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The learned and civilized judges of the full bench are determined to enforce,
in this enlightened age, the inhuman laws enacted in barbaric times, four
thousand years ago. They have not only commanded me to go to live with
the man, but also have obliged me to pay the costs of the dispure. Just
think of this extraordinary decision! Are we not living under the impartial
British government, which boasts of giving equal justice to all, and are

we not ruled by the Queen-Empress Victoria, herself a woman? My '

dear friend, I shall have been cast into the State prison when this letter
reaches you; this is because I do not, and cannot, obey the order of Mr
Justice Farran. .

There is no hope for women in India, whether they be under Hindu
rule or British rule; some are of the opinion that my case so cruelly decided,
may bying about a better condition for woman by turning public opinion
in her favour, but I fear it will be otherwise. The hard-hearted mothers-in-law
will now be greatly strengthened, and will induce their sons, who have
for some reason or other, been slow to enforce the conjugal rights to sue
their wives in the British Courts, since they are now fully assured that under
no circumstances can the British government act adversely to the Hindu
law.

Taught by the experience of the past, we are not at all surprised
at the decision of the Bombay court. Our only wonder is that a
defenceless woman like Rakhmabai dared to raise her voice in the
face of the powerful Hindu law, the mighty British government, the
one hundred and twenty-nine million men and the three hundred
“"and thirty million gods of the Hindus, all these having conspired
together to crush her into nothingness. We cannot blame the English
government for not defending a be_lpless'_woman';__i_t' is only fulfilling
its agreement made with the male popularion of India. How very
true are the words of the Saviour, ‘Ye cannot serve God and
Mammon.’ Should England serve God by protecting a helpless
woman against the powers and principalities of ancient institutions,
Mammon would surely be displeased, and British profit and rule in
India might be endangered thereby. Let us wish it success, no matter
if that success be achieved at the sacrifice of the rights and the comfort
of over one hundred million women.

Meanwhile, we shall patiently await the advent of the kingdom
of righteousness, wherein the weak, the lowly and the helpless shall
be made happy because the great Judge Himself ‘shall wipe away all
tears from their eyes’.

{
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6. WIDOWHOOD

We now come to the worst and most dreaded period of a high-caste
woman’s life. Throughout India, widowhood is regarded as the
punishment for a horrible crime or crimes committed by the woman
in her former existence upon earth. The period of punishment may be
greater or less, according to the nature of the crime. Disobedience and
disloyalty to the husband, or murdering him in an earlier existence,
are the chief crimes punished in the present birth by widowhood.

If the widow be a mother of sons, she is not usually a pitiable
ije_c_t; although she is certainly looked upon as a sinner, yet social
abuse and hatred are greatly diminished [by] virtue of the fact that
she is a mother of the superior beings. Next in rank to her stands an
ancient widow, because a virtuous, aged widow who has bravely
withstood the thousand temptations and persecutions of her lot
commands an involuntary respect from all people, to which may be
added the honour given to old age quite independent of the individual.
The widow-mother of girls is treated indifferently and sometimes
with genuine hatred, especially when her daughters have not been
given in marriage in her husband’s lifetime. But it is the child-widow

/ or a childless young widow upon whom in an especial manner falls

the abuse and hatred of the community as the greatest criminal upon
whom Heaven’s judgment has been pronounced.

In ancient times, when the code of Manu was yet in the dark
future and when the priesthood had not yet mutilated the original
reading of a Vedic text concerning widows, a custom of remarriage
was in existence.

Its history may be briefly stated. The rite of child-marriage lefc
many a girl a widow before she knew what marriage was. Her
husband, having died sonless, had no right to enter into heaven and
enjoy immortality, for ‘the father throws his debts on the son and
obtains immortality if he sees the face of a living son. It is declared
in the Vedas, endless are the worlds of those who have sons; there is
no place for the man who is destitute of male offspring.’ The greatest
curse that could be pronounced on eneniies, was, ‘May our enemies

\ be destitute of offspring.’ :
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In order that these young husbands might attain the abodes of
the blessed, the ancient sages invented the custom of ‘appointment’
by which, as among the Jews, the Hindu Aryans raised up seed for
the deceased husband. The husband’s brother, cousin or [any] other
kinsman successively was ‘appointed” and duly authorized to raise
offspring from the dead. The desired issue having been obrtained any
intercourse berween the appointed persons was thenceforth
considered illegal and sinful.

The woman still remained the widow of her deceased husband,

+ and her children by the appointment were considered his heirs. Later

on, this custom of ‘appointment’ was gradually discouraged in spite
of the Vedic text already quoted, ‘there is no place for the man who
is destitute of male offspring.’

The duties of a widow are thus described in the code of Manu:

At her pleasure let her emaciate her body by living on pure flowers, roots
and fruit; but she must never even mention the name of another man after
her husband has died,

Until death let her be patient of hardships, self-controlled, and chaste,
and strive to fulfil that most excellent duty which is prescribed for wives
who have one husband only.(Manuy, v, 157-8.)

++ - nor is a second husband anywhere prescribed for virtuous women,
(Manu, v, 162.)

A virtuous wife, who after the death of her husband constantly remains
chaste, reaches heaven, . . . (Manu, v, 160.)

In reward of such conduct, a female who controls her thoughts, speech,
and actions, gains in this life highest renown, and in the next world a place
near her husband.tt (Manu, v, 166.)

The following are the rules for a widower;

A twice-born man, versed in the sacred law, shall burn a wife of equal caste
who conducts herself thus and dies before him, with the sacred fires used
for the Agnihotra, and with the sacrificial implements,
Having thus at the funeral, given the sacred fires to his wife who dies
Ibefore him, he may marry again, and again kindle the (nuptial) fires,
-+ . And having taken a wife, he must dwell in his own house during the
second period of his life, (Manu, v, 167-9.) p
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The self-immolation of widows on their deceased husbands’
pyre[s] was evidently a custom invented by the priesthood after the
code of Manu was compiled. The laws taught in the schools of
Apastamba, Asvalayana and others older than Manu do not mention
it, neither does the code of Manu. The code of Vishnu, which is
comparatively recent, says that a woman ‘after the death of her
husband should either lead a virtuous life or ascend the funeral pile
of her husband’ (Vishuu, xxv, 2).

Itis very difficult to ascertain the motives of those who invented
the terrible custom of the so-called Suttee, which was regarded as a
sublimely meritorious act. As Manu the greatest authority next to
the Vedas, did notsanction this sacrifice, the priests saw the necessity
of producing some text which would overcome the natural fears of
the widow as well as silence the critic who should refuse to allow
such a horrid rite without strong authority. So the priests said there
was a text in the Rig-veda which, according to their own rendering
reads thus:

Om! Let these women, not to bé widowed, good wives, adorned with
collyrium, holding clarified burter, consign themselves to the fire! Immortal,
not childless, not husbandless, well adorned with gems, let them pass into
the fire whose original element is water.

Here was an authority greater than that of Manu or of any other
law-giver, which could not be disobeyed. The priests and their allies
pictured heaven in the most beautiful colours and described various
enjoyments so vividly that the poor widow became madly imparient
to get to the blessed place in company with her departed husband.
Not only was the woman assured of her getting into heaven by this
sublime-act, but also that by this great sacrifice she would secure
salvation to herself and husband, and to their families [up] to the
seventh generation. Be they even sinful, they would surely attain the
highest bliss in heaven, and prosperity on earth. Who would not
sacrifice herself if she were sure of such a result to herself and her
loved ones? Besides this, she was conscious of the miseries and
degradation to which she would be subjected now that she had
survived her husband. The momentary agony of suffocation in the
flames was nothing compared to her lot as a widow. She gladly
consented and voluntarily offered herself to please the gods and men.
The rite of Suttee is thus described:
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The widow bathed, put on new and bright garments, and, holding kusha
grass in her left hand, sipped water from her right palm, scatte.red some tila
grains, and then, looking eastward, quietly said, ‘Om! On this day I, such
and such a one, of such a family, die in the fire, that I may meet Arundhati,
and reside in Svarga; that the years of my sojourn there may be as many as
the hairs upon my husband, many scores multiplied; that I may enjoy with
him the facilities of heaven, and bless my maternal and paternal ancestors,
and those of my lord’s line; that, praised by Apsara I may go far tlhrough the
fourteen regions of Indra; that pardon may be given to my lord’s sins whether
he have even killed a Brahman, broken the laws of gratitude and truth, or
slain his friend. Now I do ascend this funeral pile of my husband, and I call
upon you, guardians of the eight regions of the world, of sun, moon, air, of
the fire, the ether, the earth and the water, and my own squl. Yama, king of
Death, and you, Day, Night and Twilight, witness that I die for my bcloved:
by his side upon his funeral pile.” Is it wonderful that the passage of the Sati
to her couch of flame was like a public festival, that the snckland sorrowful
prayed her to touch them with her little, fearless, conquering band, t}_uat
criminals were let loose if she looked upon them, that the horse which carried
her was never used again for earthly service? (E. Arnold)

The act was supposed to be altogether a voluntary one, and no
doubrt it was so in many cases. Some died for the love stronger than
death which they cherished for their husbands. Some died not bc-cause
they had been happy in this world, but because they believed with all
the[ir] heart that they should be made happy hereafter. Some, to
obrajn great renown, for tombstones and monuments were crthed
to those who thus died, and afterwards the[ir] names were inscribed
on the long list of family gods; others, again, to escape the thousand
temptations, and sins and miseries which they knew would fall to
their lot as widows. Those who from pure ambition or from
momentary impulse, declared their intentions thus to die, very often
shrank from the fearful altar; no sooner did they feel the heat of the
flames than they tried to leap down and escape the terrible fate, but
it was too late. They had taken the solemn oath which must never be
broken, priests and other men were at hand to force them to remount
the pyre. In Bengal, where this custom was most in practice, countless,

fearful tragedies of this description occurred even after British rule
was long established there. Christian missionaries petitioned the
government to abolish this inhuman custom, but they were told that
the social and religious customs of the people constituted no part of
the business of the government, and that their rule in India might be
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endangered by such interference. The custom went on unmolested
until the first quarter of the present century, when a man from among
the Hindus, Raja Ram Mohun Roy, set his face against it, and declared
that it was not sanctioned by the Veda as the priests claimed. He
‘wrote many books on this subject, showing the wickedness of the
act, and with the noble cooperation of a few friends, he succeeded
at last in getting the government to abolish it. Lord William Bentick,
when Governor-General of India, had the moral courage to enact
the famous law of 1829, prohibiting the Suttee rite within British
domains, and holding as criminals, subject to capital punishment,
those who countenanced it. But it was notuntil 1844 that the law
had any effect upon orthodox Hindu minds.

That the text quoted from the Veda was mistranslated, and a part
of it forged, could have been easily shown had all Brahmans known
the meaning of the Veda. The Vedic language is the oldest form of
Sanskrit, and greatly differs from the later form. Many know the
Vedas by heart and repeat them without a mistake, but few indeed
are those that know the meaning of the texts they repeat. _‘The
Rigveda,” says Max Muller, ‘so far from enforcing the burning of
@gl shows clearly that this custom was not sanctioned during
the earliest period of Indian history. According to the hymns of the
Rigveda, and the Vedic ceremonial contained in the Grihya-sutras,
the wife accompanies the corpse of her husband to the funeral pile,
but she is there addressed with a verse taken from the Rigveda, and
ordered to leave her husband and to return to the world of the living.

‘“Rise, woman”, it is said, “come to the world of life, thou sleepest

nigh unto him whose life is gone. Come to us. Thou hast thus fulfilled
the duties of a wife to the husband, who once took thy hand and
made thee a mother.”

“This verse is preceded by the very verse which the later Brahmins
have falsified and quoted in support of their cruel tenet. The reading
of the verse is beyond all doubt, for there is no various reading, in
our sense of the word, in the whole of Rigveda. Besides, we have the
commentaries and the ceremonials, and nowhere is there any
difference to the text or its meaning. It is addressed to the other

- women who are present at the funeral, and who have to pour oil and
butter on the pile, =

““May these women who are not widows, but have good husbands,
draw near with oil and butter. These who are mothers may go up

v
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first to the altar, without tears, without sorrow, but decked with fine
jewels.”

It was by falsifying a single syllable that the unscrupulous priests
managed to change entirely the meaning of the whole verse. Those
who know the Sanskrit characters can easily understand that the
falsification very likely originated in the carelessness of the transcriber
or copyist, but for all that the priests who permitted the error are
not excusable in the least. Instead of comparing the verse with its
context, they translated it as their fancy dictated and thus under the
pretext of religion they have been the cause of destroying countless
lives for more than two thousand years.

Now that the Suttee rite, partly by the will of the people and
partly by the law of the empire, is prohibited, many good people feel
easy in their minds, thinking that the Hindu widow has been delivered
from the hands of her terrible fate; but little do they realize the true
state of affairs!

Throughout India, except in the Northwestern Provinces, women
are put to the severest trial imaginable after the husband’s death. The
manner in which they are brought up and treated from their earliest
childhood compels them to be slaves to their own petty little interests,
to be passionate lovers of ornaments and of self-adornment, but no
sooner does the husband die than they are deprived of every gold and
silver ornament, of the bright-coloured garments, and of all the things
they love to have about or on their persons. The cruelty of social
customs does not stop here. Among the Brahmans of the Deccan, the
heads of all widows must be shaved reglﬁ;ﬂ};'every fortn.ight."SOme of
the lower castes, too, have adopted this custom of shaving widows’
heads, and have much pridein imitating their high-caste brethren, What
woman is there who does not love the wealth of soft and glossy hair
with which nature has so generously decorated her head? A Hindu

woman thinks it worse than death to lose her beautiful hair. Girls of *

fourteen and fifteen who hardly know the reason why they are so cruelly
deprived of everything they like, are often seen wearing sad
countenances, their eyes swollen from shedding bitter tears. They are
glad to find a dark corner where they may hide their faces as if they
have done something shameful and criminal. The widow must wear a
single coarse garment, white, red or brown. She must eat only one
meal during the twenty-four hours of a day, She must never take part
in family feasts and jubilees, with others. She must not show herself to
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people on auspicious occasions. A man or woman thinks it unluck?' to
behold a widow’s face before seeing any other object in the morning.
A man will postpone his journey if his path happens to be crossed by
a widow at the time of his departure.

A widow is called a ‘inauspicious’. The name ‘rand,” by which she
is generally known, is the same thing that is borne by a Nautch girl or
a harlot. The relatives and neighbours of the young widow’s husband
are always ready to call her bad names, and to address her in abusive
language at every opportunity. There is scarcely a day of her life on
which she is not cursed by these people as the cause of their beloved
friend’s death. The mother-in-law gives vent to her grief by using such
language that, when once heard, burns into a human heart. In shorr,
the young widow’s life is rendered intolerable in every possible way:
There may be exceptions to this rule, but, unhappily, they are not many:
In addition to all this, the young widow is always looked upon with
suspicion, and closely guarded as if she were a prisoner, for fear she
may at any time bring disgrace upon the family by committing some
improper act. The purpose of disfiguring her by shaving her head, by
not allowing her to put ornaments or bright garments on her person,
is to render her less attractive to a man’s eye. Not allowing her to eat

_more than once a day, and compelling her to abstain from food

altogether on sacred days, is a part of the discipline by which to mortify
her youthful nature and desire. She is closely confined to the house,
forbidden even to associate with her female friends as often as she
wishes; no man except her father, brother, uncles and her aunt-cousins
(who are regarded as brothers) is allowed to see or speak with her. Her
life then, destitute as it is of the least literary knowledge, void of all
hope, empty of every pleasure and social advantage, becomes

" intolerable, a curse to herself and to society at large. She has but few

persons to sympathize with her. Her own parents, with whom she
lives in case her husband has no relatives, or if his relatives are unable
to take care of her, do, of course, sympathize with her, but custom
and religious faith have a stronger hold upon them than parental love,
They, too, regard their daughter with concern, lest she bring disgrace
upon their family.

Itis not an uncommon thing for a young widow, without occupation
that may satisfy mind and heart, and unable [any] longer to endure
the slights and suspicions to which she is perpetually subjected, to
escape from her prison-home. But when she gets away from it, where
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shall she go? No respectable family, even of a lower caste, will have her
for a servant. She is completely ignorant of any art by which she may
make an hones living. She has nothing but the single garment which
she wears on her person. Starvation and death stare her in the face; no
ray of hope penetrates her densely-darkened mind. What can she
do? The only alternative before her is either to commit suicide or,
worse still, accept a life of infamy and shame. Oh, cruel is the custom
that drives thousands of young widows to such a fate. Here is a
prayer by a woman doomed to lifelong misery, which will describe
her own and her sisters’ feelings better than any words of mine. It
was written by a pupil of a British Zenana missionary,’ one of the
few Hindu women who can read and write, and one who has tasted
the bitter sorrows and degradation of Hindu widowhood from her
childhood.

Oh Lord, hear my prayer! No one has turned an eye on the oppression that
we poor women suffer, though with weeping, and crying and desire, we
have turned to all sides, hoping that some one would save us. No one has
lifted up his eyelids to look upon us, nor inquire into our case. We have
searched above and below, but Thou art the only One who wilt hear our
complaint. Thou knowest our impotence, our degradation, our dishonour.
O Lord, inquire into our case. For ages, dark ignorance has brooded over
our minds and spirits; like a cloud of dust it rises and wraps us round, and
we are like prisoners in an old and mouldering house, choked and buried in
the dust of custom, and we have no strength to go out. Bruised and beaten,
we are like the dry husks of the sugarcane when the sweet juice has been
extracted. All-knowing God, hear our prayer! Forgive our sins and give us
power of escape, that we may see something of thy world: O Father, when
shall we be set free from this jail? For what sin have we been born to live in
this prison? From Thy throne of judgment justice flows, but it does not
reach us; in this, our lifelong misery, only injustice comes near us. )
Thou hearer of prayer, if we have sinned against Thee, forgive, but we
are too ignorant to know what sin is. Must the punishment of sin fall on
those who are too ignorant to know what it is? O great Lord, our name is
written with drunkards, with lunatics, with imbeciles, with the very animals;
as they are not responsible, we are not. Criminals, confined in jails for life,
are happier than we, for they know something of Thy world. They were not
‘born in prison, but we have not for one day, no, not even in our dreams, seen
Thy world; to us it is nothing but a name; and not having seen the world, we
cannot know thee, its maker. Those who have seen Thy works may learn to
understand Thee, but for us, who are shut in, it is not possible to learn to
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know Thee. We see only four walls of the house. Shall we call them the world,
or India? We have been born in this jail, we have died here, and are dying.

O Father of the world, hast Thou not created us? Or has perchance,
some other god made us? Dost Thou care only for men? Hast Thou no
thought for us women? Why hast Thou created us male and female? O
Almighty, hast Thou not power to make us other than we are, that we too
might have some share in the comforts of this life? The cry of the oppressed
is heard even in the world. Then canst Thou look upon our victim hosts,
and shut Thy doors of justice? O God Almighty and Unapproachable, think
upon Thy mercy, which is a vast sea, and remember us. O Lord, save us, for
we cannot bear our hard lot; many of us have killed ourselves, and we are
still killing ourselves. O God of mercy, our prayer to Thee is this, that the
curse may be removed from the women of India. Create in the hearts of the
men some sympathy, that our lives may no longer be passed in vain longing,
that saved by Thy mercy, we may taste something of the joys of life. 3

A Hindu gentleman contributes an article entitled ‘The Hindu
Widow," to The Nineteenth Century. I quote from this as testimony
from the other sex, of the truthfulness of my statement, lest I should

appear to exaggerate the miserable condition to which my sister-widows
are doomed for life:

The widow who has no parents has to pass her whole life under the roof of
her father-in-law, and then she knows no comfort whatever. She has to meet
from her late husband?’s relations only unkind looks and unjust reproaches.
She has to work like a slave, and for the reward of all her drudgery she only
receives hatred and abhorrence from her mother-in-law and sisters-in-law.
If there is any disorder in the domestic arrangements of the family, the widow
is blamed and cursed for it. Among Hindus, women cannor inherit any
paternal property, and if a widow is left any property by her husband she
cannot call it her own. All her wealth belongs to her son, if she has any, and
if she has nobody to inherit it she is made to adopt an heir, and give hi;n all
her property directly he comes of age, and herself live on a bare allowance
granted by him. Even death cannot save a widow from indignities. For
?vhen a wife dies she is burnt in the clothes she had on, but a widow’s corpse
is covered with a coarse white cloth, and there is little ceremony at her funeral.

‘The English have abolished sati (suttee), but alas! neither the English
nor the angels know what goes on in our houses, and the Hindus not only
dq not care, but think it good!” Such were the words of a widow; and well
might she exclaim that ‘neither the English nor the angels know, and that
the Hindus not only don’t care, but think it good’; for Hindu as 1 am, I can
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vouch for her statement that very few Hindus have a fair knowledge of the
actual sufferings of the widows among them, and fewer still care to know
the evils and horrors of the barbarous customs which victimises their own
sisters and daughters in so ruthless a manner; nay, on the contrary, the
majority of the orthodox Hindus consider the practice to be good and
salutary. Only the Hindu widows know their own sufferings; it is perfectly
impossible for any other mortal, or even ‘the angels,’ (as the widow says) to
realise them. One can easily imagine how hard the widow’s lot must be . . ,
when to the continuous course of fastings, self-inflictions and humiliations
is added the galling ill-treatment which she receives from her own relations
and friends. To a Hindu widow, death is a thousand times more welcome
than her miserable existence. It is no doubt this feeling that drove in former
times many widows to immolate themselves on the funeral pyres of their
dead husbands. (Devendra N. Das, The Nineteenth Century, September 1886.)

There is a class of reformers who think that they will meet all the
wants of widows by establishing the re-marriage system. This system
should certainly be introduced for the benefit of the infant widows

who wish to marty on coming to age; but at the same time, it should .
, be remembered that this alone is incapable and insufficient to meet
" their wants.

In the first place, widow-marriage among the high-caste people
will not for a long time become an approved custom, The old idea is
too deeply rooted in the heart of society to be soon removed. Second,
there are not many men who will boldly come forward and marry
widows, even if the widows wish it. It is one thing to talk about
doing things contrary to the approved custom, but to practise [it] is
quite another matter. It is now about fifty years since the movement
called widow-marriage among the high-caste Hindus was started,
but those who have practised it are but few. I have known men of
great learning and high reputation who took oaths to the effect that
if they were to become widowers and wished to marry again they

ywould marry widows. But no sooner had their first wives died than

they forgot all about the oaths and married pretty little maidens.
Society threatens them with excommunication, their friends and
relatives entreat them with tears in their eyes, others offer money
and maids if they will consent to give up the idea of marrying a
widow. Can flesh and blood resist these temprations? If some men
wish to be true to their convictions, they must be prepared to suffer
perpetual martyrdom. After marrying a widow they are sure to be

THE HIGH-CASTE HINDU WOMAN 169

cut off from all connection with society and friend.s, and even with
their nearest relarives. In such a case, no faithful Hindu would evc;r
give them assistance if they were to fall i}'j distress or become unable
to eagn their daily bread; they will be ridiculed and hated by all m?.
How many people are there in the world who would mak.e this
cremendous sacrifice on the altar of conscience? The persecution to
be endured by people who transgress established customs is 50 great
that life becomes a burden. A few years ago, a high-caste man in
Cutch (Northwestern India) ventured to marry a widow, but to endure
the persecution which ensued was beyond his power, and t!’@ wretched
fellow was soon after found dead, having committed su1§1de.

Re-marriage, therefore, is not available, nor would it be at all
times desirable, as a mitigation of the sufferer’s lot. So, the.pogr,
helpless high-caste widow with the one chancle of cn_dmg her miseries
in the Suttee rite taken away from her, remains as in ages past with
none to help her.

80

2 HOW THE CONDITION OF
_WOMEN TELLS UPON SOCIETY

Those who have done their best to keep women in a state of complete
dependence and ignorance, vehemently deny that this has anything to
do with the present degradation of the Hindu nation. I pass over the
hundreds of nonsenses which are brought forward as the strongest
reasons for keeping women in ignorance and dependence. They have
already been forced out into the broad day-llght'of a generous
civilization, and have been put to the fiery proof of science anfi found
wanting. Above all, the noble example of thousands of women in many
countries have burned the so-called reasons to ashes. But thelr.ghosts
are still hovering over the land of the Hindus and are frightemng the
timid and the ignorant to death. Let us hope that in God’s good time,
all these devils shall be forever cast out of India’s body.; meanwhile, it
is our duty to take the matter into serious consideration, and to put
forth our best endeavours to hasten the glad day for India’s daug,hters,
aye, and for her sons also; because in spite of the proud assertions of




