
	
  
	
   	
  



	
  



	
  
	
   	
  



	
  
	
   	
  



	
  



Further	
  Reflections	
  on	
  Arranged	
  Marriage	
  –	
  Update	
  from	
  Serena	
  Nanda,	
  2011	
  
	
   	
  
	
   This	
  essay	
  was	
  written	
  from	
  the	
  point	
  of	
  view	
  of	
  a	
  family	
  seeking	
  a	
  daughter-­‐in-­‐law.	
  	
  
Arranged	
  marriage	
  looks	
  different	
  from	
  the	
  perspective	
  of	
  the	
  prospective	
  bride	
  and	
  her	
  family.	
  	
  
Young	
  women	
  do	
  get	
  excited	
  about	
  the	
  prospects	
  of	
  marriage,	
  but	
  there	
  is	
  also	
  ambivalence	
  and	
  
increasing	
  uncertainty,	
  as	
  the	
  bride	
  contemplates	
  leaving	
  the	
  familiarity	
  of	
  her	
  own	
  home,	
  where	
  
as	
  a	
  "temporary	
  guest"	
  she	
  was	
  often	
  indulged,	
  to	
  live	
  among	
  strangers.	
  	
  She	
  will	
  now	
  come	
  
under	
  the	
  close	
  scrutiny	
  of	
  her	
  husband's	
  family:	
  how	
  she	
  dresses,	
  how	
  she	
  behaves,	
  how	
  she	
  
gets	
  along	
  with	
  others,	
  where	
  she	
  goes,	
  how	
  she	
  spends	
  her	
  time,	
  her	
  domestic	
  abilities	
  -­‐-­‐	
  all	
  of	
  
this	
  and	
  much	
  more	
  -­‐-­‐	
  will	
  be	
  observed	
  and	
  commented	
  on	
  by	
  a	
  whole	
  new	
  set	
  of	
  relations.	
  	
  Her	
  
interaction	
  with	
  her	
  family	
  of	
  birth	
  will	
  be	
  monitored	
  and	
  substantially	
  curtailed.	
  Not	
  only	
  will	
  
she	
  leave	
  their	
  home,	
  but	
  with	
  increasing	
  geographic	
  mobility,	
  she	
  may	
  also	
  live	
  very	
  far	
  away,	
  
perhaps	
  even	
  on	
  another	
  continent.	
  	
  Expressed	
  desires	
  to	
  visit	
  her	
  natal	
  family	
  may	
  be	
  
interpreted	
  as	
  an	
  inability	
  to	
  adjust	
  to	
  her	
  husband’s	
  family,	
  is	
  a	
  potential	
  source	
  of	
  conflict.	
  Even	
  
in	
  the	
  best	
  situations,	
  the	
  burdens	
  of	
  adjustment	
  in	
  an	
  arranged	
  marriage	
  are	
  heavier	
  for	
  a	
  
woman	
  than	
  for	
  a	
  man.	
  	
  
	
   The	
  new	
  bride	
  may	
  be	
  a	
  target	
  of	
  resentment	
  and	
  hostility	
  from	
  her	
  mother-­‐in-­‐law	
  or	
  her	
  
husband's	
  unmarried	
  sisters,	
  for	
  whom	
  she	
  is	
  now	
  a	
  source	
  of	
  competition	
  for	
  his	
  affection,	
  
loyalty,	
  and	
  economic	
  resources.	
  Even	
  if	
  she	
  is	
  psychologically	
  or	
  physically	
  abused,	
  returning	
  to	
  
her	
  parent’s	
  home	
  is	
  a	
  highly	
  stigmatized	
  option,	
  as	
  is	
  divorce,	
  which	
  is	
  still	
  rare,	
  though	
  
increasing,	
  particularly	
  in	
  urban	
  areas.	
  	
  Marriage	
  and	
  motherhood	
  are	
  still	
  considered	
  the	
  
essential	
  roles	
  for	
  a	
  woman,	
  both	
  for	
  lower	
  class	
  working	
  woman	
  and	
  even	
  middle-­‐class	
  and	
  
professional	
  women.	
  	
  Most	
  families	
  still	
  consider	
  “marrying	
  off”	
  their	
  daughters	
  as	
  a	
  compelling	
  
religious	
  duty	
  and	
  social	
  necessity.	
  This	
  increases	
  a	
  bride’s	
  sense	
  of	
  obligation	
  to	
  make	
  the	
  
marriage	
  a	
  success,	
  at	
  whatever	
  cost	
  to	
  her	
  own	
  personal	
  happiness.	
  	
  
	
   The	
  vulnerability	
  of	
  a	
  new	
  bride	
  may	
  be	
  intensified	
  by	
  the	
  issue	
  of	
  dowry.	
  Although	
  illegal,	
  
dowry	
  is	
  an	
  increasingly	
  pressing	
  issue	
  with	
  the	
  increasing	
  value	
  of	
  consumerism	
  as	
  a	
  source	
  of	
  
status.	
  If	
  a	
  groom's	
  family	
  is	
  not	
  satisfied	
  with	
  the	
  dowry,	
  the	
  young	
  bride	
  may	
  be	
  harassed	
  to	
  get	
  
her	
  parents	
  to	
  give	
  more.	
  	
  In	
  extreme	
  cases,	
  she	
  may	
  even	
  be	
  murdered,	
  with	
  her	
  death	
  claimed	
  
as	
  an	
  accident	
  or	
  suicide	
  (see	
  AE	
  article).	
  	
  These	
  “dowry	
  deaths”	
  offers	
  the	
  husband's	
  family	
  an	
  
opportunity	
  to	
  arrange	
  another	
  match	
  for	
  him,	
  thus	
  bringing	
  in	
  another	
  dowry.	
  	
  	
  
	
   Changes	
  in	
  Indian	
  marriage	
  patterns	
  diverge	
  within	
  the	
  contexts	
  of	
  class,	
  rural/urban	
  
location;	
  generational	
  differences	
  and	
  divergent	
  gender	
  perspectives.	
  Arranged	
  marriage	
  
continues	
  to	
  be	
  preferred	
  in	
  India,	
  though	
  more	
  by	
  men	
  than	
  by	
  women,	
  and	
  more	
  by	
  the	
  older	
  
than	
  the	
  younger	
  generation,	
  as	
  it	
  continues	
  to	
  provide	
  a	
  source	
  of	
  stability	
  and	
  security.	
  
Additionally,	
  the	
  traditional	
  Indian	
  orientation	
  to	
  the	
  family	
  and	
  kinship	
  group,	
  of	
  which	
  
arranged	
  marriage	
  is	
  an	
  essential	
  component,	
  provides	
  many	
  women	
  with	
  an	
  “Indian”	
  cultural	
  
identity	
  they	
  wish	
  to	
  maintain,	
  in	
  contrast	
  to	
  the	
  values	
  of	
  individualism	
  associated	
  with	
  
globalization,	
  Westernization,	
  and	
  modernization.	
  	
  	
  
	
   An	
  emerging	
  alternative	
  to	
  arranged	
  marriage,	
  is	
  what	
  are	
  called	
  “love	
  marriages”	
  but	
  this	
  
simple	
  opposition	
  obscures	
  a	
  more	
  complicated	
  picture,	
  in	
  which	
  there	
  is	
  actually	
  a	
  range	
  of	
  
alternatives.	
  In	
  a	
  “love	
  marriage”	
  the	
  initial	
  contact	
  between	
  the	
  couple	
  does	
  not	
  involve	
  
traditional	
  matchmakers	
  and	
  choices	
  dictated	
  by	
  family	
  members,	
  and	
  may	
  –	
  or	
  may	
  not,	
  be	
  
accepted	
  by	
  parents;	
  this	
  is	
  particularly	
  true	
  where	
  the	
  potential	
  couple’s	
  free	
  choice	
  of	
  a	
  spouse	
  
crosses	
  religious,	
  caste,	
  or	
  social	
  class	
  lines.	
  	
  
	
   Another	
  alternative	
  to	
  traditional	
  arranged	
  marriages	
  are	
  “self-­‐arranged”	
  marriage,	
  
where	
  the	
  individuals	
  meet	
  on	
  their	
  own,	
  but	
  then	
  seek	
  their	
  parents’	
  approval.	
  If	
  the	
  parents	
  
agree,	
  the	
  process	
  follows	
  that	
  of	
  a	
  traditional	
  arranged	
  marriage.	
  Middle	
  class	
  parents	
  



sometimes	
  adjust	
  to	
  the	
  changes	
  in	
  the	
  marriage	
  landscape	
  by	
  arranging	
  for	
  their	
  marriage-­‐
ready	
  children	
  to	
  meet	
  several	
  potential	
  partners	
  (though	
  this	
  is	
  done	
  covertly),	
  giving	
  them	
  the	
  
right	
  of	
  refusal.	
  	
  	
  
	
   The	
  changes	
  in	
  contemporary	
  Indian	
  marriages	
  must	
  be	
  understood	
  in	
  the	
  context	
  of	
  
globalization	
  of	
  values,	
  and	
  also,	
  perhaps	
  even	
  more	
  importantly,	
  in	
  the	
  increasing	
  number	
  of	
  
women	
  in	
  the	
  work	
  force.	
  Whether	
  for	
  call	
  center	
  professionals,	
  or	
  poor	
  garment	
  factory	
  
workers,	
  it	
  is	
  mainly	
  the	
  workplace	
  that	
  has	
  opened	
  up	
  opportunities	
  for	
  men	
  and	
  women	
  to	
  
meet	
  each	
  other	
  and	
  develop	
  intimate	
  relationships.	
  Also	
  important	
  is	
  the	
  diffusion	
  of	
  “modern”	
  
cultural	
  values	
  regarding	
  “love,”	
  reflected	
  in	
  the	
  Indian	
  media	
  and	
  discussed	
  endlessly	
  by	
  young	
  
women.	
  	
  Even	
  within	
  traditionally	
  arranged	
  marriages,	
  there	
  is	
  an	
  emerging	
  expectation	
  of	
  what	
  
scholars	
  call	
  “companionate”	
  marriage,	
  in	
  which	
  the	
  traditional	
  emphasis	
  on	
  familial	
  obligation	
  is	
  
slowly	
  giving	
  way	
  to	
  an	
  idealization	
  of	
  intimacy,	
  trust	
  and	
  equality	
  between	
  the	
  conjugal	
  couple.	
  	
  	
  
	
   Partly	
  because	
  of	
  geographic	
  dislocation,	
  in	
  both	
  arranged	
  and	
  “love”	
  marriages,	
  partners	
  
are	
  increasingly	
  sought	
  through	
  newspaper	
  advertisements	
  and	
  the	
  Internet,	
  though	
  the	
  
traditional	
  criteria	
  of	
  similar	
  caste,	
  ethnicity,	
  professional	
  status,	
  religion,	
  and	
  physical	
  qualities	
  
and	
  sometimes	
  horoscopes,	
  remain	
  important.	
  After	
  an	
  exchange	
  of	
  “bios”	
  and	
  photos,	
  a	
  short	
  
list	
  is	
  created,	
  with	
  some	
  attempts	
  to	
  verify	
  the	
  information	
  and	
  for	
  the	
  potential	
  spouses	
  to	
  
contact	
  each	
  other.	
  These	
  channels	
  increase	
  the	
  possibilities	
  for	
  exaggeration	
  and	
  outright	
  fraud,	
  
resulting	
  in	
  an	
  emerging	
  profession	
  of	
  private	
  detectives	
  hired	
  to	
  check	
  the	
  backgrounds	
  of	
  the	
  
potential	
  spouse	
  and	
  their	
  family.	
  	
  
	
   Abetted	
  by	
  both	
  global	
  values	
  and	
  because	
  of	
  the	
  importance	
  of	
  women’s	
  earnings	
  to	
  their	
  
families,	
  Indian	
  women	
  today	
  are	
  increasingly	
  asserting	
  their	
  autonomy.	
  	
  They	
  are,	
  however,	
  still	
  
more	
  powerless	
  than	
  men,	
  and	
  particularly	
  among	
  the	
  poor,	
  vulnerable	
  to	
  marital	
  abuse,	
  often	
  
related	
  to	
  alcoholism,	
  and	
  abandonment.	
  If	
  they	
  choose	
  a	
  “love	
  match,”	
  they	
  almost	
  always	
  live	
  in	
  
nuclear	
  families,	
  even	
  if	
  their	
  families	
  become	
  reconciled	
  to	
  their	
  choice.	
  This	
  deprives	
  them	
  of	
  
the	
  support	
  –	
  however	
  tenuous	
  –	
  of	
  their	
  own	
  families.	
  Poorer	
  working	
  women	
  often	
  use	
  their	
  
wages	
  to	
  amass	
  a	
  dowry,	
  hoping	
  that	
  this	
  will	
  encourage	
  their	
  families	
  to	
  find	
  them	
  a	
  suitable	
  
mate	
  or	
  that	
  it	
  will	
  cement	
  a	
  “love	
  match.”	
  The	
  traditional	
  Indian	
  folk	
  saying	
  that	
  a	
  woman	
  leaves	
  
her	
  home	
  twice	
  in	
  her	
  life,	
  first	
  when	
  she	
  marries	
  and	
  the	
  second	
  time	
  when	
  she	
  dies,	
  no	
  longer	
  
holds	
  true,	
  bringing	
  with	
  it	
  changes	
  that	
  are	
  both	
  welcome	
  and	
  a	
  new	
  source	
  of	
  concern.	
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