition till her death. She 
was not allowed to chew betel. Prem Sumarag refers to a number of restrictions on food imposed 
on the Sikh woman who had lost her husband or a son. It is instructed that she should eat little ghee 
and very little salt. Indeed, it was much better if she renounced salt altogether and avoided meat. 
She was advised to eat only khichari (rice-water gruel), that too, only once in 24 hours. George 
Forster mentions that widow was not allowed to eat flesh, fish or butter, but to live on plain barley, 
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wheat bread, and eat but once in a day. 

Tavernier mentions that 'the widow had to pass her whole life in severe penance and in doing 
charitable deeds. There were some who frequented the great highways either to boil water with 
vegetables, and give it as a drink to passers-by, or to keep fire always ready to light the pipes of 
those who desired to smoke tobacco'. Sometimes, widows had to go from door to door selling rice. 
Widows were also killed for adultery. Manucci mentions that Hindus observed much more 
restraint on the widows, if the men came to know that any widow of their caste had misbehaved, 
they used to kill her. In Rajasthan, violation of the code of conduct for widows belonging to the 
upper castes was considered a very serious offence but the killing of a widowed daughter by her 
father was treated as a less serious crime.

III

Widow re-marriage was common among the Muslims, however, this privilege was not appreciated 
by the Hindus. It was so repugnant to the Hindus of the orthodox society that the author of the 
Manasa-Mangal, a contemporary of Alauddin Hussain Shah (1494-95) of Bengal, composed a 
poem and tried to portray a Muslim woman 'who was marrying three husbands in course of a 
month and yet longing for another, while the dead body of her husband had not yet been committed 
to the grave'. Little wonder that an orthodox Hindus whose ideal was sati, would frown upon the 
idea of widow re-marriage which for him was nothing but the infidelity of Muslim women. Amir 
Khusrau also disfavoured widow marriage, he writes: 'one who takes a widow as his wife, in the 
household everything will be as desired and wanted by the woman'. 

Though, Muslim widows were allowed to re-marry but after the period of iddet (period of 
probation i.e., three months, it designates the number of days of divorced and widowed woman had 
to wait before she was allowed to marry again. It is a time of probation during which it may be 
ascertained whether she is pregnant or not, and lasts for three months). But the Muslim widows 
were influenced by the Hindu idea of widowhood, in many cases, they chose to remain widows 
throughout their life. They started to give up wearing certain ornaments and coloured clothes. In 
1520, son-in-law of Sultan Muzaffar Shah II (1511-26) of Gujarat died, his daughter was brought 
before him, clothed in white garments, as was the custom of the people of India. Monserrate, who 
visited India in the second half of the sixteenth century (1580-82), mentions that one of the wives 
of Humayun, named Haji Begum, after his death had a small house built close by his tomb and 
watched it till the day of her death. Throughout her widowhood, she devoted herself to prayers and 
to alms-giving, she maintained five hundred poor people by her alms. Like Hindu widows, Jana 
Begum, daughter of Abdur Rahim Khan-i Khanan, after the death of her husband, always dressed 
in white to such an extent that she never used even a coloured cloth-piece to dry the body nor one to 
cover the head. She lived for many years but until her last breath, as each day of her widowhood 
was the first day. 

The widows of the deceased king were not allowed to remarry, they were to spend their remaining 
lives in a separate garden-enclosure called suhagpura (hamlet of happy wives), where the widows 
and families of deceased emperors lived in retirement, it existed on the bank of the river Yamuna at 
Agra. After the death of Shah Jahan in 1666, the wives of Shah Jahan were sent into retirement in 
this palace meant for royal widows. Aurangzeb ordered that those maid-servants and ladies who 
were not wives of Shah Jahan could marry freely to anyone they pleased. He took Begum Sahib 
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(Aurangabadi) away with him to Delhi, conferring on her the title of Pacha Begum (Badshah 
Begum) that is 'Empress of Princess'. He allowed her to live in her own mansion, a concession he 
did not grant to Roshan Ara Begum. After the death of Jahandar Shah in 1713, Lal Kunwar, his 
favourite concubine, was sent to suhagpura. This shows that widows of the late king were not 
allowed to re-marry, but for the rest of their life they were all confined, except the mother of the 
ruling king, to a palace reserved for them, separate from the royal harem, but they were also 
guarded. 

IV

Thus, we can conclude that woman's personal life was cantered around her husband, and with the 
death of her husband it ended. Thus, widowhood was another sad aspect of women's life in 
medieval India. One result of child marriage was that if the girl child died after the marriage, boy 
married another, but if the boy died, girl was not allowed to marry again, but was compelled to 
perform sati at a young age or to remain a widow rest of her life. Widow re-marriages were rare 
except in some castes. If not performed sati with her dead husband, she had to live a miserable 
life. She had to cut her hair and abandon her ornaments. She had to live on plain barley of wheaten 
bread, and eat but once in a day. She had to remain content with worn out and discarded clothes, 
sleep on ground and eat only as much as was necessary for bare subsistence for life. She had to 
spend whole life in devotion and observance to religious rites in the hope of reuniting with her 
husband in the next life. She was denied to attend family functions or public festivals, as her 
presence was to bring bad luck to those who were participating in such functions. Her presence 
was regarded inauspicious. 

Widows were also killed for minor offences. By killing widow, family easily got rid of her, 
because she was considered a burden and stigma on the family. However, in case of adulterous 
men such was not the scene. We do not have many references of adulterous men being punished 
or killed, it seems that all the rules and regulations were meant only for women, men were free 
from such restrictions, because they themselves were makers of these rules and regulations. 
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