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THE COMMISSION OF SATI (PREVENTION) ACT, 1987 

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE ACT 

Though sati was abolished but it continued to operate even after Swaraj. The revival was in the 

village of Deorala, Rajasthan with Roop Kanwar1 performing sati on the funeral pyre of her 

husband. Roopkuvarba Kanwar was a Rajput woman. She had burned herself alive at Deorala 

village of Sikar district in Rajasthan, India. At the time, she was 18 years old and had been married 

for eight months to Maal Singh Shekhawat, who had died a day earlier at age 24, and had no 

children. A woman who commits sati is traditionally glorified and immortalised. Temples are 

constructed as memorials and the “Sati Mata” is worshipped as a deity as she is supposed to have 

the powers of a goddess. The sati sthal or the place where a woman was supposed to have 

immortalised herself as “Sati” attracts a large number of devotees every year. It is said that there 

are a large number of sati temples in India, the majority being in Rajasthan. The Deorala incident 

became a rallying point for Hindu fundamentalists. The various religious festivities and rituals 

connected with it trampled over all preventive measures of the State Government, and even the 

prohibitive order of the High Court against the chunri ceremony was ignored and tendered 

ineffective – a nullity. Huge amounts were collected for the construction of a temple for Sati Mata, 

Roop Kanwar. Having failed to take stiff and prompt action in Deorala, the government decided 

to make amends by passing an anti-sati law. After the State law demands were made and even 

writs filed in the Supreme Court to direct the Central Government to enact a Central legislation, 

the Commission of Sati (Prevention) Act, 1987 was passed.  

ENACTMENT OF THE ACT 

The Government of Rajasthan had enacted a law in 1987 named Sati (Prevention) Act, 1987. This 

law became an Act after the Parliament of India had enacted it in the Thirty-Eighth Year of 

Republic of India. This Act is called the Commission of Sati (Prevention) Act, 1987. This Act 

extends to the whole of India. It came into force on the date on which the Central Government had 

notified in the Official Gazette.  

OBJECT BEHIND THE ENACTMENT OF THE ACT 

The Commission of Sati (Prevention) Act, 1987, a Central Legislation begins with a Preamble. 

The Preamble states that this Act was enacted to provide for more effective prevention of the 

commission of sati or any other act which was committed as a matter of connection or was 

incidental. Sati, which in itself means burning or burying alive of widows or women after the death 

of her husband and along with her husband caused intense disgust among human beings and it is 

now abolished and not practised anywhere, by any religions of India. Earlier it was considered as 

an imperative duty conducted by the hierarchies of the society but today this practice has been 

removed from the society completely. So this Act was enacted to necessitate that more effective 

measures are taken to prevent the commission of sati and its glorification.  

 
1 Roop Kanwar Mathur v. The State of Rajasthan & Ors. 2000 (2) WLC 192, 1999 (1) WLN 659 

https://www.legitquest.com/case/roop-kanwar-mathur-v-the-state-of-rajasthan-and-ors/168636
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The Act is divided into five parts: 

❖ Preliminary, which includes Definitions.  

❖ Punishments for offences relating to Sati.  

❖ Powers of Collector or District Magistrate to prevent offences relating to Sati.  

❖ Special Courts.  

❖ Miscellaneous.  

 

 

PART I - PRELIMINARY  

❖ IMPORTANT DEFINITIONS 

1. Code – Section 2(1) (a) defines “code” as the Code of Criminal Procedure, 1973. 
2. Glorification – The term “glorification of sati” like the term sati, has been defined very 

broadly. Section 2(1)(b) states that glorification of sati, whether it was committed before 

or after the commencement of this Act, includes the following things: 

➢ Any observance or procession of ceremony of sati.  

➢ Any support, justification or propagation of the practice of sati in whatsoever 

manner possible.  

➢ Any functional arrangement to eulogise, or praise the person committing sati.  

➢ Any trust creation, or fund raiser, or temple construction or any other structure, or 

worshipping or performing any ceremony to provide high respect or preservation 

of memory of the person who commits sati.  

3. Sati – The act of sati basically involves three stages – the act itself, i. e., burning or sati, 

its glorification, and the culmination with the establishment of a temple dedicated to the 

Sati. The Act tries to define these three important concepts irrespective of the fact whether 

the act of sati was committed or not. According to Section 2(1)(c) “sati” means the burning 

or burying alive of: 

➢ Any woman who is a widow, along with the dead body of her deceased husband or 

any other relative of her deceased husband, or with any article, or object or thing 

which was used by or associated with her husband or any such relative.  

➢ Any woman along with the body of any such relative of her husband, irrespective 

of the fact whether such burning or burying was voluntarily performed by the 

widow or the woman. 

4. Special Courts – Part IV of this Act deals with “special courts”. It is a court where the 

trials of the offences committed under this Act are taken place. The State Government 

constitutes one or more special courts for the trial of offences committed under this Act by 

notifying in the Official Gazette. A Special Public Prosecutor is appointed by the State 

Government for every Special Court.  

5. Temple – Temple has been defined under Section 2(1)(e) of the Act. It includes any roofed 

or unroofed building or any other similar structure which is build or constructed in 

remembrance of the person for whom a woman has undergone sati. A temple is any place 
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which is used or intended to be used for worshipping or observing of any such ceremony 

which is connected to the commission of sati.  

6. Any words or expression which are used in this Act but not defined under this Act will be 

referred from the definitions of Indian Penal Code (IPC), 1860 or the Code of Criminal 

Procedure (CRPC), 1973. Those words or expressions will have the same meaning in this 

Act.  

 

 

PART II - PUNISHMENTS FOR OFFENCES RELATING TO SATI 

❖ ATTEMPT TO COMMIT SATI 

Section 3 of the Act prescribes punishment for planning or trying to commit sati. It lays 

down that not considering anything which is mentioned in IPC, 1860, any individual who 

attempts to commit sati or does anything which is said to be commission of sati is to be 

punished with imprisonment for a period of one year (1 year) or with fine or could also be 

both.  

The proviso to Section 3 provides that the circumstances which results in the commission 

of the offence, the act committed, the mind state of one who is charged with the offence at 

the time of commission of the act, and all other relevant factors should be taken into 

consideration by the Special Courts while trying any offence under this section before 

convicting any individual.  

The section reflects and confirms the belief of the legislators that the woman attempting to 

commit sati is the principal offender, though she could also be treated with some leniency 

if the circumstances are proven to be like would merit kindness from the court.  

❖ ABETMENT OF SATI 

Section 4 of the Act relates to all those who take part in burning or burying the woman, 

whether as sightseers or as organisers. They are the principal accused in a case of the most 

heinous kind of murder. The burden of proof lies on them according to Section 16 of the 

Act. The section makes punishable: 

➢ Abetment of commission of Sati, and 

➢ Abetment of attempt to commit Sati.  

In cases of abetting committing of sati, either directly or indirectly, capital punishment 

or imprisonment for life along with fine is provided. The abetment of attempt to commit 

sati has been provided with a punishment of imprisonment for life and fine.  

For the purpose of elucidating what will be abetment, the acts or the like that would be 

deemed to be an abetment are provided in the Explanation to sub-section (2) of Section 

4 of the Commission of Sati (Prevention) Act, 1987. The Explanation to sub-section 

(2) of Section 4 states: 

➢ Inducement to any widow or any woman for burning her or burying her alive 

along with the dead body of her husband or with any other relative of her 

deceased husband or with any article, object or thing which was associated with 
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her deceased husband or such relative, not considering whether her mind state 

is stable or she is in an intoxicated state or under stupefaction or any other cause 

which led her to commit sati of her free will.  

➢ By giving false hopes and belief to any widow or woman that by committing 

sati, she or her deceased husband or relative or their family would attain some 

spiritual benefit which will lead to their general well-being.  

➢ Encouraging or instigating any widow or woman to remain fixed in her decision 

of committing sati.  

➢ Participating in any procession of sati or helping the widow or woman in her 

decision to commit sati by taking her to the cremation or burial ground along 

with the body of her deceased husband.  

➢ By being present at the place of commission of sati or by actively participating 

in the ceremony or commission of sati.  

➢ To prevent or create obstacles to stop the widow or the woman from saving 

herself from being burnt or buried alive.  

➢ To obstruct the police or interfere while he is discharging his duties to prevent 

the commission of sati. 

❖ PUNISHMENT FOR GLORIFICATION OF SATI 
Glorification is the intentional colouring of the act of sati with religion which is dangerous 

to the social order. An assault on the dignity of a woman cannot be allowed to be glorified. 

Hence, Section 5 of this Act provides punishment for glorification of sati. It provides that 

any person who does any act for the glorification of sati should be punished with 

imprisonment for not less than one year (1 year) and it may extend to seven years (7 years) 

and with fine of not less than five thousand rupees (Rs. 5,000) but the fine may extend to 

thirty thousand rupees (Rs. 30,000). 

PART III – POWERS OF COLLECTOR OR DISTRICT MAGISTRATE TO 

PREVENT OFFENCES RELATING TO SATI 

❖ POWER TO PROHIBIT CERTAIN ACTS 

Under the Act powers have been given to the Collector or the District Magistrate to prohibit 

the commission or glorification of sati.  
➢ Section 6(1) says that the Collector or the District Magistrate can prohibit the 

commission of sati by any person in any area if he believes that such an act or 

abetment is being conducted or will be conducted.  

➢ The Collector or the District Magistrate has the power to prohibit the glorification 

of sati by any person in any area.  

➢ If any individual contravenes any order made under sub-section (1) or (2) of Section 

6 will be punished with imprisonment for a period of not less than one year, 

extendable to seven years and with fine from five thousand rupees (Rs. 5,000) to 

thirty thousand rupees (Rs. 30,000). This punishment is provided if such 

contravention is not punishable under any other provision of this Act.  
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The Commission of Sati (Prevention) Rules, 1988 vide Rule 3 provides that of the State 

Government feels necessary may impose and direct the village officers with all the 

powers of the Collector or the District Magistrate. Rule 4(1) provides that every 

prohibitory order under Section 6 of the Commission of Sati (Prevention) Act, 1987, 

shall be made by beating the drum or by any other customary method in the village, 

town or city or locality in the sati has been conducted. Rule 4(2) states that the 

prohibitory order shall be displayed the conspicuous area in which sati is committed 

and a copy of the order shall be displayed at the office of the officer who issued the 

prohibitory order. Display of the prohibitory order is sufficient to serve a notice to all 

the people in the concerned area. 

❖ POWER TO REMOVE CERTAIN TEMPLES OR OTHER 

STRUCTURE 

Section 7 of the Act states that the State Government or the Collector or the District 

Magistrate has the power to direct the removal of any temple or any other structure, other 

than which has been in existence for not less than twenty years, which is used for 

worshipping, or performing any ceremony to provide respect or preserve the memory of 

any person who has committed sati, through a police officer not below the rank of a sub-

inspector at the cost of the defaulter.  

Rule 5(1) of the Commission of Sati (Prevention) Rules, 1988, states that before making 

any such order, the State Government or any officer, authorised by the State Government 

in this behalf, shall give at least ninety days (90 days) notice to the person or persons, who 

is/are involved in the acts complained of and also to the owners or occupiers of the temple 

or other structure which was directed to be removed.  

Rule 5(2) states that the notice shall specify the temple or the structure which is directed to 

be removed along with its location or other particulars. It shall also specify the details of 

the owners or occupiers of the temple or structure and the specific instances of the worship 

or ceremony which contravenes the provision of Section 7 of the Commission of Sati 

(Prevention) Act, 1987.  

Rule 5(3) states that the Government or the officer who is authorised by the State 

Government order the removal of the temple or structure after giving reasonable 

opportunity of hearing the persons specified in the order. This order is to be conducted by 

the police officer who is not below the rank of the Sub-Inspector.  

Rule 6 of the Commission of Sati (Prevention) Rules, 1988, states that for issuing a 

prohibitory order under Section 7 of the Commission of Sati (Prevention) Act, 1987, by 

the Collector or the District Magistrate that before making any order for the removal of any 

temple or structure, he must give at least ninety days notice to the person or persons 

involved in the acts complained of and also to the owners and occupiers of the temple or 

structure proposed to be removed.  

❖ POWER TO SEIZE CERTAIN PROPERTIES 

The Collector or the District Magistrate has been given power of seizure of certain 

properties. It has been provided in Section 8 of the Act that where the Collector or District 

Magistrate has reason to believe that any funds or property is collected or acquired for the 
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purpose of glorification of the commission of sati or any circumstances which create 

suspicion of the offence of sati, he may seize such funds or property and shall report the 

seizure to the Special Court.  

PART IV – SPECIAL COURTS 

❖ SPECIAL COURTS AND SPECIAL PUBLIC PROSECUTORS 

Section 9 of the Act prescribes constitution of Special Courts to try all offences under the 

Act. The State Government shall constitute one or more Special Courts for the trial of 

offences and the powers to be exercised will be as specified in the notification. The Special 

Court shall be presided over by a judge who has been a Sessions Judge or Additional 

Sessions Judge immediately before being appointed by the State Government with the 

concurrence of the Chief Justice of the High Court.  

For every Special Court, under Section 10 of the Act, it has been provided that there shall 

be appointed a Special Public Prosecutor who has been an advocate for not less than seven 

years (7 years) or has held any post for a period of not less than seven years (7 years) under 

the State requiring special knowledge of law. The Special Public Prosecutor shall be 

deemed to be a Public Prosecutor within the meaning of Section 2 of Code of Criminal 

Procedure, 1973 and the provisions of IPC, 1806. 

❖ PROCEDURE AND POWERS OF SPECIAL COURTS 

Section 11 of the Act states that a Special Court has all the powers of a Court of Session 

and shall try such offence as if it were a Court of Session, in accordance with the procedure 

prescribed in the Code for trial before a Sessions Court. It may take cognizance of any 

offence, without the accused being committed thereto for trial, upon receiving a complaint 

of facts which constitute such offence or upon a police report of such facts.  

Section 12 states that Special Court when trying any offence under this  

Act can also try the other offence with which the accused could also be charged under the 

Code at an equivalent trial if the offence is connected with such other offence. If it is found 

that while trying any offence under this Act the accused has committed any other offence 

under this Act or any other law, the accused may be convicted by a Special Court, and any 

sentence may be passed against the accused person, as authorised by this Act or such other 

law for the punishment.  

In every enquiry or trial the proceedings shall be held as expeditiously as possible and, 

especially, where the examination of witnesses has begun, an equivalent shall be continued 

from day-to-day until all the witnesses attending are examined, and if any Special Court 

finds the adjournment of an equivalent beyond the subsequent date to be necessary, it shall 

record its reasons.  

The Special Court under Section 13 of the Act possesses to declare that any article or 

property seized by the Collector or District Magistrate under Section 8 of the Act shall 

stand forfeited to the State.  

Rule 7 of the Commission of Sati (Prevention) Rules, 1988, says that as soon as the order 

of removal of the temple or structure is executed, the State Government or the Collector or 

the District Magistrate shall prepare an inventory of all material and other property 

obtained after the removal of such temple or structure, specifying in it the place where it is 
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lodged or kept, and shall forward the intimation thereof to the Special Court for declaration 

of forfeiture of the said material or property to the State under Section 13 of the Act, if the 

Special Court considers it necessary to do so, and shall also give a copy of the inventory to 

the owners or occupiers of the temple or structure removed. 

❖ APPEAL 

Section 14 of the Act provides for appeal from the order of a Special Court. As we all know 

the concept of audi alteram partem, i. e., the principle of being heard, every party, be it the 

victim or the accused has the right to be heard for fair and impartial judgement. So an 

appeal is also a right from any judgement, sentence or order which is not an interlocutory 

order, of a Special Court to the High Court, both on facts and on law.  

All appeals made under this section shall be given preference only if it made within thirty 

days (30 days) from the date of the judgement, sentence or order appealed from.  

The proviso to this section provides that if the appellant can satisfy the Court with any 

sufficient cause for not appealing within 30 days period, the High Court may entertain such 

appeal even after the said period had expired. 

PART V – MISCELLANEOUS  

❖ OBLIGATION TO REPORT 

Section 17 of the Act imposes an obligation on certain public servants to assist the police 

in the apprehension of culprits. It is laid down that all officers of Government is required 

to assist the police in the execution of the rules or orders made under the provisions of this 

Act. All village officers who are appointed by the Collector or the District Magistrate and 

the inhabitants in that area shall report to the nearest police station if they come to know 

that any act relating to the commission of sati is being conducted or will be conducted. 

Contravention of these obligations may result in a punishment of imprisonment for up to 

two years along with fine. The imprisonment may be simple or rigorous.  

❖ DISQUALIFICATION OF CONVICTS 

Section 18 of the Act provides that any person who has been convicted for the offence of 

abetment of sati under Section 4 of the Act is disqualified from inheriting the property of 

the person to whom sati was committed or the property of the deceased person.  

❖ AMENDMENTS 

A person who is convicted of any offence under the Act incurs the disqualification for 

contesting any election for a period of five years (5 years) from the date of conviction. The 

Act has inserted a new clause in the Representation of the People Act, 1951. The newly 

inserted clause runs: 

Section 123 (3-B) – MAJOR CORRUPT PRACTICES  

If any candidate of election or his agent or any other person who has the consent of the 

candidate or his election agent is related to corrupt practice of commission or glorification 

of sati, it would affect the election of any candidate.  
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CONCLUSION 

In spite of the enactment, another incident of sati in Madhya Pradesh has shocked the conscience. 

The enactment of a law is not a guarantee for its implementation. That apart, its politicisation and 

the commercial value attached to it overtakes its religious significance.  

The question whether performance of chunri ceremony in sati temple amounts to glorification of 

sati or not was left open by the court in All India Democratic Women’s Assn. & Janwadi Samiti 

v. Union of India2. Funds and other articles collected by management of s sati temple were 

directed by interim order of the court to be deposited in a nationalised bank. The release of funds 

and articles was demanded by the temple management for maintenance of temple complex and 

performance of daily rites. There were also the demand of the petitioner to convert the temple into 

rehabilitation camps. It was held by the court that demand of the petitioner to convert the temple 

into rehabilitation camps for uncared-for ladies cannot be countenanced in absence of any 

provisions in the Act or under any law warranting such change of users of the temple premises.  
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