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Abstract

This research paper examines the pivotal role of Raja Ram Mohan Roy in the abolition of Sati and his
broader contributions to women's rights in colonial India. Through historical analysis and examination of
primary and secondary sources, this study explores how Roy's progressive ideology, rooted in both
rational thought and Hindu scriptures, challenged entrenched patriarchal practices. The paper analyzes
Roy's strategic approach to social reform, his collaboration with British colonial authorities, and the
lasting impact of his advocacy on women's rights in India. The research demonstrates that Roy's
multifaceted campaign against Sati represented a watershed moment in Indian social reform, establishing
precedents for future women's rights movements while navigating the complex dynamics of colonial
power structures.
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Introduction

The practice of Sati, wherein widows were compelled or encouraged to immolate themselves on their
deceased husbands' funeral pyres, represented one of the most severe manifestations of gender oppression
in colonial India. This barbaric custom, deeply entrenched in certain sections of Hindu society,
particularly in Bengal, came under intense scrutiny during the early 19th century through the relentless
efforts of social reformers, most notably Raja Ram Mohan Roy (1772-1833). Roy's campaign against Sati
was not merely an isolated humanitarian endeavour but formed part of a comprehensive vision for
women's rights and social modernization in colonial India.

The significance of Roy's contribution extends beyond the mere abolition of a harmful practice; it
represents a fundamental shift in Indian intellectual discourse regarding women's status in society. His
approach combined scriptural interpretation, rational argumentation, and strategic political maneuvering,

setting a template for future social reform movements in India. This research paper examines Roy's
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multidimensional role in the abolition of Sati and analyzes how his efforts contributed to the broader

framework of women's rights in colonial India.

Literature Review

Scholarly discourse on Raja Ram Mohan Roy's role in Sati abolition has evolved significantly over the
past century. Early biographical works by Sophia Dobson Collet (1913) established Roy as the "Father of
Modern India," emphasizing his progressive outlook and reformist zeal. Subsequent scholarship has
provided more nuanced analyses of his contributions and motivations.

Lata Mani's seminal work "Contentious Traditions™ (1998) offers a critical feminist perspective on the Sati
debate, arguing that women themselves were largely absent from the discourse, which was primarily
conducted between male reformers and traditionalists. Mani contends that the debate was as much about
colonial authority and Hindu tradition as it was about women's welfare.

Sumit Sarkar's "Modern India: 1885-1947" (1983) contextualizes Roy's efforts within the broader
framework of the Bengali Renaissance, highlighting how social reform was intertwined with political and
cultural awakening. Sarkar emphasizes the class and regional specificities of Roy's movement, noting that
Sati was primarily prevalent among upper-caste Bengali families.

Recent scholarship by historians like Tanika Sarkar (2001) and Partha Chatterjee (1993) has examined the
gendered dimensions of colonial discourse on Indian society, providing insights into how debates about
Sati were embedded in larger questions of civilization, progress, and colonial legitimacy.

Historical Context of Sati in Colonial India

The practice of Sati had ancient roots in Indian society, though its prevalence and social sanction varied
considerably across regions and time periods. By the early 19th century, the practice had become
particularly entrenched in Bengal, especially among Brahmin and Kshatriya families. British colonial
records indicate that between 1815 and 1824, approximately 5,997 cases of Sati were recorded in the
Bengal Presidency alone (Sharma, 1988).

The colonial encounter brought new perspectives to bear on traditional Indian practices. While some
British officials viewed Sati as evidence of Indian barbarism requiring intervention, others advocated non-
interference in religious customs. This ambivalence created a space for Indian reformers like Roy to

influence colonial policy while simultaneously challenging orthodox Hindu opinion.
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The economic dimensions of Sati were equally significant. In many cases, the practice served to eliminate

widows who might otherwise inherit property or require family support. This economic maotivation,
disguised as religious duty, made Sati particularly attractive to families facing financial constraints (Yang,
1989).

Raja Ram Mohan Roy: Biographical Overview

Raja Ram Mohan Roy was born in 1772 in Radhanagar, Bengal, into a prosperous Brahmin family. His
early education exposed him to diverse intellectual traditions, including Sanskrit, Arabic, Persian, and
later English literature. This multilingual competence enabled him to engage with various religious and
philosophical systems, contributing to his syncretic worldview.

Roy's personal experience with Sati was traumatic and formative. Traditional accounts suggest that he
witnessed the immolation of his sister-in-law, though historical verification of this claim remains disputed.
Regardless of the specific catalyst, Roy developed a deep antipathy toward practices that subordinated
women and caused unnecessary suffering.

His intellectual development was influenced by Enlightenment rationalism, Unitarian Christianity, and
reformed Hindu philosophy. This unique synthesis enabled him to critique traditional practices from
within the Hindu framework while drawing upon universal principles of human dignity and reason
(Killingley, 1993).

Roy's Campaign Against Sati: Strategies and Arguments

Scriptural Interpretation and Religious Authority

Roy's primary strategy in challenging Sati was to contest its scriptural legitimacy. He meticulously
examined Hindu texts, particularly the Vedas, Upanishads, and dharma shastras, demonstrating that Sati
was not mandated by Hindu scripture. In his treatise "A Conference between an Advocate for and an
Opponent of the Practice of Burning Widows Alive" (1818), Roy argued that the practice contradicted
fundamental Hindu principles of non-violence (ahimsa) and respect for life.

Roy's scriptural arguments were particularly effective because they challenged orthodox defenders of Sati
on their own ground. By demonstrating superior knowledge of Sanskrit texts and invoking ancient
authorities, he undermined claims that opposition to Sati represented foreign or anti-Hindu influence

(Rammohun Roy, 1818).
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Rational and Humanitarian Arguments

Beyond scriptural interpretation, Roy deployed Enlightenment principles of reason and universal human
rights to condemn Sati. He argued that no religious tradition could legitimately require the sacrifice of
innocent life and that true religion must promote human welfare rather than suffering. His pamphlets and
newspaper articles, particularly in "Sambad Kaumudi," consistently emphasized the fundamental injustice
of compelling widows to die against their will.

Roy's rational approach extended to demographic and social arguments. He pointed out that Sati was not
universally practiced across India, suggesting that regional variations undermined claims of religious
necessity. He also highlighted the selective application of the practice, noting that it was rarely expected
of elderly widows or those from poor families (Sen, 2000).

Political Mobilization and Colonial Engagement

Recognizing that moral arguments alone might prove insufficient, Roy actively lobbied British colonial
authorities for legal intervention. He cultivated relationships with sympathetic British officials, including
Governor-General Lord William Bentinck, providing them with detailed documentation of Sati cases and
their circumstances.

Roy's political strategy was sophisticated and multi-pronged. He organized petitions, mobilized public
opinion through his newspapers, and built coalitions with other reformers. When orthodox groups
petitioned against the proposed ban on Sati, Roy counter-mobilized, demonstrating that progressive Hindu
opinion also deserved consideration in colonial policy-making (Majumdar, 1941).

The Legal Abolition of Sati (1829)

The culmination of Roy's campaign came with Lord William Bentinck's Regulation XVII of 1829, which
declared Sati illegal throughout British India. The regulation stated that the practice of Sati was "revolting
to the feelings of human nature” and incompatible with "the paramount dictates of justice and humanity"
(Government of India, 1829).

Roy's influence on this legislation was both direct and indirect. Directly, he provided Bentinck with
detailed briefs on the scriptural and rational arguments against Sati. Indirectly, his sustained campaign had
shifted public discourse, making legal intervention politically feasible for the colonial government.

The passage of the regulation was not without controversy. Orthodox Hindu groups, led by figures like

Radhakanta Deb, organized resistance and appealed to the Privy Council in London. However, Roy's
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counter-mobilization proved decisive. He traveled to England in 1830 to defend the legislation,

demonstrating his commitment to ensuring its permanence (Zastoupil, 2010).

Opposition and Challenges

Roy's campaign against Sati faced significant opposition from multiple quarters. Orthodox Hindu leaders
accused him of betraying tradition and collaborating with foreign rulers to undermine Hindu society. They
argued that Sati was a sacred practice validated by scripture and that its abolition represented colonial
interference in religious matters.

The opposition employed various strategies to discredit Roy's arguments. They questioned his Sanskrit
scholarship, accused him of being influenced by Christian missionaries, and organized social boycotts
against his supporters. Some even threatened violence against Roy and his associates, forcing him to
maintain armed guards for protection (Kopf, 1979).

Conservative newspapers like "Samachar Chandrika™ published regular attacks on Roy's positions,
creating a sustained media campaign against reform. This opposition forced Roy to continuously refine his
arguments and build broader coalitions to support his cause.

Broader Implications for Women's Rights

Roy's campaign against Sati had implications extending far beyond the specific practice itself. His
arguments established important precedents for women's rights advocacy in India, including:

Education and Empowerment

Roy consistently argued that women's subordination stemmed partly from their exclusion from education.
He advocated for female education as both an inherent right and a practical necessity for social progress.
This position laid groundwork for later educational reforms and women's rights movements (Borthwick,
1984).

Property Rights and Economic Independence

Roy's analysis of Sati revealed its connections to property inheritance and women's economic
vulnerability. His critique implied that women needed independent economic rights to escape such

exploitation, though he did not develop comprehensive proposals for property reform during his lifetime.

IJSDR2509087 | International Journal of Scientific Development and Research (IJSDR) www.ijsdr.org | a728



ISSN:2455-2631 September 2025 IJSDR | Volume 10 Issue 9
Agency and Consent

Central to Roy's arguments was the principle that women possessed inherent dignity and agency. His
emphasis on consent and voluntary choice challenged patriarchal assumptions about women's capacity for
independent decision-making, establishing philosophical foundations for later feminist arguments.

Impact and Legacy

The immediate impact of Sati abolition was measurable in terms of lives saved and social transformation.
However, Roy's broader influence on women's rights discourse proved equally significant. His
methodology of combining scriptural interpretation with rational argument became a template for
subsequent reform movements.

Roy's approach influenced later reformers like Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, who successfully campaigned
for widow remarriage legalization, and Jyotirao Phule, who extended women's rights arguments to include
lower-caste women. The intellectual frameworks developed during the Sati campaign informed debates
about child marriage, purdah, and women's political participation throughout the 19th and early 20th
centuries (Forbes, 1996).

Internationally, Roy's campaign contributed to global discussions about women's rights and social reform.
His correspondence with British reformers and his presence in England during the 1830s helped
disseminate Indian reform ideas to broader audiences, establishing early connections between Indian and
global women's rights movements.

Critical Perspectives and Limitations

Contemporary feminist scholarship has offered important critiques of Roy's approach and its limitations.
Lata Mani (1998) argues that the Sati debate, despite its humanitarian objectives, maintained patriarchal
structures by centering male voices while marginalizing women's own perspectives and experiences.
Critics also note that Roy's reform agenda was primarily focused on upper-caste Hindu women, with
limited attention to the experiences of lower-caste or Muslim women. This class and community bias
reflected the social limitations of early 19th-century reform movements, which were largely led by elite
men (Chakravarti, 1989).

Additionally, some scholars argue that Roy's collaboration with colonial authorities inadvertently

legitimized British intervention in Indian society, potentially undermining indigenous capacity for self-
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reform. This critique raises complex questions about the relationship between social progress and political

autonomy in colonial contexts.

Methodology

This research employed historical analysis methodology, examining primary sources including Roy's
writings, colonial government records, contemporary newspapers, and parliamentary debates. Secondary
sources included scholarly monographs, journal articles, and biographical studies spanning the past
century of historiography on Roy and Sati abolition.

The analysis triangulated multiple source types to construct a comprehensive understanding of Roy's role
and its broader implications. Particular attention was paid to identifying potential biases in colonial
records and later hagiographic treatments of Roy's contributions.

Conclusion

Raja Ram Mohan Roy's role in the abolition of Sati represents a pivotal moment in the history of women's
rights in colonial India. His multifaceted campaign, combining scriptural scholarship, rational argument,
and political mobilization, successfully challenged one of the most extreme manifestations of gender
oppression in 19th-century Indian society.

Roy's contributions extended beyond the specific issue of Sati to establish broader frameworks for
women's rights advocacy. His emphasis on education, agency, and inherent dignity provided intellectual
foundations for subsequent reform movements. Moreover, his methodology of internal critique combined
with strategic engagement with colonial authorities created templates for social change that influenced
generations of reformers.

However, contemporary critical perspectives highlight important limitations in Roy's approach, including
its elite bias and the marginalization of women's own voices in the reform discourse. These critiques do
not diminish Roy's historical significance but rather contextualize his contributions within the complex
dynamics of colonial society and patriarchal structures.

The abolition of Sati marked the beginning rather than the culmination of women's rights advocacy in
India. Roy's legacy lies not only in the specific reform he achieved but in the intellectual and political
frameworks he established for ongoing struggles for gender equality. His work demonstrates both the
possibilities and limitations of elite-led social reform in colonial contexts, providing valuable insights for

understanding the complex evolution of women's rights movements in India.
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The contemporary relevance of Roy's work extends beyond historical interest. His integration of

traditional and modern arguments, his emphasis on rational discourse, and his recognition of the

interconnections between various forms of oppression offer valuable lessons for ongoing efforts to

promote gender equality and social justice. As India continues to grapple with gender-based violence and

discrimination, Roy's legacy serves as both inspiration and cautionary tale about the possibilities and

limitations of social reform.
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