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Abstract

This thesis sets out to explore the nature of gender relations in a fishing
community in South India. Among the Mukkuvar of Kerala, sea fishing in
small artisanal craft is carried out by men, while women take
responsibility for selling fish in the markets, and control household
finances. Women are particularly prominent in dealing with credit,
essential to a fishing economy where incomes fluctuate daily, and are also
involved in day to day exchanges of fish, money, childcare and small gifts
which link households, especially those related through women, in a web
of interdependency. The thesis looks at how transactions and exchange
between people are understood in terms of gender.

The strict sexual division of labour within this fishing economy
leads to a series of gendered exchanges within the household between
husband and wife, of fish, money, food, labour and sex. There is here an
unusual emphasis on the husband wife relationship, which is an important
site of demonstration and constitution of gender difference, but which is
also the site of merging of the different potentialities represented by
women and men into one productive and reproductive unit. Gendered
opposition is seen as leading to interdependence and complementarity, an
understanding vividly expressed in the idea that husband and wife are said
to be two halves of the whole, and to become "one body".

This idea of gender opposition and complementarity seen in
exchange is found also in the understanding of relatedness which I argue
underlies the kinship system. Here people are related through both women
and men, but differently, so that the difference gender makes in tracing
relatedness can be seen to give rise to the Dravidian kinship terminology
and the associated practice of cross cousin marriage. At the heart of
Mukkuvar ideas of both exchange and relatedness lies an understanding of
gender difference which is categorical, and focused on ideas of substance
and bodily difference, which in turn is seen to give rise to different
potentials for transaction and performance.
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Introduction

At night, from any point on the long coastline of southern Kerala, you can
look out to sea and see a row of distant, twinkling lights on the horizon.
These are the kerosene lamps of the night fishermen, lit to attract the fish
towards the small, fragile craft which float on the dark waters, one or two
men perched precariously on board with their long lines baited and cast,
hoping to hook at least a good sized tuna or a seer fish. In the dawn, they
put up the mast and triangular brown sail, and head back for the beach
with the onshore breeze, towards the waiting lines of women, their fish
baskets ready, hoping for a good momning at the market and a fine profit.

This thesis is -about the relationships between the men and the
women of the fishing community; about the importance of each to the
other, the interdependence that a strong sexual division of labour has
fostered between them, and the ways that this division of labour mirrors
the division of men and women into two different kinds of people, with
different skills, characters, abilities, and with different productive and
reproductive potentials. It is also about how men and women come together
in marriage in a strong bond of cooperation, in which their equal
contributions to a single (re)productive unit are celebrated in an
understanding that the two have become one body, one person.

The context of this study is the fishing community of Trivandrum
District, Kerala, in South India. Because of the focus on understandings of
personhood and gender, there is liitle in this thesis on the wider political,
historical and economic context, either of the fishing community or of
Kerala itself, yet for people themselves these things are of course an
important part of their lives. In this introduction, I shall try to partly
remedy this, before going on to look at the particular context of the village
where I did my fieldwork, at some aspects of the fieldwork itself, and
finally at some of the theoretical background to the thesis.

The Sea Fishing Community in Kerala: Politics and Economics

The fishing community of Kerala has historically existed on the margins of
Kerala's society, both politically, socially and geographically. @ They have
been until recently isolated from the main trends in the population, with
lower literacy levels, standards of health, housing, and sanitation, as well
as lower levels of political participation. In Trivandrum District the
majority of fisherpeople are Latin Catholic Mukkuvar (over 70%). For the
Catholic community, religion as well ds occupation contributes to a distinct
identity separate from the majority Hindu agricultural population of



Kerala, a sense of difference which is increased by the strong links with
the Mukkuvar fishing community in Tamil Nadu, with intermarriage
common and the Tamil language often used within the southernmost
fishing villages. The sense of a separate identity and the strength of the
Church in the fishing community are intimately linked and mutually
reinforcing, with the large and imposing church invariably found in each
village a powerful material symbol of communityl. While Catholicism,
however, is clearly important, espgcially as part of an identity of
opposition, it is a particular, local form of Catholicism which shares much
with local Hinduism in terms of ideas about power, personhood, substance
and exchange which form the main subjects of this thesis2.

The fishing population of Kerala is estimated at about half a million
people, of whom 130,000 are active fishermen (Kurien 1984). The long
coastline of Kerala provides rich fishing grounds, and small artisanal
fishing villages are scattered in an almost unbroken line along the coast.
In the southern district of Trivandrum where the Latin Catholic
community predominates, fishing technology is small scale, mostly built
around the four log kattumaram (a log raft tied together with coir rope),
which is combined with hook-and-line fishing or gill netting according to
season and preference. The small scale and relatively cheap nature of the
technology here means that there is a high level of individual ownership
and little stratification in this region (SIFFS 1991). Smaller catches
predominate, and this favours small scale distribution, with over 70% of the
fish being marketed by women headload vendors from the community
(Kurien 1984).

The introduction of mechanized trawling in Quilon in the 1960s by
the Indo-Norwegian Project (see Klausen 1968 for an early study), has had
a profound effect on the fishing economy of southern Kerala. The rapid
expansion of the trawling fleet in the 1970s and the resultant increased
competition for declining fish stocks have made it increasingly difficult
for the small kattumarams to continue to operate profitably, and have
consequently driven forward a process of motorization in the region.
Motorized boats, predominantly small open plywood boats with outboard
engines, were introduced to this area in the early 1980s, and the new
technology has been taken up rapidly: in 1981 only 6% of the catch of the
artisanal sector in Kerala was from motorized craft, but by 1989 the
proportion was 93% (SIFFS 1991; Kurien 1991). The other major change
which has resulted from the expansion of mechanized fishing in Kerala

1 Kalpana Ram (1991: Chapter 1) similarly argues that the Mukkuvar of Kanyakumari District in
Tamil Nadu form a relatively isolated and marginal community, who define themselves in opposition
to the majority Hindu population.

2 Lack of space precludes a detailed discussion of this issue, but see Busby (n.d.); Mosse (1986; 1994)
makes a similar argument for Tamil Nadu and Bayly (1989), for South India more generally.
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has been the political response, and the widespread politicization and
unionization of the fishing community.

An Introduction to Kerala's Politics

No description of the fishing community of Trivandrum or the upheavals
that have taken place within it over the last decade can afford to ignore the
particular context of Kerala State, and its peculiar history of mobilization
and class struggle. In 1957 Kerala voted in the world's first democratically
elected communist government, led by the Communist Party of India or CPI
Much of the political will for the sweeping land reforms, radical policies of
redistribution, and the strengthening of workers' rights for which Kerala
has become famous, has come from successive CPI and CPM3 led
governments since then (Radakrishnan 1989). But what is most striking
about past and contémporary poiitics in Kerala is the high degree of
popular mobilization and politicization which have made these reforms not
something handed down by a benevolent socialist government but a
continuous process in which massive numbers of ordinary people have
played and continue to play a part. The rise to power of the CPM and its
continuing strength in government has been built on the high degree of
political organization, education and awareness of the mass of Kerala's
population. It is this which has ensured that even Congress governments
in Kerala have been wunable or unwilling to reverse the progressive
policies of the Left, and have even been responsible for enacting radical
measures themselves under popular pressure.

Franke and Chasin (1991) in a recent study of Kerala's development
strategies, have examined some of the historical factors behind Kerala's
striking political culture. . Centuries of trading links with the Middle East,
China and Southern Europe have given Kerala a long history of
heterogeneous cultural influences and' left with it a significant non-Hindu
population (21% Christian, 19% Muslirh), factors which Kannan (1989: 112)
suggests may have contributed to the strength and success of the anti-caste
movements of the 19th and early 20th centuries. These movements
themselves were responsible for the early mobilization and radicalization
of large numbers of people, particularly among the numerically large
Izhava caste, later a mainstay of the CPM.

By 1925 the beginnings of a working class movement were emerging
in Kerala, encouraged and given focus by the newly formed Kerala
Communist Party. Crucial to this emergence was the existence of a large
rural proletariat in Kerala, a result of the early penetration of capitalism
under British colonial rule and the development of large scale plantation

3 Communist Party of India (Marxist) which formed after a split with the CPI in 1964,
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agriculture and rural industrial enterprises such as the coir and cashew
nut processing industries (Franke and Chasin 1991: 25). It is this large
rural proletariat, organized and radicalized by a strong trade union
movement and the growing influence of the CPM, that has been primarily
responsible for the struggles over land reforms and workers' rights that
has characterized Kerala's politics over the last half century, and continues
to characterize it today.

It is in this context of continuing high levels of popular mobilization
that we have to see the emergence in the early 80s of a strong radical
movement among the fishing community. The politicization process took
place later and more rapidly among the fishworkers than other sectors of
the population, but in many ways their struggle echoes former ones in the
state, and their political activism and agitations took place within an
already existing framework of mass politics.

Political Mobilization among Kerala's Fishworkers

The Christian fishing community in Kerala, dominated by the anti-
communist Catholic Church, was until recently marginalized by both main
political parties, and historically played little part in Kerala's militant
struggles over caste or land reforms. In 1959 the fishing community,
mobilized by the Church on the issue of control of church schools, together
with the Nair Service Society and the large Syrian Christian community,
was responsible for the anti-Communist demonstrations that brought down
the state's first Communist government after only two years. Since then
they were considered a sure vote bank for the Congress (I), and largely
ignored by both Congress (I) and CPM.

Since the early 1970s, however, a number of factors have
contributed to the growth of a politicization process among the fishing
community, which has given rise to one of the state's most militant popular
mobilizations in recent history. The fishing community moved firmly
centre stage in Kerala's politics in 1981 with the first big anti-trawler
demonstrations, and this was to mark the beginning of the end of the
automatic Congress (I) vote. It was notable that in 1987 the CPM came to
power largely due to the massive swing of votes towards them in the coastal
areas.

The discovery of a large market in the USA and Japan for Kerala's
abundant prawn resources led to the rapid expansion of the Quilon-based
trawler fleet in the late 1960s and early 1970s, mostly owned by non-
fishermen merchant financiers (Kurien 1985; Meynen 1989). These boats
fished the same inland waters as the artisanal fishermen, and while
initially they simply contributed to a growth in total harvest, by the mid-
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1970s they were in active competition with the artisanal fishermen for
declining catches. The sheer numbers of such boats and the cumulative
effects of destructive fishing techniques meant that total fish stocks were
beginning to be depleted, and at the same time the share of the catch going
to the artisanal fishermen was rapidly declining. There was a growth of
direct conflict at sea, with the trawlers frequently running down the small
country boats, especially at night, and destroying their nets. By early 1980
the pressure for some kind of action against the trawler sector was strong,
and it needed only effective organization and mobilization of the
community. It was here that the growing cooperative and union movement
was crucial.

Early unionization of the fishermen had begun in the Alleppey
region, just north of Quilon (see map, p. 15), initially among the Latin
Catholic community, through the impetus of local priests influenced by
Liberation Theology. In the late 1970s these unions joined forces with the
activists of the Programme for Community Organization, based in
Trivandrum, another originally Church-initiated project which had since
become independent and was organizing the development of cooperatives
in the community. At this stage the strategies and demands of the
movement followed the classic Kerala pattern of agitations for workers
rights, with demands for better living conditions for the fishermen, more
government money, the establishment of a Fishermen's Welfare Fund.
However, the battle lines for a different kind of struggle were already
being drawn. The demonstrations of 1977 and 1978 included violent
confrontations between the workers in the mechanized trawling sector and
the artisanal fishermen, with trawlers being set on fire and fights
breaking out. Pressure was growing within the movement for further
agitation against the trawlers, and particularly for the call for a ban on
monsoon trawling (between June and August) when most fish species
spawn and the damage done by trawling is greatest (Murickan 1987: 8).

In 1981 the newly-elected Leftist coalition government enacted the
Marine Fisheries Regulation Act, which prohibited trawling within the
nearshore waters, in response to the fishermen's agitations.  They were
however powerless to enforce the ban, and the trawlers simply ignored it.
Soon after, the coalition broke up and a Congress (I)-led government came
to power, which stalled on the trawling issue. At the same time, the
fishermen's union had come into conflict with the Catholic Church, which
succeeded in splitting it into two factions, and effectively ending the
agitation. It was not until 1984 that the secular faction of the union, now
the Kerala Swanthara Malsya Thozhalali Federation (KSMTF)4, had
recovered sufficiently from the split to start a new series of demonstrations
on the trawling issue.

4 Kerala Independent Fish Workers' Federation.
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By this stage "the KSMTF had taken the form of an umbrella
organization with well knit cadre-based and regionally decentralized
autonomous units. The agitation call led to a total upheaval of the coastal
belt for well over two months" (Kurien 1991: 23). Fishworkers were
involved in massive rallies, marches on the Government Secretariat in
Trivandrum, road blocks, and high profile fasts by the leaders. The
National Highway, which runs all along the coast, was blocked in several
places by canoes and kattumarams placed across the road, and many
demonstrations ended in violence between police and fishworkers.

The matter of the monsoon ban is one which has rumbled on in
Kerala, with partial bans implemented and then lifted in response to
pressure from both the artisanal fishermen and the trawling lobby, and it
is an issue which still remains to be resolved. Regardless of the success or
failure of the movement on the matter of the trawling ban, however, one of
the major effects of the agitations has been to bring the fishing
community into the mainstream of Kerala's politics, and to vastly increase
the levels of politicization within the community.

It is also interesting to look at the particular discourses which have
grown up in the context of the demand for a trawling ban: specifically, a
discourse which emphasized the ecological issues, a discourse of green
rather than red politics. Thus, while the expansion of the trawling sector
led to increasing proletarianization among a certain sector of fishworkers,
the lines of battle were not drawn between workers and capitalists on this
sector, but rather between the capital intensive sector as a whole, and the
artisanal sector. There were no direct relations of exploitation here, rather
there was unfair competition over an open access resourceS. The
fishermen could not claim that the merchant owners were exploiting them,
but they could claim that they were exploiting the sea, and hence those
who depended on it. The battleground thus becomes the sea itself, and who
has access to it becomes a matter of competing claims about rights and
protection. The artisanal fishermen articulate these claims in ways which
are bound up with ideas of identity. They stake their claim as "the sea's
children", and the protectors of a precious resource on which their
livelihood depends and has always depended (e.g. Murickan 1987). The
claim of greater rights is about asserting an identity of greater
connectedness with the sea than the trawler owners, the outsiders. This
matter of identity and the connection to the sea is an important one, and
one to which I shall return.

5 The particular nature of the sea as an open access resourse and the problem of conservation was first
raised by Hardin (1968). For a more recent anthropological approach to this issue see McCay and
Acheson (1987).
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Marianad

The place where I did my fieldwork, Marianad, is a village which has
extremely close associations with the history of the fishworkers movement
which has been outlined above. It is in fact the place where the first
cooperative in the area came to be set up, and where the organization now
known as PCO (Programme for Community Organization) was first formed.
In 1961 the Trivandrum Social Services Society, under the leadership of the
then Catholic Bishop of Trivandrum, Bishop Pereira, initiated a unique
community project in the coastal district. Thirty acres of land was
purchased in a sparsely populated stretch of the coast, known as
Alillathura ("shore without people"), and seclected families from a number
of fishing villages in the district were invited to move there. A house
building cooperative society was set up, building low cost concrete houses.
Initially fifty families came to this "tract of coastal area known for its ghost
stories, poor fishing and isolation" (Kurien 1980: 25) and together with a
team of community workers, three women with experience in social work
and public health, began to build a new community. The village was named
Marianad, "Mary's place”.

Initially the community organizers concentrated on health
programmes, nurseries, children's clubs, savings schemes and the housing
cooperative. After about seven years they started up a fishermen's
marketing cooperative, which was registered with the state government
and started to function fully by the early 1970s. It was remarkably
successful, and when, in 1987, the Leftist government decided to set up its
own network of fishermen's cooperatives, the Matsyafed societies, it took
the Marianad cooperative as its model (Kurien 1980; Kumar 1988).

The process of setting up the cooperative, and fighting the
entrenched interests in the area, had been a radicalizing one for the
society members and the community organizers. The original activists in
Marianad began to distance themselves from the Church and "community
work" and to become more active politically, extending their work to other
villages. In 1977 they formed the Programme for Community Organization
(PCO) and shifted their base to Trivandrum.

In 1978 Bishop Pereira died, and the new bishop ordered an inquiry
into the activities of PCO in Marianad. The inquiry was part of a concerted
attack on PCO by the Church, particularly by the local priest in Marianad,
who saw the PCO as a threat to his absolute authority in the village. In 1979
the PCO team withdrew completely, but the fight went on for the control of
assets of the different societies by the Church and PCO members, the right
and the left. For months the only subject at Church sermons was the
communist agitators at PCO. There was unrest in the village, fights between
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the two factions, and one man was killed. But control of the societies
effectively went to the Church, and they fell into disuse.

The story is one of only temporary triumph for the Church however.
While it succeeded in destroying the original cooperative society, Marianad
currently has two cooperatives functioning along the same lines, with a
total of 800 members. For a village of about 5,000 people this represents
almost all the active fishermen and a high proportion of women vendors.
As with the original society, all members pay a nominal sum for share
ownership and get a passbook and savings account. Fish is auctioned on
the beach by the cooperative salesmen, who give the fishermen some cash
up front and the rest in the form of a credit slip to be cashed at the society.
3% is deducted as sales commission, and 2% is invested in their savings
account.

In the wake of the violence in Marianad the priest, Father Joseph
Maryam, was transferred. Now there is a new priest in the village, and
there is a widespread perception that this one, as is only fitting in a village
where the majority support the Leftists, is CPM. According to one woman,
"We have a communist priest, because we are all communists here. They
had to take the other one away and give us a new one who is CPM. He can't
say he is, but we know secretly he is CPM".

Fieldwork In Marianad

I first visited Marianad a little before Christmas 1991, having been in
Trivandrum since October, setting up house, making contact with the local
research institutes and fishworkers' organizations, and learning
Malayalam as best I could with a local assistant and a text book from Austin,
Texas. My initial contact came via the Trivandrum District Fishermen's
Federation: Eugene Culas, who was TDFF Chief Executive, suggested that I
worked either in Marianad or Anjengo, in both of which villages they had
a strong presence. Of the two, Marianad turned out to be much more
congenial: somewhat smaller, nearer to the city, and with a ready made
place to live - sharing a small (two roomed) concrete house with Janet, the
coordinator of the local branch of TDFF; Victor, her husband, who worked
as the manager of the SIFFS boatyard at Anjengo; and their four year old
daughter, Kithu. Both Janet and Victor spoke a little English, and seemed
surprisingly keen that I should come and stay with them, and carry out my
study in the village: they were, I think, both genuinely interested in what I
was doing, and also looking forward to having someone with whom to
practise speaking English®. I arranged, then, to stay with them, and

6 There is a great enthusiasm for learning adequate English in the villages: good English is a mark of
high status and is still the passport to a good job in Kerala: while government ministers have legislated
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arrived in January 1992, with a pile of bedding, clothes, books and papers,
feeling exceedingly sick with nerves.

It became rapidly apparent, once I had settled into the village, that
there was no one there who had enough English to be able to assist me with
interviews, and that my own Malayalam was not adequate enough. I had .
Malayalam lessons every day with Flossy, a young woman of my own age
who was a good friend of Janet's, and whose sister Agnes lived opposite us:
her English was probably the best, but still often required several hilarious
attempts at each sentence for both of us before light dawned. For very
simple surveys of households, boat crews, and fish vendors, I was able to
work with Flossy with a mixture of my Malayalam and her English: from
March onwards, for anything more complicated I worked with another
assistant, Chitra Pannikker, who lived in Trivandrum and came in on the
bus each day.

Through Janet and Flossy I came to know a number of other women
in the village well, and my connection with the cooperative society meant
that most people who were attached to it or on the Left (the majority), were
willing to talk to me and sympathetic. I was able to gather a lot of economic
data on fishing from the cooperative sales records, and from sample
surveys and questionnaires to boat owners and crew, most of which does
not appear in this thesis, for reasons of lack of space. Most of my
understandings of life in Marianad, however, were gathered in the course
of informal interviews and conversations with people in their houses or on
the beach, mostly with Chitra present as a translator, or through my
experiences of living as a part, even if a rather dysfunctional part, of a
household and family in the village.

I want just briefly to discuss here something of the background to
these experiences, which were not for me as smooth and automatic as they
seem to appear in so many accounts of fieldwork. I do not believe that a
fully-fledged reflexive confessional is either essential to understanding
someone's ecthnography or necessarily interesting to the reader;
nevertheless, there are too many glossed over descriptions of easy
integration and adoption as "one of the family" which fail to deal with the
very real problems of fieldwork, and contribute to making the next
generation of anthropologists feel miserably inadequate when faced with
their own experiences. 1 would therefore like to take this opportunity to
redress the balance somewhat.

There are two things which I wish I had read before embarking on
fieldwork: one is Malinowski's A diary in the strict sense of the term, and
the other is the preface to Michael Moffatt's An Untouchable Community in
South India. Both might have helped me realize a little earlier than I did

for all state schools to teach through Malayalam medium, they send their children, without exception,
to private English medium schools.
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that not all fieldwork lives up to the cosy mythologized ideals that appear to
lie behind most ethnographic accounts, not even the one that inspired most
of these ideals in the first place. @ Malinowski's schizophrenic existence,
half his mind in the Trobriands, half still caught up with events and people
thousands of miles away in London or Sydney, and all of him often tetchy,
bad tempered and fed up; and his frequent admonishments to himself to get
on and do some work, and stop reading novels, was all instantly
recognizable to me. Moffatt's discussion of the difficulties he faced in
living alone in a Harijan village, and trying to emulate what he believed
was Malinowski's method, was even more poignant. Attempting "proper
fieldwork", meant for Moffatt, as it did initially for me, integrating as much
as possible, relying on your own basic linguistic skills and hoping to leam
the language thoroughly through daily interaction, making relationships
with people and trying, on some level, to become an unintrusive part of
their lives. His description of being sent slowly mad by the strain of this
attempt, and of fleeing abruptly after three months, determined to give up
the PhD, made me feel like perhaps I was not so inadequate after all: 1 had
managed to last five months before I found myself in approximately the
same state.

Like Moffatt, it was not physical hardship that was an issue: I was
quite happy to live in one room, to draw water from the well, to use an
outside latrine and wash in a bucket of water. In fact, it was in carrying
out such tasks, getting water for the family, cooking on the paraffin stove,
cleaning the dishes with sand, that I managed to feel most at home, a useful
member of the household. What was however a greater strain than I had
ever imagined, was the experience of living in a situation in which I was
completely socially de-skilled. Language difficulties meant that there was
no possibility of subtlety or nuance in my communications ‘with others:
everything had to be larger than life, a great joke or else a great problem.
I blundered blindly through situations, sensitive to body language and tone
that told me I was doing something wrong, that I was not living up to
others' expectations of me, yet unable to remedy this or to explain how I
felt. My sense of self, of personality, disintegrated under the onslaught of a
constant reflection of self from others that was not me, but some stranger:
a moody, difficult girl, well meaning but a little slow, very prone to lock
herself in her room for hours, with a phenomenal need for sleep and a
strange tendency to burst into tears for no very good reason.

I would not want to give the impression that this is all there was. On
the contrary, there were often times when 1 felt quite happy and at home,
and surrounded by friends; especially in the evenings, when we would sit
on the verandah, eaten alive by mosquitoes, often with candles when the
electricity went off, and I would give "English lessons" to some of the girls
and women who lived nearby. These started off with grammar (ke washed
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the clothes, he is washing the clothes, he will wash the clothes), went on to
conversation (What would you do with one million rupees? I would give it
to my mother), and ended in long gossip sessions, half in English and half
in Malayalam. People would wander by and join in, or just watch for a
while; sometimes the young men joined us and added to the gossip, flirting
with the girls and trying to persuade me to sing English songs. Sometimes
the meetings became more serious, as people discussed local politics, the
trawling ban, the murder of a young girl nearby, the Church committee
business. Once I was asked to show everyone the photographs I had
brought from home: one that attracted most attention was of a
demonstration in London, and myself with a banner with some friends.
"Freedom fighter!" said Janet, looking at me with approval, and the others
all smiled and passed it round, nodding: the next time there was a sit-down
demonstration at the local police station, I was invited to join them. In
many such ways people tried to make me feel at home, and liked; tried to
find ways to lessen my sadness. "Come to Mass" suggested Flossy once, when
I was inconsolable, "You will feel better" (and in fact I did). Nevertheless,
by the end of six months I had reached a point where I could no longer
continue, and over one weekend back in Trivandrum, I decided to go home,
and booked my flight for three days later. Though I had dreaded telling
Janet and Victor that I had so suddenly, out of the blue, decided to go home,
in fact they saw it as quite normal: I was homesick, I wanted to see my
mother, I should have a good holiday and come back happy.

The second half of my fieldwork was carried out in a slightly
different manner to the first. After much questioning of my own sanity
and strength of character I had decided that it was not I who was to blame
for being unable to reproduce the accepted fieldwork experience, but
rather that the ideal was impossible’.  This took a great deal of the burden
of guilt and feeling of inadequacy out of the experience, and enabled me to
simply get on and do the job in what felt like the best way for me,
regardless of whether it approximated to the standard ethnographic
accounts of fieldwork. In practice this meant a greater emphasis on the
informal interview, with Chitra Pannikker coming in every day from
Trivandrum. She had just finished her PhD in English Literature, and was
working part time on translating Ulysses into Malayalam: anyone who
could contemplate wrestling Joyce's prose into her native tongue, it seemed
to me, could cope with the subtleties of meaning ordinary interviews were
likely to throw up. The qualms I had about how a high caste, educated, Nair

7 Having since met a few people who did manage to reproduce what approximates to the ideal, I have
now revised this opinion. The standard anthropological fieldwork is possible, but I think it has a lot to
do with how easy the local language is, how easy it is to join in with practical tasks, how small the
community, and how lucky you are with first contacts. Even so, it is difficult: the one person I know
well who managed what is probably as close to the ideal fieldwork as possible, nevertheless spend
considerable periods of time in his hut, crying.
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woman would get on with the low caste fishermen and women, soon
disappeared: people accepted Chitra as they had accepted me, appeared to
have no problems with her status, and seemed to like her, while she in tum
was quite at ease with them, and had no hesitation for example eating or
drinking in people's houses. I more or less gave up, at this point,
attempting to formally learn more Malayalam: I was never going to get to
the stage of being able to conduct interviews on my own, and thus it seemed
to me that my energy and time would be better spent in talking to people,
with Chitra's assistance, than in beating my brains out over the language,
and never getting the time to use it to any good purpose. My linguistic
ability remained poor, then, but it was sufficient to introduce myself, to ask
a few questions, to understand maybe half the answers I received, and to
know when someone had said something interesting, even if I didn't know
exactly what it was. I allowed myself to go back to Trivandrum more
frequently, to catch up with friends there, relax in my own place, write up
my interviews, and do some comparative research in the libraries at CDS
and PCO. Using a motorbike, rather than the unreliable and slow bus
service, meant that Marianad was only 40 minutes away from the city, so I
could commute between the two with relative freedom, and thus leave the
village for much shorter periods of time, maybe just an evening, but more
often.

This period of fieldwork was for me much more fruitful than the
earlier one. I found I was learning by leaps and bounds, and that
paradoxically I was becoming closer to people than before. I talked to a lot
more people in this period, and there were certain families or individuals
whom I visited a lot, and with whom I discussed all manner of things, often
going with the intention of asking about fishing techniques, and ending
by sitting around telling ghost stories, or having lunch together,
accompanied once, hilariously, by a duty free bottle of whisky from a Gulf
returnee8. For them, as well as for myself it seemed, proper conversations
and full discussions with the aid of a translator were far more satisfying
than stumbling through simple broken sentences of no great interest to
anyone.

This then is the background to my fieldwork, and from having
thought it represented a unique failure, I have come to realize that it
probably approximates more closely to the norm than is usually admitted. I
believe that in the time I was in Marianad, through constant observation
and questioning, through exercising to the full a theoretically informed
curiosity, I came to understand quite a lot about people's lives and their

8 For some reason, foreign alcohol is assimilated to the category of "wine" (in India, a particularly
sweet and heavily spiced, almost non alcoholic, beverage) and thus considered fit for women and
children as well as men. No one would ever have offered me toddy or arrack in similar circumstances,
although the whisky (I, together with the other women present, was given a full half glass) was
probably much stronger in fact than either.
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views of the world. It is an outsider's understanding, for sure, even
particularly an anthropologist's understanding, but I think it would
probably be foolish to think that it could ever be anything else.

Theoretical Background

There are two main bodies of literature and theory which have informed
the approach taken in this thesis: feminist anthropological literature on
gender, and the general literature on gifts, exchange, and person, which
takes as its starting point Mauss' (1990) essay on the gift. Particularly
important has been the Melanesian material, especially the work of
Marilyn Strathern (1988), which combines the two concerns. While I have
drawn on the insights offered by these theorists however, the situation
found in the context where I worked differs quite considerably from that
most commonly presented in the Melanesian ethnography, and the thesis
develops a rather different perspective. Here gender can be seen to be a
categorical attribute of persons, and one that is primarily understood
through notions of bodily difference and gendered roles in procreation, as
well as through an understanding of the importance of gendered
exchanges at the heart of the economy which create and maintain
individual housecholds.

For the most part the relevant theoretical literature will be discussed
together with the ethnography in the chapters that follow. In terms of the
literature on persons and exchange in India, however, the work of the
ethnosociologists forms an implicit background to much of the discussion,
and it seems appropriate to consider here more explicitly the implications
of this approach.

Persons and Exchange in India

The ethnosociologists in India have since the beginning put transactions
and bodily substances at the centre of their understanding of person and
caste, and thus, though there are clearly many problems with this
approach which have drawn some criticism over the years (e.g. McGilvray
1982; Dumont 1983c: 153-159; Good 1991: 181-2; Parry 1994: 113-115), I have
found their framework initially the most illuminating for my own work.
Here I want to discuss some of the diverse work which has come out of the
ethnosociological school, and to consider some of its drawbacks as well as its
strengths.

The initial impetus for the ethnosociological approach came from
the work of David Schneider on American kinship (1968), with a similar
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cultural approach being taken to the understanding of caste. For Marriott,
caste ranking could be understood in terms of a pervasive monism present
in India which failed to distinguish between a person's biological
substance and his moral state; between his self, and his actions or conduct
(Marriott 1976, 1989; Marriott and Inden 1977). Thus "a South Asian's moral
qualities are thought to be altered by the changes in his body resulting
from eating certain foods, engaging in certain types of sexual intercourse,
taking part in certain ceremonies, or falling under certain other
influences" (Marriott and Inden 1977: 228). The "code for conduct”
enjoined by his caste affiliation, and the particular substance of his
person, are mutually implicated: the actor and the act are one and the same.

Persons in South Asia thus, in this view, continually engage in
transfers of coded substance through marriage, kinship, services and food
transactions. These become part of their person and thus their nature:
"persons, who must exchange in such ways, are therefore always
composites of the substance-code they take in" (Marriott 1976: 111), and
hence, in the context of caste, such transactions are highly regulated (e.g.
Marriott 1968). There are two main implications of this view of the person:
firstly that the person is a relatively fluid and malleable entity,
"channeling and transforming heterogeneous, ever-flowing, changing
substances" (Marriott and Inden 1977: 233), and, related to this, that the
person is substantially connected to others, and is not therefore a stable,
bounded individual, but rather a "dividual”, constantly giving out and
receiving parts of the self from others?.

The idea of the "fluid person" has been explored by Daniel (1984),
who argues that it is this understanding of the person as open to diverse
substantial influences that wunderlies Tamil preoccupation with the
maintenance of equilibrium through the search for compatibility. For his
Tamil informants the compatibility of person and place, person and house,
husband and wife, are all crucial to well being, because of the strong
substantial influences that each can have on the other. Ultimately all are
connected, all are one, so that, as with Marriott's understanding, there are
no individuals here.

Both Marriott's and to some extent Daniel's understanding of the
person in India are drawn for the most part from discourses of medicine
(particularly Ayurveda) and from ritual: ideas about transactions in food or
marriage, about religion and pilgrimage. Thus this represents only one
particular discourse about the person and not necessarily the only one
(McHugh 1989:'76). While there is much here that is very persuasive, and
finds immediate parallels with ideas expressed by people in more ordinary

9 An alternative view of the Indian person has been put forward by Dumont (1980): although opposed
to the ethnosociological perspective, he also concentrates on the importance of the physical body in the
concern with purity and pollution, and contrasts the Indian person, structured as part of an
encompassing whole which is society, with the Western individual.
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contexts, there is, as Parry has noted, something also which is "overdrawn"
(Parry 1989: 494). The idea of the person as completely fluid, constantly
changing, and non bounded, seems difficult to reconcile with the rigidity
of caste and gender identities in South Asia, or the clear conception of the
discrete nature of the individual expressed in many contexts (e.g. McHugh
1989). Ethnosociological concepts of the person must, I believe, be taken
seriously, but not, perhaps, too literally, and it is to the question of how
literally, how seriously, that 1 want to turn.

How fluid is the person, really?

In Fluid Signs, Daniel (1984) turns at one point to precisely the question of
how literally the identities he posits should be taken. He is aware of the
criticism that he may be "overliteralizing... a set of concepts that were
intended to be merely metaphoric" (1984: 105) and hence "denying Tamils
the capacity for figurative speech and thought" (ibid: 106), but he
concludes that the criticism would be misplaced. Figurative language
clearly abounds in Tamil speech, poetry and song, but what is equally true
is that "the line which divides the figurative from the literal is a thin and
fragile one" (ibid). This understanding, that a relation can be one both of
literal identity and of metaphoric resemblance, that the balance can tip
easily from one understanding to the other and back again, can be related
to another argument Daniel makes about the pre-eminence in South Asian
symbolic thought of the iconic sign. Icons "are signs that act as signs by
virtue of the fact that they share some quality with the object they
represent” (ibid: 216), as for example the map, the diagram, the blueprint.
On one level the map and the territory it represents are one and the same;
on another they can be clearly distinguished. The "shared quality" of icon
and object can lead in the direction of either identity or distinction, either
the enchantment of metonym or the everyday rationality of metaphor.
The preoccupation with steering a line between these two
possibilities which we see in Daniel is interestingly reinforced in Smith's
(1989) recent discussion of Vedic religion in India. Smith identifies in the
Vedic texts a concern with making connections between diverse entities,
things, forces, activities and cosmic planes, connections which are often
represented as equivalences. For Smith, they should, however, properly be
seen not as relations of identity but rather of resemblance, the two entities
neither exactly the same nor totally separate (1989: 47). There is a
preoccupation seen in these texts with avoiding the twin dangers of either
too much resemblance, the problem of homogeneity (jami), or too much
differentiation, the problem of total isolation (prthak). Neither are
productive states of being: "things and entities must be differentiated in
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order to avoid the quality of jami, but they must also be connected to escape
the equally dangerous, and ultimately lifeless, condition of prthak" (ibid:
52)10  Identities made between elements, then, are clearly not complete
identities, since this would imply jami, yet equally they are no mere
metaphors, since this would imply excess disconnection, sterile atomism,
prthak. Though Smith uses the concept of resemblance to indicate the
nature of the connections made in Vedism, it is a special kind of
resemblance which implies a certain interpenetration of elements, a
shared quality between them. It seems in fact not a hundred miles away
from Daniel's notion of the icon.

The identities postulated by ethnosociological accounts of the person,
the interconnectedness of persons, things, places, should be seen then as
neither entirely literal mnor banally metaphoric. Consequently the
difference between this "monistic" view and the "dualistic" view of the
West cannot be entirely maintained but neither can it be entirely
collapsed. From the point of view of an analytic Western philosophy which
defines through difference, and takes separation as axiomatic, the South
Asian sense of ultimate connectedness seems mystical, yet in more
everyday discourses in the West the interconnectedness of persons is
acknowledged, and the separate, bounded individual seems a more fragile
concept!l, If the South Asian person is not entirely an amoebic entity,
neither is the Western person the autoncmous hard edged individual (the
frontier hero) of Western philosophy (or Westerns). The difference
becomes a matter of emphasis, rather than the basis for a radical dichotomy
of the sort Marriott would maintain.

If, then, the sense of interconnectedness between people, places and
things which is emphasized by ethnosociological accounts is not
completely literal, if South Asian monism is not completely monistic, then
just how fluid is the person, really? The sense of completely malleable and
changeable entities that is given by Marriott's account is difficult to
reconcile with the relatively fixed nature of caste and gender identities in
India, as has already been noted. There are in fact two solutions to this
apparent contradiction. One, put forward by Parry (1989, 1994), is to
emphasize that a discourse of fluidity in fact shores up the rigid practices
of caste; the other, seen in the work of Daniel (1984) and C.Osella (1993)

10 Tpjg imagery of the unproductive nature of too much resemblance or too little connection is drawn
particularly from ideas about human copulation and reproduction. Thus jami is used in kinship
terminology to refer to those who are too closely related to oneself to marry (ibid: 52) and is also
compared to a homosexual union, the "barren joining of those too alike" (ibid: 52). Thus, "what is
uniform is incapable of copulation and is unproductive" (Jaiminiya Brahmana, quoted in Smith 1989:
52), while for reproduction to take place there must conversely be some connection made between the
two elements: isolation is equally unproductive. This emphasis on difference and yet connection, on
male and female, on reproduction, has clear parallels with my data on gender and kinship (Chapter 2,
Chapter 7).

11 McHugh 1989: 83; C.Osella 1993: 37, also make this point; c.f. Gilligan 1982 for a Western
alternative discourse of connectedness.
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modifies the theory of the completely fluid person, and emphasizes instead
the presence of an unchanging core identity.

Parry, in his discussion of Hindu funerary practices, notes the
problem with the ethnosociological view of the person, which seems not
entirely to square with "the quite robust and stable sense of self which
many of my Indian friends seem to project ... nor ... the assumption of
equivalence between all members of the same caste" (1994: 114). However,
viewed as an ideolégical discourse which emphasizes the dangers of
unrestricted transactions, the theory clearly acts as a justification for quite
careful control of interactions with others. As Parry puts it, "what .... the
ideology of fluid substance implies is nothing less than that the
disintegration of the self results from stepping off the tried and tested
tracks of the established patterns of caste interactions” (ibid). Thus, rather
than the concept of a fluid and changeable person subverting the rigid
hierarchy of caste, in fact, "it is the symbolic elaboration of louring
disorder which creates and sustains the world of order and regulation"
(ibid: 115).

The idea that transactions between persons, places and things
inevitably involves to some degree the substance of the self clearly does
underlie much of the concern in India with engaging in such transactions
in limited and conventional ways. Relatively stable caste identities,
however, are not merely maintained by rigid and careful caste practices.
There is a clear sense of the core self which is not affected by transactions
- the actor is not entirely identified with the act. This sense of relatively
fixed identity is described by Daniel (1984) for Tamil Nadu, and has been
confirmed more recently by C.Osella (1993), for Kerala.

In his description of the Tamil idea of the person, Daniel makes a
distinction between two different kinds of quality of persons, things and
places, kunam and putti. Kunam is a relatively deep level trait or
character, for the most part stable and unchanging; putti is a more surface
level trait which is susceptible to diverse influences and relatively easily
altered. The difference between .these two was illustrated for Daniel by an
informant thus: "A calf that spends its time with a pig will, even as a pig
will, eat feces. Here it can be said that the calf has gotten (sic) the feces
eating putti. If the calf is returned to pasture it will certainly go back to
what is natural to it - grass. The pig however eats feces not only because it
is its putti to do so but because of its kunam. You can't change that" (Daniel
1984: 92). A person's putti can be altered and influences by the place he
lives, the food and water he drinks, the people he interacts with, but his
kunam will, except in exceptional circumstances, remain the same. The
kunam, then, is something a person is born with, and kunams are shared to
a large extent by those from the same caste or jati. The fixed and durable
dispositions of the kunam are what makes certain actions and substances
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fitting to one jati and not another. The search for equilibrium and well
being is, in fact, for the most part, the attempt to harmonize the kunams of
self and environment.

Caroline Osella, working in Kerala, describes a very similar split
between the fixed and stable jenniccu gumam (birth quality) and the
relatively malleable samsa gunam (environmental quality). Interestingly,
in a context where a high degree of political awareness means that overt
emphasis on the fixed nature of caste difference is muted, she found that,
“the idea that people are unstable, changeable and can have influence on
each other is a commonplace” whereas "to find out about the fixed core, by
contrast, requires careful probing" (1993: 427), and in fact its very
existence is denied by some. Nevertheless most people did have an
understanding of a relatively stable, inner self, given at birth and passed
on from the parents, which was relatively impervious to the alterations of
the samsa gunam.

The idea that discourses of fluidity and change exist in parallel with
those that emphasize fixed natures, suggests that the line drawn between
the two may be variable, and contested or manipulated by people in
different contexts. In the next section I want to look at some of the ways in
which discourses of fluidity and interdependence can be emphasized or de-
emphasized for different reasons.

Are Some Persons More Fluid Than Others?

The idea that a person's interactions with place and others changes the
nature of their person is perhaps most radically represented in the
common understanding in virilocal north India that a wife becomes part of
her husband's lineage and family. This idea has been taken up in a recent
paper by William Sax (1990), who contrasts male and female views and
argues that the idea of total transubstantiation is in fact a predominantly
male discourse. In the male view, and in the religious texts which for the
most part represent this view, "the 'Gift of a Virgin' (kanyadana) ... both
illustrates and accomplishes the substantial and moral transformation of
the bride" (Sax 1990: 496).

For the Garhwali villagers with whom Sax worked, men, in their
capacity as husbands and fathers-in-law, emphasized this transformation
and held that "because places and persons affect each other so strongly, the
bride is transformed by moving to a new place" (ibid: 495). Women,
however, argued that, "the natal village's affect on a bride's nature is so
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strong that it can never be entirely effaced” (ibid)!2. The understanding
that a woman was still essentially part of her natal village could be seen
particularly in the practice whereby women were expected to return to
their village for the annual festival of the goddess Nandadevi: their
presence, as a daughter of the village, was considered essential, and if any
were not present it was believed misfortune would result. The
acknowledgment of continued connection is clear also from Helen
Lambert's data on women in Rajasthan, where women from the same natal
village call each other "sister" and often form strong relationships on the
basis of shared background even where they did not know each other
before marriage (Lambert 1993). Sax concludes, then, that the idea that
women are completely transformed on marriage acts as a male ideology:
"for Garhwali males, such an ideology justifies and makes ‘'natural’ their
privileged position in the socio-cultural order... The males' choice of
interpretation is a matter of self-interest, of gender politics” (ibid: 498).

Caroline Osella has also noted that interpretations of the potential for
transformation can be used as part of politics, this time particularly caste
politics. In the village where she worked in Kerala, "samsa, the possibility
of change via action in this world, is used by low caste people as a means to
challenge Brahmanic discourses on caste" (C. Osella 1993: 426). In this view
the relatively fixed, inherited core of jemniccu gunam is under emphasized,
and "its very existence is sometimes denied, especially among the upward
aspiring middle ranking communities” (ibid: 427). In general, "low status
informants repeatedly asserted. that [the jenniccu gunam] could be over
ridden by samsa gunam" (ibid: 432), whereas high caste informants
expressed "the more conservative sentiment that jenniccu gunam cannot
be changed"”, at least not that part of it in which was lodged the essential
caste status (ibid: 433, 436). Over generations, most informants agreed that
jenniccu gunam and thus caste status could alter, but this was clearly felt to
be a long and slow process, and implicated the whole group rather than
individual members (ibid: 438-40). Nevertheless, there is clearly enough
ambiguity about the matter for those whom it suits to emphasize change
rather than fixity, so that, for one family of carpenters, "birth jati was no
longer an indicator of true jati" (ibid: 437).

If there are variable understandings of the fluid, changeable nature
of the person, there are no less variable understandings of the separate
and bounded nature of the person, and again these are related to caste, and
gender. Thus Osella notes that the emphasis on the mutual interactions of
person and environment has implications for the understanding of
individual autonomy and the interdependence of persons. In general, the

12 gax concentrates on the effect of place, but it is likely that, even if this is the dominant idiom, the
influences of food and sexual interaction between husband and wife are also extremely important here,
as elsewhere.
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subject/agent "should not be seen as proactive, driven from the inside by
desire, by temperament, by character, and so on, but rather as reactive,
responsive, partly driven from the outside by the environment, the actions
of others, by the concatenations set off by connections" (1993: 449). The
partial exception to this understanding is the high caste Brahman male,
who strives rather to realize an unconnected autonomous existence. Thus
"Brahman men ... gain their strength by retreat into the self. They remove
from their bodies outside influences before they have a chance to
penetrate, and then seal their external bodies" (ibid: 442). Discussing the
power of sakti, Osella notes that Brahman men "seek to develop and
incorporate sakti in their own bodies”, rather than the bodies of their
wives, as is the case for most lower caste householders!3. Thus "the
ultimate Brahman male unit of agency is the person, the body, the
individual; the renouncer is self contained" (ibid: 446). Brahmans, widely
represented as cool and self contained, contrast most strongly with "hot
women, Harijans, Devi and low caste ritual specialists [who by contrast]
scatter and disperse their power" (ibid: 448).

This contrast between the apparent connectedness of women and
non-Brahman castes, and the Brahman male valorization of separation and
self containment is also noted by Parry (1994). Thus the differential
behaviour of men and women at funerals illustrates, he suggests, a
widespread understanding that, "inferiors [here women] are to a greater
extent enmeshed in the world of physicality, more deeply sunk in a mire of
social dependency, than their superiors" (1994: 157)14. The relationship of
interdependence between spouses, for example, is more strongly
acknowledged in the case of a woman (whose status as a widow is strongly
affected by the death of her husband) than in the case of men, whose
"social persona ... is, in general, scarcely touched by the death of his wife"
(ibid). This pattern can be seen also to operate in the hierarchy of caste,
where the rules governing death pollution hold that a Brahman is polluted
by the death of a close relative for ten days, a Kshatriya for twelve, a
Vaishya for fifteen, and a Shudra for thirty. The principle appears to be
that "people of lesser purity and spiritual power are more closely bound to
each other ... than their betters" (ibid: 218), and as a corollary, "the
inferior is ... more closely bound to the superior than the latter is to him"
(ibid). In general, Parry concludes, those at the top of the caste system, the
Brahmans, seek to deny their dependence on those below them, despite the
latter's representation of the relationship as one of mutual
complementarity. = The Dumontian view of caste is thus more properly

13 Sakti is a predominantly female principle. For a discussion of the importance of shakti and
women's power in South India see Wadley 1975; Wadley (ed) 1980.

14 That dependency is here represented as unremittingly bad accords with the high caste male
perspective: C. Osella by contrast valorises connectedness over the sterility of Brahman individual
autonomy.



regarded as a view "from the bottom up" than a Brahmanical ideology (ibid:
247-8). Brahmans, on the model of the Renouncer, as far as possible
dissociate themselves from their inferiors and pretend to a
phantasmagorical independence from them (c.f. also Fuller 1988).

Discourses of interconnectedness, of the flow of substance and the
changeable nature of persons, are clearly variable and contested.  This
becomes particularly important when examining the matter of
transactions between people and their implications for substantial
connections between the transactors; it is a consideration to which I shall
return in the pages to come.

In general, as is clear from the above discussion, the work of the
ethnosociologists has been concerned with caste and caste practices and
has not touched substantially on gender. As Howell and Melhuus (1993: 46)
have pointed out, anthropological theories of personhood easily elide the
difference between male and female persons and too often present a
concept of personhood which is by default male. Focusing on gender not
only extends the insights gained by the ethnosociological approach but
also provides another corrective to the overdrawn view of fluidity
criticized above, since gender forms a very definite part of the "fixed core"
of the person which is not subject to change. In this thesis I shall be
concerned to show how an understanding of gender which is categorical
and linked to the notion of bodily difference interacts with an
understanding of gender operationalized through exchange, through the
transfer of gendered substances and through gendered transactions,
predominantly between husband and wife, which lie at the heart of the
household and the wider economy.

Thesis Outline

In the first chapter of the thesis I look at marriage and residence in the
fishing community, two aspects of life which will come up again and again
in the following chapters. Marriage is an extremely important event for
both women and men, perhaps the most important: it defines them as adult
members of the community, and most importantly it is in relation to each
other that husbands and wives are most fully able to demonstrate and enact
their gender, to form a productive unit capable of creating both wealth and
children. Residence after marriage is likewise important for it keeps
women together while dispersing men, and thus gives rise to the
dominance of women in exchange and credit networks between
households. This chapter alsoc considers the matter of dowry and marriage
payments, and compares the structure of marriage here to that seen in the
North, where dowry is accompanied by the "gift of a virgin", and residence
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after marriage is strictly virilocal. In the fishing community women
rececive dowry more as a "pre-mortem inheritance”, and a groom price
component transfers the labour and loyalties of the groom to his wife's
family, indicating a very different understanding of the relations between
men and women, between the bride's family and the groom's.

These differences are brought out with greater force in Chapter 2,
which considers the kinship system of the fishing community. In this
Dravidian system, marriage with close relatives is fairly common, and
status differences between wife-givers and wife-takers are not emphasized
as they are in the North. Even more importantly, the tracing of relatedness
between people here indicates that men and women are seen to bear an
equal part in procreation, so that the system has an essential bilateral
symmetry that kinship systems in the North do not have, being mostly
patrilineal. The matter of tracing links of relatedness between people in
fact indicates that, though male and female links are equally stressed, they
are not identical, and it is the difference between them that makes the
distinctions of the Dravidian categories and gives rise to the possibility of
cross cousin marriage. My argument here is very different from that of
Louis Dumont (1953), who has previously offered the most accepted
explanation of the Dravidian terminology. Where Dumont sees the
categories as arising out of a structure of marriage alliance, I would argue
that they are in fact markers of relatedness and hence marriageability.

This chapter also discusses the importance of gender as it emerges
from a discussion of person and substance, the passing on of differently
gendered substances in procreation and the implications of this for a
understanding of the nature of the gendered person. In the next two
chapters I look at gender as it is manifest in performance, at the ways in
which men and women demonstrate their gender through work and daily
practices, and at what it means to be a man or a woman in this society.
Chapter 3 deals with men and masculinity, looking at how men come to be
fishermen, at what the work involves and how they learn the skills and
knowledge necessary. It also looks at the matter of identity, at what
distinguishes fishermen from others, and at how a sense of identity is not
tied to place, as so common in inland villages, but is rather bound up with
the relationship to the sea. Chapter 4 looks at women and women's work; at
fish vending and at women's strong control of money within the
household.  Women's control of money gives them a certain centrality,
which does not always automatically translate into power, but nevertheless
means that they dominate an extremely important part of the economy, and
that is credit.

Chapter S5 looks at the matter of credit, and more generally at
household exchanges, in both of which women are central. Credit is
extremely important in this fishing economy, both for small day to day
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consumption and also for larger items of expenditure, such as fishing
equipment, and cspecialfy dowry. This chapter looks at how women attempt
to build up networks of neighbours and friends to whom they can turn for
small subsistence loans when necessary to tide the household over, and
how they are also prominent in organizing larger scale loans both as
lenders and borrowers. In fact there is no clear cut money lending class
here, and anyone who has a surplus will lend out, at a relatively fixed rate
of interest of 3% per month. The chapter ends with a discussion of the
comparative literature on households; at how they cannot be considered in
isolation, but always have permeable boundaries, overlapping with others
through productive, consumptive, and exchange networks. Here, the
vagaries of fishing income mean that lenders can often be borrowers at
the same time, and the ties of debt and credit link households together in a
complex web.

Chapter 6 deals with more informal ties between households, with
the matter of gifts and consumption. Here we begin to return to the
question of gender, persons and substance, looking at the ways in which
certain exchanges between households imply links of shared substance,
and at the ways they are linked to gendered exchanges prototypically made
between husband and wife. In this chapter I return to the comparative
literature for India on persons and exchange, and particularly the matter
of the giving of gifts. Certain exchanges here do seem to imply a transfer
of substance, but not all, and it seems that whether gifts do or do not
implicate the person depends to a much greater extent here on the prior
relationship between the transactors, or on the nature of the object itself,
than on any culturally specific understanding of the relationship between
persons and things which operates in all contexts.

The emphasis placed in transaction on the prior relationship
between transactors leads us into & discussion of perhaps the most
important relationship for a understanding of gender, and one which is
also central to most exchanges, that between husband and wife. Chapter 7
starts with a discussion of the comparative theoretical literature on gender,
and looks at how gender can be wunderstood both in terms of the
understanding of the body and bodily difference, and in terms of
performance, gender as enacted through everyday practice. A brief
discussion of the construction of gender in diverse contexts, from pre-17th
century Europe (Laqueur 1990) to North American Indian societies (Roscoe
1991), and Melanesia (Strathern 1988), indicates that a simple binary
separation of two genders is not automatically privileged by the presence
of what the modern West sees as two clear cut sex categories, and recent
work in the West itself indicates that gender here is as much a matter of
performance as it is of ‘bodily difference (Butler 1990). Looking at the
material on India, however, indicates that here performance implies

'
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substance, and gender is primarily a matter of bodily difference, which
both dictates and allows differences in gender potential for action,
particularly in the matter of procreation. Turning to Marianad, and the
fishing community, we can see the importance of gendered exchange
between husband and wife, and the ways in which definitive bodily
difference here leads to a notion of complementarity. Men and women,
oppositely gendered, yet equal, come together in a union which realizes the
potential of each of them, and drives forward a process of exchange and
creation, the production of a household, wealth, and children.
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Chapter 1

Marriage, Men and Women

In the coastal village of Marianad, barely a week goes by without the
unmistakable evidence of a marriage celebration taking place.
Loudspeakers attached to nearby coconut palms throughout the village
bellow forth a riotous medley of Tamil and Malayalam love songs from
sunrise until late into the night, while close to the bride's house brightly
decorated canopies are going up in the midst of a bustle of preparations and
comings and goings. For three days the music will continue to play: in the
brief intervals of power cuts the silence is almost tangible. The wedding
itself, as is common in India, is a big affair, with guests in the hundreds
rather than tens, and long trestle tables laid out under the canopies
(pandals) where people ecat in rotation from conveniently disposable
banana leaves. [Everyone is dressed up: the bride herself ideally in an
expensive silk sari, and wearing the gold necklaces, earrings and bangles
that form part of her dowry. The families of both bride and groom will also
have new clothes for the occasion, though some look more at home in them
than others. The wedding of her eldest daughter was the only time I saw
Rajamma, a fish vendor, in anything other than the standard blouse and
lunghi. She put the bright expensive silk sari on at the last minute,
thrown on any old how, with a clashing blouse, and she took it off again
the minute the ceremony was over. Meanwhile Shobha, just eighteen,
looked rather self conscious and solemn in her blue and gold outfit with the
long white veil, but it was a beautiful dress, as all the women agreed. Better
anyday than the sari chosen by the last bride whose wedding we had all
gone to, which was leaf green and shocking pink.

Marriage is perhaps the most significant event in the lives of both
men and women in the fishing community. It marks their emergence into
true adult status, their joining together to form a new unit, the beginnings
of a new household, a new family, children. From now on, their work is
primarily for themselves and each other, oriented towards the new
household they have created, and ultimately aimed at the next generation,
at the marriage of their own children. Marriage is marked by the transfer
of wealth, mostly from the family of the bride and mostly in the form of a
dowry payment: by the time they have successfully married all their
daughters, a couple are usually left with very little themselves. Then, they
say, the hard work is all over: "You can relax then, and just wait for death!".

In this chapter I want to look at the meaning of marriage for both
women and men, at how marriage represents a distinctly different yet
equally important change in both their lives, and at how this difference

35



between them affects the attitude of a family towards its daughters and
sons. This means looking particularly at the issues of residence and
marriage payments.

The payment of dowry with daughters and not sons is an obvious
marker of difference between siblings of different genders, but perhaps
equally important is the matter of post-marital residence, which in the
fishing community is predominantly uxorilocal. Thus for example, when
Shobha was married, though clearly nervous and overwhelmed by the
occasion, she had the comfort at least that she would not be leaving home.
She and her husband, a boy whom she has known since childhood, a
relative of her mother, will stay in her parents' house for the first few
years of married life and when they do move out and set up their own
house it will most likely be close by.

Unusually then in the context of India, marriage here represents a
much more radical change for men than for women. Here it is men who
most often move between households, even to a different village, and who
have to fit in with a new set of relatives and work mates, while women
maintain their kin networks, stay in the old familiar surroundings,
continue to enjoy the support of their mother and sisters. At the same time,
it is women who will receive most of the wealth accumulated by their
parents, and men who will leave with very little. This has a profound
effect on the ways sons and daughters are viewed by the family. Sons are
transient, they do not cause so much worry, they are destined eventually to
leave, and will owe their loyalties to another family. Daughters are always
with you, daughters are the onmes you must work and suffer for, daughters
are the ones who will look after you in old age.

I shall start by looking at the matter of residence immediately after
marriage and subsequently, and at the sort of household structures that are
most commonly found in the village, before going on to look at the
differential effect this change of residence has on women and men as they
make the transition to married life. I shall go on to look at some of the
other profound changes that marriage represents for the new couple, and
for their respective families, and at the ways these affect decisions over the
marriage of daughters and sons. There is something to be said here also
about how marriages are made, what factors come into play in the
matching of bride and groom, and the kinds of negotiation that go on over
dowry, before coming to the matter of marriage payments in general.
Dowry in this context can be seen to function in a profoundly different
way to dowry in the classic North Indian case with which it is usually
associated, for reasons which have much to do with the nature of the
conjugal unit after marriage, the control of money by women, and the
particular forms of property and wealth extant in Marianad.
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Dowry payments are in fact extremely important in providing the
newly married couple with a capital sum which forms the nucleus of a new
household fund. Marriage thus sets up a new economic unit, centred on the
relationship between husband and wife. It also initiates the series of
important exchanges which take place between them at the heart of this
productive and reproductive unit, exchanges which will prove crucial to
the analysis in the rest of this thesis.

Residence and Household Structure in Marianad

Post-marital residence among the Latin Catholic fishing community in
Trivandrum District is predominantly uxorilocal. In Marianad, nearly 80%
of the marriages which have taken place within the households there have
been uxorilocal: the men of the family have gone to their wives' place,
often to a different village, while the women have stayed. Initially, the
couple take up residence in the wife's family home, but they will usually
move out after a few years into a place of their own, usually nearby. The
nuclear family is thus the most common household structure in the village,
but after this comes that of a family living with one or more married
daughters and their children. Only 7.6% of households included a married
son, compared with 28% which included a married daughter (Table I).

Type %
Nuclear Family 56
Single Mother and children 6.4
Family with one married daughter & children 19
Family, more than one married daughter 6
& children \

Family, married son & children 4
Family, married son and daughter(s) 2.6
& children

Married sisters & children 4
Married sisters and brothers & children 2

Table I: Household Structures in Marianad. (Total number 165)
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Looking at the ages of the primary couple in these different
household structures (Table II), it is clear that the pattern is a biographical
one, so that the household structure depends very strongly on age. Poverty
is also a factor, so that those families who share a house longest and with
most people will tend to be the poorest, where couples simply cannot afford
to build a new house. Nevertheless there is a tendency for young couples to
live initially with their parents, for middle aged couples to be most
commonly living in a nuclear family, and for older couples to be living
with their married children.

Thus when Agnes got married she and her husband Lawrence, from
Puthiyathura, lived with her parents and younger siblings in their small
concrete house, and it was there that she had her first two children. When
Agnes' younger sister, Emilie, was about to marry, Agnes managed to get a
loan for a house from the cooperative, and they moved out to leave room for
Emilie and her new husband. She now lives with just her husband and
children, but when the oldest daughter is married, she too will stay for a
few years in her parent's house before moving on. Eventually it is
common for the last child that is married, usually a girl, to get the house as
part of her dowry, and to continue living there with her husband. Thus
the practice of married daughters living with their parents merges
indistinguishably into that of elderly parents living with their married

daughter!.

Under 30 30-40 40-50 Over 50
Nuclear Household 23 (14%) 46 (28%) 16 (9.7%) 8 (4.8%)
1 married da/son - - 18 (11%) 20 (12%)
2 or more married - - 7 (4%) 8 (4.8%)
da/sons
Married siblings only - 6 (3.6%) 2 (1%) -

Table II: Average ages of the primary couple within these household
formations. (Numbers given are of households, total 165; numbers in brackets are %
of households)

1 Fuller (1974: 129-30, 177) notes very similar household developmental cycles for both Nayars and
Syrian Christians in Kerala, with a similar preponderance of nuclear households. Beck (1972) also
describes a high proportion of nuclear households in Konku, Tamil Nadu, except among Brahman
groups (1972: 210).
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In general, as is clear, most marriages involve the movement of men
from one household to another, and often in fact from one village to
another. In Marianad in particular there has been a great deal of inward
migration as the village has expanded since its inception in the mid 60s.
Because it is known as a fairly successful village, with good fishing, people
from other villages down the coast are keen to move here, and one of the
most common paths to migration is through marriage. Men come in to live
with their wife's family, and will often later be followed by brothers or
other relatives. Some of these processes of change in household structure,
residence and migration, can be seen in the following examples.

Mariamma (aged 50) was born in Vizhinjam, 50 km down the coast.
She arranged the marriage of one son, Simon, to a girl in Marianad whose
family was originally from Vizhinjam, and thus known to her. Through
this connection she came to know of two boys in Marianad who would be
suitable husbands for her two eldest daughters, Janet and Jegudasie, then
23 and 21. Mariamma was widowed, but relatively well off, with her own
kattumarams, and three other sons working. She made arrangements to
move to Marianad, bought a plot of land and built a thatched house. Her two
daughters were married at almost the same time and now live nearby in
their own houses, with their husbands and children. Mariamma lives with
her remaining sons and two more unmarried daughters.

Not far from her lives a friend, Lily, who is originally from a village
in Tamil Nadu. When she was married her husband, Vincent, came to live
in her village. Lily's brother was later married to a girl in Poovar, near
the border between Kerala and Tamil Nadu, and soon after marriage this
couple moved to Marianad, following the wife's family. Hearing of the
opportunities in Marianad, Lily and her husband came here too. They live
now with their five younger children: their eldest daughter (aged 27) is
married to Lily's brother's son, and lives close by in her own house.

Though most couples aim to set up house for themselves, this is not
always easy. Cecilie (aged 35) is a fish vendor, married to her mother's
brother's son, and has three children. She lives in an unusually large
extended household with her two sisters and their families. When Cecilie's
parents died, her oldest sister Rosemariec (aged 43) took charge of the
family. She was already married, to her father's sister's son, and she took it
upon herself to get her two younger sisters married. She arranged their
marriages and paid their dowries, from which she still has a large debt to
pay off. The youngest sister, Jemilie, was married at the same time as
Rosemarie's own daughter, to two brothers from Puthiyathura, and both
now have two children. They all live in the same house, together with
Rosemarie's two younger sons, as yet unmarried.

Elizabeth (aged about 30) is a fish vendor, who lives in the next
house. She has two young children and lives with her husband in her
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father's house (her mother died when she was quite young). Her younger
sister, husband, and their child also live in the house, together with her
brother and his wife and their baby. The last member of the household is
Elizabeth's youngest sister, not yet married.

These examples give some idea of the variation of possible houschold
structures, but also I hope show some of the principles operating in the
processes of household formation and change. They also indicate
something of the interdependence of households: married daughters who
have their own house often live in close proximity to their mother and
sisters, sometimes to their brother: the importance of these connections
will become clear in later chapters, in terms of credit links (see Chapter 5)
and gifts and exchanges between households (see Chapter 6). Kin links are
important too when it comes to migration, with families often following a
married brother or sister to the same village. The importance of matrifocal
links in this instance is very clear from the fact that, of those couples who
moved here after marriage, 72% followed the wife's relatives and only 16%
the husband's (12% had relatives here on both sides). As with the examples
above, however, the relative initially followed is most often a man (a
brother, a son, a mother's brother), just because it is most often men who
move away on marriage.

I have discussed residence so far mainly in terms of uxorilocality,
and certainly this is the most common form of marriage. However, it is not
an inevitable choice, and there are families who may keep their married
sons in the household or send a daughter to live in her husband's village.
"It's a matter of adjustment between the two families: it will depend on how
much space there is in the house, on how well they all get on". Stella for
example explained that her daughter was to go initially to her husband's
family (they lived in the same village), but that she could always choose to
return. "If they 'are good to her, she will stay. But if she doesn't like it they
will come here."

There are a number of reasons why people might find it convenient
to keep their sons with them, or send their daughters away. In the case of
the bride's family the most important consideration is likely to be space. It
is not uncommon for maybe one or two daughters out of a family of four or
five to move away on marriage, and this has a lot to do with the problem of
space in the house, especially where there are still a number of unmarried
sons remaining. Even where the space is available, it is possible that if a
family already has a number of daughters settled with or near them, they
may be more willing to let the next daughter go, if the groom's family so
desire.

From the point of view of the groom's family relative wealth and
household space also play a part. 'James' parents have a large concrete
house and a big piece of land. Their older children have been able to set
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themselves up in separate houscholds after marriage, and so they have
kept the youngest son, the baby of the family, with them. When he
married, his wife moved into the house also, and they now live there
together with their two children There was little trouble persuading the
wife's family to let her come to them when the advantage for the couple
was so clear.

Another factor would be the need of the groom's family to retain his
labour and support, and thus to try and arrange for a wife to join them
rather than lose him to another family. This clearly played a part in the
decision of one man's parents to keep him with them. Here there is only
one son, Robert, and the eldest daughter's husband has abandoned her,
leaving the family responsible for her and her children. The younger
sisters need to be married, and it would be difficult to attract a husband for
them into a household with so many dependents and so few eamers without
Robert present. While a son may not contribute directly to the household
finances once married, there are plenty of indirect compensations which
make it desirable to keep him near: for his general help and support
around the house, as a work partner with his father, and as a possible
source of loans. Thus Robert's wife has moved in with the family, and they
live in the house with their young baby.

It is not only the situation of the groom's family which may require
virilocal residence however, but, as the matter of Robert's sisters hints, also
their assessment of the potential bride's family situation. It is often the
case that the eldest of a number of daughters may marry out while the
younger ones are able to stay. Thus Lily, who has three daughters, sent
the eldest daughter to live with her husband, but has kept the younger
daughter and her husband with her. Similarly Pakashia, who has four
daughters and a young son, has just married off the eldest, who has gone to
live with her husband in Puthenthope. Here the calculations of the groom's
family are decisive: in both these cases there were no male (earning)
members in the family, and there were younger sisters. A man might
think twice before he joined such a household, with the expectations of
support and responsibility which this would entail. He would almost
certainly be involved in the process of trying to get the younger sisters
married, and much of the couple's initial savings could be drained in this
way. In Lily's case, although the eldest daughter married away, it was
possible to bring a husband in to the household for the next daughter,
when only one sister remained to be married. With Pakashia, the fact that
her son will soon be old enough to earn should make it more likely that the
next daughter will stay in the household.

In general, the decisive factor in the practice of virilocal residence
tends to be the needs and claims of the groom's family. This reflects in part
the fact that it is the more unusual form, and thus to press for it the
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groom's family must have quite strong reasons, which the bride's family
will usually have little reason to object to. Often it is to the advantage of
their daughter in fact to agree (as for example in the case of James' wife,
who was going to live in a much more spacious and desirable house).

The emphasis on uxorilocality in general obviously means that
marriage for men and women means very different things in terms of
their relationships with their natal family. There are other ways in which
marriage differs for men and women, in terms of change in status, in
responsibility, in work, and in their relationships with others. In the next
section I want to examine the difference marriage makes to the lives of
women and men, and the different meanings it has for both of them.

Women and men: before and after marriage
Losing one family, gaining another

For men the most obvious change after marriage is the change in
residence.  They join a different household, often move to a different
village, and have to come to terms with a whole new set of family relations.
It is not just the physical move that is at issue: the shift of household
represents a whole shift in loyalties, in sense of belonging, in the
expectations of others. The new husband is accepted as part of his wife's
family, and his duties and responsibilities, formerly to his natal family, are
now to them. While his wife will continue to refer to her husband's family
by affinal terms, he will most commonly start to refer to his new family
after a few years as his sisters, brothers, mother, father. As Bridget
explained to me, "It's usual for the boy to consider this is his own home
after marriage. Especially if he has married the eldest daughter, then it's
almost as though he were the eldest son: he looks after the others in the
family, he is expected to help with all the affairs of the house. They call
him son." Simon described the transition with rather more bitterness:
"Once a boy gets married and goes, he's nothing in his parent's house,
nobody. For both mother and father the daughter is the most important,
the son is not really part of it". Simon, as the eldest son, had spent most of
his twenties working to ensure his sisters were married before he himself
married and moved to Marianad; now his family are relatively well off,
having managed to send his younger brothers to the Gulf, but Simon and
his wife get nothing from them.

In general men are expected to become fully part of their wife's
family on marriage, and to owe them support, help with small jobs, and
generally to maintain close relations. In the common type of uxorilocal
and inter-village marriage this is in fact what tends to happen: husbands
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go along with their wife's support of and closeness to her natal family, and
the couple have very little to do with his family, except for occasional
visits. In the case where both families live in the same village, however,
uxorilocality does not represent such a drastic break for the man, and the
option of retaining links with his own family remains as a possible
strategy. Rajamma's family for example is noted for being an unusually
close and successful one: though all the children (of whom Rajamma is the
eldest) have married and moved to separate houses, there is still a very
strong sense of an extended family network, and this includes the brothers
as well as the sisters. As Rajamma explained, "If I have some spare money, I
will give it to my mother, and say, 'It's for the family’. If I have need of
money myself, then I can always get it from her - mostly it will have come

from my brothers". Her brothers both have jobs in the Gulf and so are
relatively well off. Though they live with their wives' families, they still
give money to their own parents. "They feel we're all the same family,

that's why they give". When her daughter Shobha got married, Rajamma's
family, including her brothers, were responsible for finding a
considerable proportion of the dowry. In this case the fact that Rajamma's
brothers remain a close part of the family group has a lot to do with the
efforts of her parents to maintain a sense of unity among all their
children, and particularly not to lose the sons, who have extremely well
paid jobs. In other cases men might choose to stay close to their families
for the advantages it brings them, particularly if they are better off than
the wife's family, or simply because they find it difficult to get on with
their wife's family. Thus although the most common and expected course is
for the husband to switch his loyalties from one family to the other on
marriage, it is important to realize that this is by no means a given, and
men may in fact retain strong links with their parents and siblings, as a
strategic choice on their part or on the part of their family.

Most commonly however marriage represents a strong break for
men. The change in household can often also mean a change in work
partners, even a change in the sea shore and the area of work. From
working with his brothers or with his father, a man may start to work with
his brothers-in-law or father-in-law, he may have to build up new
relationships, new partnerships, and work to prove all over again his
competence and be accepted as a good crew member. A particularly
common work partner after marriage is the wife's sister's husband, who is
in fact a classificatory if not. an actual brother. When Paulos moved to
Marianad with his wife and children and discovered what a good place it
was for fishing, he went back to Puthiyathura to bring his wife's sister's
family here as well: "That was so I could have someone to work with." The
difficulty of making this transition is eased however by the individualistic
nature of kattumaram fishing, which means men can quite easily fish
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alone if they want to, and by the prevailing practice among fishermen in
this area that makes the recruitment of crews an ad hoc daily process
where anyone should be allowed to join a crew if they ask and if they are
competent, on a "first come first served" basis (See Chapter 3).

Marriage for men, as for women, represents an increase in status
and wealth. A married man is a full adult, and the dowry which the couple
receive often gives him the opportunity to become a craft owner, after
years of only working on other people's boats. Before marriage, any
money he earns goes to his family, and if they use it to buy a kattumaram
or part finance the purchase of a plywood boat, that boat remains their
property after he leaves. Although he can ask for money for his needs
from his mother, he will not own money or property in his own right,
however old he is, until he is married. After marriage, whatever he works
for remains with him and his wife, and will not be dissipated into the
larger family.

If marriage means an increase in status however it also means an
increase in responsibilities. @~ The money a man makes from working no
longer goes to his natal family but equally they no longer support him. In
a large household with other adult men and women bringing in some
income, the obligation of any one member of the household to work is not
so great. Elizabeth, who is a fish vendor, complains bitterly of her sons'
laziness. While she and her son-in-law provide the household income, they
make very little attempt to look for work: "They just won't go. They leave it
all to me, they always have." When however the household unit consists of
only a couple and young children, the pressure on the husband to go to
work each day is strong, particularly when the couple have daughters who
will eventually need to be settled with a dowry. Some react badly to this
pressure, resenting it, and refuse to do anything. James, laughing,
described how men often "change their natures” on marriage: "See, he
may have been a good man and a hard worker before, but then he marries
and takes to drink and lies around doing nothing. @ Maybe they have a
daughter, and then his wife will say to him, 'Look, now you will have to
work', and so he will instantly get up and go - and drink twice as much as
before!"

The final important difference marriage makes to the lives of men is
one I cannot elaborate on greatly but which has to be mentioned for the
great significance it has to the fishermen themselves, and that is the
opportunity for a sanctioned and full sexual relationship. Sex is seen as
incredibly important to men particularly, and is a subject frequently
discussed among them, especially in the context of gossip about others' and
one's own sexual exploits?. While there is certainly some opportunity for

2 While some hint of this was clear to me from my own conversations with people, I am indebted to
my friend Sahadevan for observations about men's gossip.
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affairs within the village, they are unlikely to be very long term, and
suffer from the need for secrecy. Thus, although few men will actually be
virgins when they marry, for most it will be the first opportunity they
have had for a regular and measured sex life, for the fulfillment of what is
seen to be a man's most pressing and important need. Talking of the
dependence both wife and husband have on each other, Paulos explained,
"If a man gets married, it's difficult for him to imagine a life without that,
to be single again. OK if he is single for a long time before marriage, you
cope with that, you don't know what it's like, but once you get used to this
bond, then you can't do without it."

From Daughter to Wife

For a woman, the initial changes on marriage seem on the whole less
radical than for a man. She remains in the family home, in the same
familiar surroundings and with the same networks of friends and kin. Her
status is of course quite different, she is now an adult married woman, and
there will be plenty of joking and teasing about what this means: a new
found responsibility, a pride, almost of possession, in this new husband, the
discovery of sex. Because women marry much younger than men, and
their freedom is on the whole more restricted before marriage, they are
unlikely to have had any sexual experience, and they are likely to be in
fact, as they should be according to religious and customary morality,
virgins.  Marriage is, then, in this respect, a more significant watershed
for women than for men, and this is acknowledged, but in terms of the long
term importance of the sexual relationship it is perhaps equally significant
for both. As will become clear, the sexual exchange, and procreation, are
central to the marital relationship, to the binding of husband and wife
together as a new unit capable of the creative production of both wealth
and children, and as such, of profound importance to both (see Chapter 7).

For men, as we have seen, marriage makes a difference to residence,
but not really to the nature of work: though they may change the place
and the work partners, essentially they continue to go to sea in the same
way as before. For women, it is precisely in this area, of work, that
marriage ultimately makes the most difference. In terms of domestic work
there is a strong continuity: for the first few years they will almost
certainly continue to divide the domestic jobs of the household with their
mother and sisters in much the same way as they did before marriage, and
even after they have moved to a house of their own it is not uncommon for
them to continue to feed younger siblings for example, or rely on their
mother to do the shopping - especially if she goes to the market anyway to
sell fish. Children will of course make a difference to the amount of work
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and responsibility a woman has, but most of them will already be used to
having to care for young babies, either young siblings or the children of
their older sisters, and will in turn be able to draw on the labour of female
relatives for help with their own. None of this represents a radical change
from what they were doing before. Where marriage really makes a
difference to women is in making them the linchpin of a new economic
unit, giving them control of the joint finances of themselves and their
husband, and starting this joint fund off with a lump sum in the form of
the dowry payment.

As soon as she is married, a woman becomes responsible for the
money of her husband: she will also initially control the money they have
between them from her dowry. This is the beginning of a long
engagement with matters of money, with the responsibility for keeping
track of loans given and taken and the interest payments resulting from
these, the responsibility for managing the monetary affairs of the
household. The credit economy in the fishing villages is very much the
domain of women, and once a woman is married, and has access to money of
her own, she will begin to build up those networks and relationships of
debt and reciprocity which are essential to the household's ability to cope
with the fluctuations of income that are characteristic of a fishing
economy. Initially she will rely on networks already in place, of kin and
friends, and these often remain the most important, but new relationships
will be made with the giving of loans, joining chitty funds, perhaps even
starting one up (see Chapter 5). Her responsibility will be to maintain as
far as possible the fund of credit on which the house can draw, to build up
the savings they have by careful management, and to build as wide a base
as possible of potential support and inter-dependence.

The other area of the economy that opens up to women after
marriage is fish vending. As a married woman, she can go to the beach on
her own, she can go to the market, she can allow herself to interact with
men in both these public places in a way that would be impossible for an
unmarried woman without compromising herself. @ Marriage here provides
the key to a certain economic independence for women, the chance to earn
money for themselves. In general, it is something that women turn to after
a few years of marriage, after the oldest child can start to be to some degree
responsible for the younger ones, and some women will of course never
take it up; nevertheless it exists as a possibility for all of them.

Keeping Daughters, Losing Sons
The differences as they have been outlined above between women's and

men's experience and expectations of marriage have profound implications
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for the ways in which families view their relationships with daughters and
sons, and for the strategies they follow when considering the matter of
their marriage. As has been mentioned, the likelihood that sons will move
away on marriage and daughters stay behind means a different sense of
commitment to girls than to boys. There is a strong feeling that boys will
always be all right, they are not such a worry - firstly from an early age
they will be able to earn their keep, and secondly they should not have any
trouble marrying, there will be no problem of finding a dowry for them.
"You don't have to earn for boys like you do for daughters. Boys will eamn
for themselves." But eventually boys will leave, and earn for someone else:
"If it's a boy, you know that he will reach a certain age and go his way. But
a daughter is always with you." This sense of boys as transient, as not
really part of the family, can often be reflected in the setting aside of
rooms in the family house - this one for Stella, this one for Jaysie (and
their future husbands), and the verandah for the boys. The daughters,
once married and even living separately, remain part of the family
network and an important resource of help with domestic chores, lending
or giving small amounts of cash, food, other items, giving larger loans.
When Emilie married she gave her dowry straight back to her mother on
loan for a period of three years, until she was able to return it for them to
buy some land. Rajamma ,even after twenty years of marriage, still sends
fish caught by her husband to her mother for consumption by the
household and for distribution to her sisters' households. In return they
are often treated as still part of the family in a way married sons rarely are.
At festival time, when the family wusually gets new clothes, Lily buys
clothes not only for her unmarried children but regularly also for the two
married daughters - though not for her married son.

If girls are always with you, if marriage is in fact much less of a
break with the family for women than it is for men, then it makes no sense
to delay the marriage of girls once they are old enough, and in fact there
are many reasons why it is sensible to marry your daughters, once they are
old enough, as soon as the dowry can be found. Young unmarried girls are
restricted by convention from going out alone, to the beach or to the shops,
and they need to be kept out of trouble with boys, for gossip, and even more
so an unwanted pregnancy, will make marriage that much more difficult.
As married women they will have more freedom, will be less of a worry to
their family, and importantly, as I have discussed above, will have open to
them economic possibilities closed to an unmarried daughter. They will in
addition bring into the household another earning male member, an
important source of additional support. Sons, however, are a different
matter. From an early age, maybe 16 or 17, their fishing will have been an
important additional source of income. It is often the money earned by
sons that enables a family to rise above subsistence level and finance the
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marriage of their daughters. Once the sons are married their family can
no longer depend on them automatically - they have no rights over their
earnings, their labour, their support. For most families, then, it makes
sense to delay the marriage of sons as far as possible. It is in fact common
for men to be married around the age of 25 or 26, compared with an
average of more like 19 or 20 for girls3,

When to marry your daughter or son, however, is not the only
consideration for the family when contemplating their child's marriage.
There is also the matter of 'to whom, 'and for how much. It is to these aspects
of marriage that I want to turn now, looking at the negotiations and
strategies that come into play, and at how marriage payments are
determined.

Marriage Negotiations and Strategies.
A Good Family

The initial move in the marriage game is made by the girl's parents, who
will approach the parents of the boy and ask if they are willing to give
them their son. Before reaching this point however a good deal of
discussion and consideration of the available boys will have taken place,
and there will have been much consultation of the wider kin network and
friends for any suggestions as to suitable boys in other villages. The boy
should ideally be sober and hardworking, not too old, with a good character,
and, ideally, a relative. The actual cross cousin, if one is available, is often
considered, as are more distant relatives. "It is good to marry a relative",
people say, because then the bride and groom know each other, and the
families know each other. If he is not a close relative, then he should at
least be from "a good family". What then constitutes a good family?

"What is a good family? If they have good clothes, then they're a
good family!" The issue of wealth is perhaps the most important defining
factor. "It's a matter of education and wealth, normally a prosperous family
is called a good family”. But it is not the only consideration. "Unity in the
family is also important”. A good family would be one that was looked up to
in the village, its men known as good fishermen, its women clever with
money, the sort who are consulted by their neighbours when advice is

3 Thisis relatively late by Indian standards for women, and certainly ten or more years ago the average
would have been nearer 16-17. Kerala however has a long record of promoting later marriages and
currently it is illegal to marry in the state under 18. The practice has begun to take hold in the fishing
villages with the increasing emphasis on education in general, but it has certainly progressed further in
Marianad than elsewhere, with a lot of commitment to upholding the law from the Cooperative Society
and Church Committee. Higher dowries may also be responsible for later marriages, particularly of
second and subsequent daughters.
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needed or a small favour, the sort who are active in village organizations,
the Church Committee, the local Prayer Group. "A family who can always
pay their debts". To undcrstan‘(‘il more fully the considerations and
strategies that are relevant to a family's choices in the marriage game, and
the changes that are affecting these choices, it is necessary to look at the
issues of class and caste.

The Latin Catholic fishing community is hardly divided along caste
lines, and in most areas of life could be considered to be homogeneous.
They themselves deny the existence of subcastes, and although when
pushed will admit that there are, of course, the Barbers, who "used to be
considered lower", they assert that "things are different now, they are not
treated any differently from anyone else". In the matter of marriage, the
question of subcaste difference even within the non-Barber community
becomes an issue, but it remains a distinction which is inextricably bound
up with others, of class and village status, so that whether subcastes as such
even exist becomes a matter for debate.

In the nearby village of Puthukurichy, there are families who call
themselves "A class" people, there are those who would claim to be "B Class",
and there are the rest, "C Class". A slightly weakened form of this division
exists in the village to the other side of Marianad, Alillathura. These are
mostly endogamous groups, though not wholly. A and B might intermarry,
and a poor B family might marry with the C group, but in general it would
not be likely that anyone from the A group would marry with the C group.
They are wealthier, more educated, and often have white collar jobs, rather
than relying on fishing. As far as the people from Marianad are
concerned however, they are not a subcaste, they are just an economic
elite. Simon gave me an explanation which was repeated by many: "That A
and B - that is just because some families in Puthukurichy became well off
and sent their children to get educated. So then they had both money and
education and they got government jobs, and they set themselves up as A
class. Some who were less lucky with their sons- in-law [i.e. they failed to
get boys with good jobs] became poor and started to fish again, and they are

the B class". Paulos explained further how well connected these A class
families were: "Peter Bernard Pereira, the Bishop - he's from
Puthukurichy”. But he saw it as an isolated phenomenon. "It's only in

Puthukurichy they have this - and actually we don't give a damn about
them". To the nodding agreement of his listeners, he continued, "What is
all this A and B anyway? It's all the difference brought about by money.
In Marianad you have different sorts of people, like in any place, good
men, bad men, people who are educated and less educated. There are lots of
people who live without principles. But what can you do about that?" As
far as Marianad is concerned, "There is not this difference. They are like
me and I am like them".

49



To some extent this difference may reflect a difference between the
north and south of Trivandrum District. In the south, from whence come
the majority of the families in Marianad originally, there is much greater
homogeneity within villages, in terms of wealth and status. There is,
however, some sense of the differential status of different villages, with
some considered better in terms of the average levels of wealth and
education, with perhaps more space and better houses, better fishing

conditions and thus greater prosperity. There is a tendency here,
especially with the bigger villages like Puthiyathura, for village
endogamy, though inter-village marriages do take place. Roman,

explaining the common occurrence of marriages between people from
Puthiyathura and those from Poovar, gave an insight into the kinds of
status considerations and strategies that operate: "See, Poovar is a place
where there are a lot of Muslims. These people are rich and the fishermen
there can ecasily get money from them, and they have a lot of influence
through them. So if I have a daughter, I might want to marry her to
someone from Poovar because then I know the contacts of my family would
naturally be better that way. The people from Poovar know that in terms of
status it's good to marry someone from Puthiyathura. If a person from
Puthiyathura asks for a boy from Poovar, there's no denying them, because
Puthiyathura is anyday a better village than Poovar and people know it. In
Puthiyathura they are happy to get a boy from Poovar not only because of
the contacts but also because they know he'll be strong and independent”
(people from Poovar also have a reputation for this).

The status of a family in the fishing community, and the choice of a
suitable marriage partner, clearly depends on a complex combination of
factors which may include wealth, reputation, village, and claims to
membership of particular caste or class groups. None of these factors are
fixed or over determining, rather they interact with each other to produce
a very fluid hierarchy which I would be reluctant to describe in terms of
subcastes, except in the case of the Barber families. Even in the case of the
A, B, C groups in Puthukurichy and Alillathura, the ranking seems to be
relatively recent, and very much based on wealth. The wealthy elite here
almost certainly made its money in migration to Malaysia in the early part
of the century, and through education and entering non-fishing
professions, has managed to entrench its class position. There are a small
number of such families in many of the villages to the north of
Trivandrum such as Puthenthope and St. Andrews, and it may be their
concentration in Puthukurichy which has led to the elaboration of the
distinctions along these quasi-caste lines.

Among the vast majority of the fishing community, the most
relevant considerations are simply reputation and wealth, and here there
is great scope for individual mobility. In an economy with very low levels
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of capital investment, a family's prosperity is to a large degree a result of
their unity, skill in fishing and good standing in the credit market, rather
than any inherited class or caste position. As the demand for boys from
Poovar indicates, their personal reputation, as strong and independent
men, as well as the contacts they have with rich patrons, outweighs the
village status consideration. Similarly the fact that a man was known as a
highly skilled fisherman would compensate for much in the way of family
background.

In recent years, the situation has been greatly changed by the
increase in Gulf migration, which has contributed to the emphasis on the
individual character of the groom and his immediate family rather than
the status of the wider kin group or village4.  Access to the extremely
lucrative world of Gulf migration now outweighs virtually all other
considerations, and has meant a shift in the nature of the "good family"
and the ideal groom. Now a family with access to the Gulf is automatically a
good family by virtue of their wealth and contacts, and since they are not
concentrated in any one village or social group this has made such
considerations less relevant: "Any village now has Gulf families so you
cannot say that such and such a village is better or worse". It has also
reduced the value placed on the skills of a good fisherman: however good a
man is, he is never going to bring in the kind of income you can get as a
migrant worker in the Gulf, and consequently he will be less sought after
as a husband.

So far the newly wealthy Gulf families have not differentiated
themselves a great deal from other fishing families: many of them
continue to have members who go fishing, they have very similar
lifestyles, and the only restriction on marriage is a monetary one, the high
dowry demanded with the bride of a Gulf worker. It may be that in second
and subsequent generations the fact that they can afford to educate their
children and aspire to professional qualifications and jobs will result in an
entrenchment of class differences such as those that resulted from an
carlier generation of successful migrants to Malaysia. At the moment,
however, the situation is still fluid, and there is ample opportunity for
manipulation of connections, character and monetary stakes in the
arranging of marriages.

From the point of view of the bride's family, then, the aim is to find a
"suitable boy", hopefully one from a good family and with a good character.

4 From the early 80s onward there was a high level of labour migration to the Gulf states from the
fishing community, which reduced considerably during and after the Gulf war, but has since been
increasing again. In Marianad relatively few households had members working in the Gulf (perhaps
5%), but in villages with a large Muslim population the percentage would have been much higher.
The perception of what men did when there was exceedingly vague (most probably did manual work,
some worked on trawlers) but the rewards by Kerala standards were astronomical. A successful Gulf
worker could come home eventually (after ten years) with Rs 4-5 lakhs (1 lakh is 100,000).
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Once found, however, his parents must be persuaded to part with him, and
here considerations of money come into play. The boy's parents will be
looking to see him settled with as good a dowry as possible: not only because
this will ensure he himself is comfortably off, but also because part of the
dowry payment is in fact made directly to the groom's parents, for their
own use, something I shall return to below. In the next section I want to
look more closely at how the qualities of the groom and his family status
translate into dowry demands, and the kinds of negotiation that determine
what the bride's family will pay.

The Price of a Groom

As we have seen, the first move in the marriage negotiation is usually made
by the girl's parents, who ask for the boy to be their son-in-law. Once the
boy and his parents have said that they are willing, the dowry haggling
can start3. "The boy's parents say what they want. Then the girl's parents
say whether they are willing to pay that, and they make an adjustment
between them. Some will insist that they pay that amount, others will come
down". The actual haggling is done by the men of the family, but all are
involved in the decision: "The father and the mother's brother or maybe
mother's father will go to the boy's house. But they will have previously
discussed with the other members of the family and it will have been
decided beforehand what they will say. They will come back for further
discussion if necessary. The people involved in the decision are the
mother, father and the mother's family. @ Some people even consult the
father's family"6,

What, then are the considerations that enter into these decisions
over what dowry to pay? Rajamma paid a dowry of 1 lakh (Rs 100,000) for
her daughter, which was divided as follows:

Rs 35,000 for the boy's parents

Rs 25,000 in the form of arranging a visa for the Gulf

Rs 25,000 as cash, to the couple

Rs 15,000 as gold jewelry
The visa to the Gulf was arranged by Rajamma's brother, who works there,
so that although it had a nominal value of Rs 25,000 it in fact cost the family

5 The prospective groom is usually given the choice of refusal, after seeing the girl (often he will
know her vaguely anyway). He is by this stage too old and potentially independent for his parents to
force him into a marriage if he is strongly opposed. The bride has less choice in the matter, and is
expected to defer to her family.

6 This up-front haggling is very different from the kind of apparently disinterested exchange that ideally
takes place in North India, where the dowry is supposed to be a gift freely given along with the ‘gift of
a virgin', whatever the behind the scenes negotiating that may go on (e.g. Parry 1979: 241).
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very little. The entire dowry, even so, came to Rs 75,000, a substantial sum?.
Rajamma's family are relatively well off - although they live in a thatched
house, they own a plywood boat with an engine and she earns a fair
amount as a fish vendor. She is part of a very close extended family as well,
with a good deal of support from her parents and unmarried brothers (Gulf
workers). The boy who married her daughter is a relative of Rajamma's
mother, originally from the same village, Puthiyathura. He is tall,
relatively good looking .and has some education beyond SSLC (the
Secondary School Leaving Certificate, "at 16).

In general, at the time of fieldwork, for a boy of good family with
some education and good fishing skills a dowry of 1 lakh was not seen as
unusual. For a boy who was already set up with a Gulf job the dowry might
have been 1.5 lakh or more. It would be easy to conclude that dowry
depended quite simply on the boy, that it was entirely determined by the
"price of the groom", but there is more to it than that. For any particular
boy, given his family background and personal qualities, there would be a
certain expected and reasonable level of dowry which could be demanded
by his family. To this extent it would be true to say dowry is determined by
the groom. However, from the point of view of the bride's family, it is they
who initially decide the level of dowry they are willing to pay, and the kind
of boy they then choose to approach will be predetermined by this
decision. The haggling, then, takes place within defined parameters which
are already accepted by both sides, and their ideas of what is a reasonable
amount are relatively harmonized. For the bride's family, this decision
rests on their perception of their own wealth and status, the kind of man
they feel befits this, the sort of amount they feel willing or able to raise for
their daughter. It will also depend on her position in the family: with two
other daughters close behind she would have to accept less than she might
get as the youngest or only daughter. As Emilie put it, "People give as much
as they can for dowry. There's no fixed amount. It depends what their
income is". While it would usually be the case that during the actual
haggling the interest of the bride's family lay in reducing the amount and
that of the groom's in increasing it, in the initial decision which sets the
parameters of the payment their interests may well both be, in fact, to go as
high as they can. Not only does this ensure that their daughter gets a good
settlement, it increases the perceived status and wealth of the family in the
eyes of others, and means they can demand a greater dowry for their sons.
As Bridget explained, "Whatever I give for my daughter, I'd expect at least
that for my son. If I give her 1 lakh, I'd ask maybe 1.5 lakhs for him.
Maybe I'd only get 1.25 but I'd definitely get more than I gave".

7 An average day's share for a kattumaram fishermen is Rs 50 - 100: the annual profit for a plywood
boat owner is around Rs 15-20,000 (see Appendix 2).

53



The fact that the bride's family has at least as much to do with setting
the price of the dowry as :the groorﬁ's family explains what might otherwise
seem rather puzzling, that vastly disparate dowries can be given in cases
where the objective qualities of the groom seem very similar. Although I
have mentioned the high price demanded for an educated man or one with
a Gulf job, these men are few in number, and among the rest the range of
education, skills and personal qualities is relatively narrow, yet dowries
can vary, for a good fisherman, from Rs 25,000 to Rs 1 lakh. Among the
poorer families in Marianad, dowries of nearer Rs 10,000 were quoted.
Some couples interviewed said that they had not got a dowry at all, and it
seems that among the poorest this was sometimes the case, yet these men
were at least adequate fishermen with basic education, and sometimes they
were highly skilled and known for it. They were unable to demand high
dowries because they were not approached by families who could afford
high dowries, and here we come to the question of marriage and kinship.

There is a strong preference among the fishing community, as has
been mentioned, for marriage with relatives. The actual cross cousin, if
one is available, is often considered first, but more distant cross cousins or
other relatives are also popular. This means that to some extent the price
of a groom depends on the wealth of his wider kin group, who form the
group of most likely potential affines. It could be argued that this wider
kin group is in fact acting as a subcaste, whose perceived status in the
hierarchy determines the value of the dowries they will give and receive
between them. However, as I have said above, I believe that it is in fact a
much more fluid situation than such an analysis would allow, with a great
deal of mobility, and with status much more immediately dependent on
present wealth and position than claims to innate superiority.

Dowry amounts depend, as I have shown, on strategies of both bride's
and groom's families, but they also depend on what is seen as a "reasonable"
amount in the given circumstances, and this is currently subject to some
change. Gulf money has created a degree of inflation in dowry in the
community over the last 10 years, so that when a woman married often has
more to do with what dowry she got than whom she married. This means
that a group of sisters may often receive quite different dowries depending
on their age, and can lead to disputes in the family. When I asked about
whether sons-in-law demanded more dowry after marriage (as is
notoriously the case in North India), people denied it, but I was told,
"Sometimes the eldest daughter will see that her younger sister is getting a
much bigger dowry than she did, and she will complain, 'You never gave so
much to me, it's not right', and so on, but this is not usually serious".

We can see all these factors at work in the case of Rita's family. Here
the eldest daughter, Agnes, married with a dowry of Rs 37,000 (Rs 25,000 to
the couple, Rs 12,000 to the groom's parents). Her husband has a fairly
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good education and is a member of the Church Finance Committee - he
migrated to work in Malaysia for a while but got malaria and was forced to
return after only a short time. The second sister, marrying fairly soon
after, got only Rs 25,000 of which Rs 10,000 went to her husband's family.
Her husband is a good fisherman, but less well educated than his brother-
in-law. Now, some eight years later, the family are considering the
marriage of the third daughter, and are agreed on a dowry in the area of Rs
1 lakh. Not only have dowries increased with inflation, the ability of the
family to pay has also increased, with the eldest two sons working on a
plywood boat owned by Rita and Agnes jointly. Also the third daughter,
being well educated herself (she has been to college) deserves an educated
bridegroom, and "such a boy will be expensive".

This section has, I hope, given some idea of the strategies and
negotiations that go on around marriage, and the payment of dowry. I
want to look now at what dowry is in this community, at the different
components of the marriage payment and how they are understood:
particularly, in the context of comparative discussions of dowry, I want to
look at the matter of to what extent it constitutes wealth or inheritance for
women.

Marriage Payments

Before I go on to look at dowry in the fishing community, it is perhaps
relevant to look briefly at some of the comparative literature for India.
Goody and Tambiah's classic work on dowry and bridewealth attempted to
demonstrate that dowry in India could best be considered as a from of pre-
mortem inheritance for the bride, an inheritance in moveable valuables
that was associated with a system of diverging devolution of property from
the estate to all children equally (Goody and Tambiah 1973). This
formulation has however been much criticized (eg Sharma 1984; Srinivas
1984; Caplan 1994) since to a large extent dowry in India is controlled by
the groom's family, rather than the bride or even the conjugal couple, and
in any case is not usually calculated as a proportion of the family estate.
Tambiah himself in a later paper has been forced to concede that, “"the
proposition that dowry in North India is primarily meant to form part of
the conjugal fund of the marrying couple cannot be sustained in its
original form" (1989: 421). There is widespread evidence in South India at
least that the groom's family are often at liberty to use the incoming dowry
of their son to pay for the dowries of their daughters (Gough 1956: 824;
Beck 1972: 237; Fuller 1974: 180; Visvanathan 1989: 1342; Caplan 1994: 360).
Thus in fact there are many ways in which dowry, certainly in modern
India, operates as a form of groomwealth directly comparable to the
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"circulating social fund" which bridewealth represents in parts of Africa,
rather than radically distinguished from it. There are however broad
differences between dowry as practiced in the North of India and in the
South, where it is historically a less common phenomenon, which relate to
kinship and marriage practices, and make it difficult to maintain any one
simple analytical frame.

The North: The Gift along with the Virgin

In North India dowry is characterized as a gift freely given by the bride's
family along with the bride herself, the "gift of a virgin", kanyadan. The
size of the dowry is a matter for the prestige of the bride's family and kin,
and often associated with the status of the groom, which should ideally be
higher than that of the bride's family. The bride is completely transferred,
together with the goods that accompany her, to the groom's family, who
may live at a considerable distance, and certainly in a different village.
The marriage sets up a long term relationship between bride's kin and
groom's, which is characterized by the continuing flow of gifts from the
former to the latter, a flow which must be unreciprocated (see e.g. Vatuk
1975; Madan 1975; Parry 1979; Raheja 1988).

Dowry in this case is very far from being considered the property of
the bride, and apart from a small proportion which is specifically
considered to be hers alone, usually some items of clothing and jewelry, the
rights over it belong with the groom's family. [Even the groom may not
have a great deal of control over the dowry, which, as the property of the
joint household, is most often controlled in fact by his parents. As Vatuk
has noted, even where a couple set up house on their own immediately
after marriage, it is still for the groom's mother to allocate them what she
chooses out of the dowry property, it is not their right simply to take it
(Vatuk 1975: 163). Likewise the continuing gifts which are sent to the
groom's family from the bride's are best seen as part of an ongoing
relationship between the two families, rather than goods given specifically
to the daughter. Under these circumstances, it makes little sense to think of
the dowry as a woman's property, equivalent to that of her brother's share
at inheritance, as Sharma (1984) points out.

Madan (1975) suggests that dowry here in fact serves three purposes,
none of which are strictly that of inheritance. It is a means of
compensating the daughter for her lack of rights of inheritance, rather
than her loss of rights , for "what one does not possess in the first place
cannot be lost" (1975: 235); it encourages the groom's family to treat the
new bride well; and it enhances the prestige of the girl's family by
demonstrating their wealth and status (ibid: 234). The amount of dowry
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given then is something which relates to the situation of the family at the
time, and the strategic choice of groom, and thus can vary considerably
from one daughter to the next. It is certainly not a carefully calculated
proportion of the family estate.

The South: Closeness of Kin and Equality of Gifts

In South India the kinship system and marriage practices differ quite
considerably from the North, and consequently dowry payments have
somewhat different implications. As Dumont (1983b) has described,
marriage in the South tends to be typically an alliance between close kin,
in which both sides are considered to be equal in status, and often live in
the same village.  Marriage payments, whether they can be represented
overall as dowry or as bridewealth, tend not to be greatly imbalanced
towards either one side or the other: a series of exchanges takes place
which are characterized mainly by reciprocity.

The South Indian Dravidian kinship system is characterized by
bilaterality, so that even where patrilineal principles are relatively
stressed, there remains an essential bilateral symmetry which is not found
in the North. Here women are more likely to retain control over the
property they receive in dowry, and the contribution of men and women to
the conjugal fund is likely to be more even. The fact that women often
remain in their natal village makes it possible for the dowry to consist not
only of moveable valuables but also of land, and this is a crucial difference
between the North and the South (Tambiah 1973). It is in the South, in fact,
that dowry can come closest to acting as a form of pre-mortem inheritance
for women, as Upadhya (1990) has recently argued for coastal Andhra
Pradesh. Nevertheless, even here there is a strong component of the
dowry which is about marriage alliance, about the matching of bride's
family and groom's family, and about the marking of status, and as such the
calculation of dowry amounts often has more to do with the current
strategies and situation of the bride's family than any calculation of a "just
share” (e.g. Fuller 1974: 173; Visvanathan 1989: 1341; Caplan 1994: 363-4).
While the dowry here may function more effectively as women's wealth, it
cannot be considered simply to represent women's inheritance.

I want to turn now to the meaning and function of dowry payments
in Marianad. While the situation here is clearly more comparable to that of
the South than the North of India, there are a number of differences which
can be explored.

57



Dowry in the Trivandrum Fishing Community

When talking in Marianad of the payments made at marriage the term most
frequently used is that for dowry, stridhanam, literally "women's wealth".
While much of the literature on dowry in India could be said to be an
investigation of the misrepresentation inherent in this term, with the
wealth exchanged being very far from the control or interests of the bride,
in the fishing community there is a misrepresentation of another kind
going on. Here the term dowry in fact covers two distinct kinds of
payment. Of a dowry of 1 lakh ( Rs 100, 000) ideally two thirds, Rs 60,000 or
so, will go to the couple, and the remaining Rs 40,000 will go to the groom's
parents®. When people talk of the dowry they received, they usually refer
to the amount they actually got themselves; when they talk of the dowry
they gave for their daughter they commonly refer to the whole amount,
including the share of the groom's family. These two components are in
fact quite distinct, and have very different meanings and implications. I
shall start then by considering the payment that goes to the couple, a
"dowry in the strict sense of the term".

Dowry as women's inheritance

In the previous section we touched on the difference between daughters
and sons in terms of their continuing connection with their families. One
of the most crucial markers of difference between them is of course the
matter of dowry, which one has to give for daughters but which one gets
for sons. If the practice of uxorilocal marriage gives a sense of greater
connection to and closeness with daughters, then dowry adds to this the
sense of burden and responsibility that a daughter represents compared
with a son. "Boys are better because you don't have to earn for them like
girls. Boys earn for themselves". Not only that, but boys bring money in
on marriage. Thus Bridget joked, "I have one daughter and two sons. When
I've settled my daughter then I can look forward to my sons' dowries and be
self sufficient!" From the point of view of the family who gives dowry the
crucial issue is that they give it to their daughters and not their sons, and it
is this aspect which I want to look' at first, before turning to the issue of
how much control women in fact have over their dowry.

For most families in the village, the successful settling of their
daughters is the ultimate aim of all their work. "When the dowries are paid,

8 As has been noted above, the payment of a 'groomprice' component to the groom's family seems to
be in fact quite common in South India (Gough 1956; Beck 1972; Fuller 1974; Visvanathan 1989;
Caplan 1994). Among the Syrian Christians of Kerala, this formed a much larger proportion of the
whole, around 2/3 to 4/5 (Fuller 1974: 180): in the other cases the relative values are not given.
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then the hard work is over. Then you can sit back and wait for death!" If
there is any money or property remaining to the couple when they die,
this is shared out among all their children, sons and daughters alike, but it
is in fact rare that there would be anything left by this time: any savings
or property would have gone long before in settling the daughters of the
house with as good a dowry as possible. There is then a sense in which this
works as a matrilineal inheritance system by default. In fact for the boys it
is not just a case of not receiving money from their parents but rather the
other way round: it is often money earned by the sons in their early
twenties which is essential to raising the dowry in the first place.

Daughters, then, may be a burden and responsibility, but they are
also the heirs, those to whom all the work is oriented, the ones who make it
all worthwhile. When I asked Jemilie to whom their savings belonged,
whether her or her husband, she explained: "We don't talk about money
and savings belonging to either of us. We say it's the children's. 1It's their
money." Another woman told me, "We keep our savings in a bank account,
which is in my daughter's name. It's for her, when she marries." The
story of Jayraj gives, I think, an insight into this feeling that daughters
are the ones for whom you work and save.

Jayraj is a relatively successful fisherman, who has made enough
money to now own a plywood boat and outboard engine. Mabel Mary, his
wife, explained how at first she had born only sons: "Then Jayraj prayed to
the Virgin Mary and said, 'Mother, if you give me a daughter, till I die I will
come to your shrine'. Then we had four daughters! Jayraj was happy - he
says he asked only for one, but look - she has given me four! He sees it as a
great gift. But I worry sometimes about finding the money to settle them
well". I asked her why Jayraj wanted daughters so much. "You see, he was
at that time a very good worker, and we were making a lot of money, but
without a daughter there was no-one that it was all for. He was afraid that
all my relatives would come round and ask me for it, and especially that I
would give it for my sisters. He was afraid I'd take all the money to my
house! But if we had a daughter then the money would be for her. So he
said, 'Please give me a daughter I can spend my money on'."

This idea of daughters as in some sense the heirs, the ones to whom
whatever money the family has will eventually go, gives dowry a meaning
that it does not have in more patrilineal societies. It emphasizes the
daughter as the recipient of dowry, rather than the son-in-law or his
family: it is seen as hers, as given to her by her family. "The dowry is the
wife's property. It's given to her by her parents, a form of insurance in
case her husband is not a good man and does not support her properly. The
dowry is hers, to look after her". Rajamma, talking of her daughter, said,
"The dowry is Shobha's money. He must ask for it if he wants to use it for
anything." Flossy was equally adamant: "The dowry is usually held in a
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joint account. But the girl can always say, 'It's my money', and if he wants
to spend it he will not only ask her but he should ask the parents as well.
This is to guard against later accusations from them that he did a stupid
thing with it and lost it and if he'd only taken their advice. Especially if he
tries to get a visa [for the Gulf] and fails, then the parents would say "Why
didn't you consult us?” Even where people admit that this is not always
followed in practice, they agree that in principle it is wrong of him not to.
"There are some who ask and some who don't. But if they don't ask, that's
when a quarrel would begin... Generally he would be expected to ask.”

There is, then, a strong moral discourse which asserts the right of
the wife to exert control over her own dowry, and the obligation of a
husband to consult her if he wants to use it. The extent to which women do
in fact have any control over their dowry is a more complex issue, and it is
one to which I will now tum.

Dowry as women's wealth

Dowry is given to the couple on marriage: primarily, as the family see it, to
the daughter. Yet the uses to which dowry is put could be seen as removing
it from the wife's control to that of the husband. There are four principle
uses to which it can be put. Ideally it will be used to buy boats and other
equipment, which will mean that the couple have an assured income from
fishing, and a much higher income than is possible from working on a
share basis. In the last ten years an increasingly popular yet risky
enterprise is to use the dowry to buy a Gulf visa, enabling the husband to
go and seek work as a migrant labourer. Unless the family have good
connections (ideally a brother already working there) this strategy has a
high chance of failure, with the money either being lost to a crooked
agent, or the man failing to secure a job once he has got to the Gulf and
having to return empty handed. The money may also be used to buy a plot
of land and put up a house, usually no more than three rooms with coconut
thatched wall and roof, maybe with a concrete base. Finally the money can
be lent out at interest, providing a steady income of 3% per month.

Of these options, only the last could be said to result in the wife
retaining direct control of the money. In the business of lending, though
it is acknowledged that it 'will be the couple together or even the husband
who will ultimately decide where large sums are concerned, it is often the
wife who is approached initially by potential borrowers. It is usually the
wife also who deals with the practicalities of credit, and it is almost
certainly she who will arrange to collect the interest when it is due, and
decide what to do with it when she gets it. The issue of who has most
control over the credit relations of the household is a complex one, which
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is dealt with more fully elsewhere (see Chapter 5), but certainly women
have considerably more say over the use of fnoney than they do over the
use of boats and fishing equipment.

Dowry used to buy boats could be said to be dowry that has passed
from the wife's control to that of the husband - it is seen as his boat, and
decisions as to who will crew it with him or what kind of fishing will be
done and when are mostly his?. The same could be said of the Gulf visa.
Though women may have a lot to do with the decision to try for a visa or to
send their husband to the Gulf, ultimately the job is his, the wages are his,
and once he has gone, the matter is out of her hands. The spiralling
increases in the expense of these kinds of investment, with the growing
emphasis on motorized fishing and Gulf migration, has led Kalpana Ram to
see a historical transformation of dowry in the community from "women's
wealth” to male capital accumulation (Ram 1991: Chapter 8). Nalini Nayak,
who has worked closely with the fishing community for many years,
clearly sees dowry as having always been very far from the control of
women: "Which woman.has control over her dowry? First of all, initially it
went in terms of equipment. Now it goes in terms of cash to buy
equipment. OK - if it goes to buy a piece of land, fine, then the woman sees
something of it - but if it goes to buy an NOC!0, a visa, what control does a
woman have over that?" (Nayak, interview 1992).

There is certainly a sense in which control has passed from husband
to wife in most of these cases, yet the situation is more fluid and complex
than such characterizations would imply. The shift from female to male
wealth has to do with the gendered nature of the economy. If the money is
to be put to productive use to ultimately generate an income for the family
as a whole then it will almost inevitably pass into male hands, since the two
most productive areas of the economy, fishing and Gulf migration, are
almost entirely male concerns!!. Women, however, see the benefits of
such investment in the form of increased male earnings, and thus
increased household income, over which they have, I would argue, a great
deal of control. Although they could be said to be put in the position of
being dependent on their husbands for this income rather than
controlling it directly themselves, with their rights to it solely as wives, in
fact women have a good deal of control over how the housechold finances
are run, and over decisions made with respect to fishing or migration, and
there are strong obligations on men to hand over their earnings directly to

9 While some women own boats in their own right, this is usually because they are widowed, or their
husband is incapacitated: when the husband is an active fisherman the boat will always be de facto his.

10N Objection Certificate.

11 A few women find jobs in the Gulf, as domestic servants or labourers, but I have very little
information on this and I believe it is relatively unusual.
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their wives!2,  There is also a strong sense here of the married couple as a
solidary unit, their work mutually oriented towards each other and the next
generation, so that, as Jemilie explained, "We don't say it's my money or his
money, we say it's the children's money". Under these circumstances, to
characterize fishing equipment as "male wealth" and cash reserves or gold
as "women's wealth" in fact makes very little sense.

So far this discussion has concerned the dowry proper, the sum
transferred to the couple at the wedding. The other component of dowry,
the sum transferred to the groom's parents, is quite separate, and has a
very different set of meanings and implications.

Mulukudi Panam: the groom price.

People talk commonly of dowry in terms of saving for their daughters, as I
have claimed above, but there is another common idiom of dowry, as the
price of a son-in-law. When talking of marriage, there is also much talk of
what sort of boy the family can afford, of how expensive the boy will be, of
what this family or that family will ask for their son and if he's worth it.
This sense of dowry as the price of the groom is one that is loosely applied
to the whole of the dowry, but which in fact relates particularly to the
component of dowry which goes to the groom's parents.

"Suppose I want to get my daughter married to a boy I think is really
nice, who will look after her well. I will go to that place and ask his
parents if they are willing to give their son to us. They can demand any
amount they like, and if I think it's worth it I will agree to pay". Mabel
Mary's description of the process of arranging a marriage was echoed
many times by other people. Always it is the girl's parents who approach
the boy's - in contrast to the practice of most Hindu groups in Kerala,
where it is strictly supposed to be the other way aroundl3. People in
Marianad freely admitted that it was like a transaction: "Yes, it's like
buying a son-in-law. It's bad that it should be that way but you cannot do
anything about it individually. The whole of society must change. You
must buy a son-in-law or you won't get one at all".

The component of the dowry that goes to the groom's parents is
given to them before the wedding actually takes place, maybe one month or
so, in contrast to the portion that goes to the couple which is given on the
wedding day itself. It is used partly to finance new clothes for the groom's
party, for the immediate family and for the uncles and aunts. The groom's

12 Chapter 4 explores in more detail this matter of women and money, and shows how women are
predominantly associated with household financial management and control over money, a theme which
is extended in Chapter 5 where we see how crucial women's involvement is in the credit economy.

13 To a Hindu friend of mine the idea was extraordinary: "To ask for the boy like that, to say, 'Give
me your son' - it's shameful!"

62



family are also responsible for buying the tali, the gold pendant which the
groom ties round his bride's neck to signify her married status. This should
be about a paven of gold in weight (one gold sovereign, or 8 grams) and
would be worth around Rs 3,500 in 1992. Often people emphasize these
expenses of the groom's family, and play down the significance of the
dowry payment to them. "Whatever the boy's parents get, it's only nominal
really, because they have to spend a lot taking new clothes, and to buy the
tali". It is referred to politely as "pocket money" (the English term),
implying that it is a small matter, that after their expenses they are left
with only small change. There is another term for the payment however,
which gives a completely different twist, and which relates directly to the
understanding of the transaction as an exchange of rights between the two
families, and this is the Malayalam term, mulukudi panam, or "breast
feeding money" (literally, breast-drinking money).

Mulukudi panam is seen as an old fashioned term, and is not much in
use any more, but everyone knew of it, and was aware of the implications it
carried.  Bridget explained, "It's a colloquial name for it. Usually it's
politely referred to as ‘'pocket money'. But people will refer to it as
mulukudi panam when they want to hurt, when you want to make a point
about it, or have an argument... Because that's basically what it is, but we
would refer to that underlying reason only to make a point". Shobha also
disapproved of its use: "Mulukudi panam is only used as a joke, it's not
nice... It's because the mother feeds them and brings them up - there is an
obligation to her for that". But it is not only about nurture, as Shobha's
husband pointed out, "Because girls are equally brought up by the mother
and you don't get anything for them". The crucial factor is that girls
remain with you and boys go to the wife's family: "People expect it for the
boy and not for the girl. It's because they go to a different family. Once
they are married they go to the wife. You could see this money as a kind of
deposit for the future for when thcvcalamity happens [i.e. he leaves the
house]. There will be no more income from him then".

Mulukudi panam is the money a family gets for the boy they have
fed and brought up. Particularly the reference to breast milk points to the
mother as the one who does most of this work of feeding and nurturing.
The money compensates the family for the transfer of the boy to his wife's
family - frequently a physical transfer from one house to the other but in
any case a transfer of the rights over his labour and his earnings. As we
have seen above, there is a common expectation that the man will switch
his loyalties and support to his wife's family on marriage, and here we can
see this same expectation in the context of the marriage payments. "Once
boys are married their responsibility is to the wife's family. The money
that goes to his parents, it's for this, to compensate them for this loss".
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Conclusion

Dowry payments in the fishing community, both dowry proper and the
groom price component, differ quite considerably from dowry as it has
been described for North India, and indeed, there are significant
differences from the classic South Indian pattern also. Dowry here, as
elsewhere in India, cannot be said to function as pre-mortem inheritance,
for the simple reason that, as we have seen, calculations of the amount
given relate to the strategies of marriage and the current wealth of the
family rather than some inheritance portion. Nevertheless, dowry here
does in fact seem to lead by default to a rather uneven process of
inheritance of family wealth by daughters, and certainly there are ways in
which it is seen as such by people in the community themselves. Because
there is virtually no property here in land, the transfer of cash to
daughters in fact usually leaves the parents at the end with very little by
way of inheritance at alll4. What little there is would in principle be
divided between all the children equally, leaving sons with very little
indeed passed down from their parents. In fact sons in general are net
contributors to their parents (and thus sisters) not only through their
wages when unmarried, but through the institution of the groom price.

The idea of dowry as in fact a "groom price" can be seen to be
increasing as an idiom and practice in marriage in modern India (e.g.
Srinivas 1984; Upadhya 1990; Caplan 1994). Though there are similarities
with the situation in Marianad, here groom price has a quite different
ultimate basis in the ‘idea of compensation for the transfer of a man from
his natal house to that of his wife. This is related to the dominant practice
of uxorilocality and the associated idea that men become relatively detached
from obligations to their natal family. In this the fishing community
differs quite considerably from the classic South Indian pattern of
marriage alliance and continuing exchange relations between bride and
groom's kin: here there is no ongoing relationship, or certainly not a
formally recognized or necessary one.

This in fact relates to another important factor which gives dowry in
Marianad its particular configuration. @ Marriage here creates an entirely
new and separate economic unit. While the conjugal couple may very well
stay with the bride's parents for the first few years, and may be involved in
a number of arrangements with them as a consequence, of lending,
borrowing, and mutual support, their finances are in fact considered to be
quite separate right from the beginning!3. There is here no joint family

14 11 fact even where immovable property exists, in the form of land or a house, it is often transferred
to the youngest daughter as dowry, as we have seen above.

15 This is in marked contrast to the Nayar and Syrian Christian households described by Fuller (1974;
1976), where although the conjugal couple ideally formed their own household unit fairly soon after the
birth of their first child, until then their finances were completely merged with those of the joint
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wealth, no control over the household's money by the senior members:
each married couple is responsible for their own money, and each
contributes separately to the joint household expenses. The dowry is the
property then solely of the married couple, it forms the nucleus of a new
economic unit, a unit in which responsibility for and control of finances is
predominantly the role of the wife, as will become clear in later chapters
(particularly Chapters 4 and 5). Dowry then here comes quite close in fact
to being "women's wealth".

This chapter has looked at marriage in terms of residence and
marriage payments, in terms of the setting up of a new unit, the
beginnings of a joint enterprise between husband and wife. Marriage sets
up a relationship between husband and wife of mutual interdependence, of
exchange, and the importance of such transactions for an understanding
of the links between people will become clear in later chapters. The next
chapter looks at another crucial aspect of marriage, another exchange, the
procreation of children. The links of kinship that are set up between
parents and children give rise to divisions between close kin which in tum
are crucial to considerations of marriage, and to the understanding of
gender and the person. While this chapter has given an important sense of
the practices and strategies of marriage and the significance of gender
difference in the changing relations between families and their children,
the next chapter will be concerned with more underlying symbolic ideas
about gender and connections of substance.

family. Thus: "it is very rare indeed for any Nayar household, or a household of any other community
in this region of Kerala for that matter, not to form a single economic unit” (Fuller 1976: 64).
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Chapter 2
Gender, Kinship and the Tracing of Relatedness

Out of the dimness opposite equals advance...Always substance
and increase,
Always a knit of identity....always distinction....always a breed
of life.
To elaborate is no avail...Learned and unlearned feel that it is
s0.

Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass.

When Rajamma was looking for a husband for her daughter Shobha, she
turned first to her own family: the boy they eventually decided on was
Rajamma's mother's sister's son's son. In analytical kinship terms he is
Shobha's second cross cousin: to Shobha he is simply her aliyan, her
cousin, or, more suggestively, her murapaiyan, the "right boy". Rajamma
herself is married to a close relative, her mother's brother's son, and she
feels that it was a good choice. "Joseph and I knew each other before we
married - he liked me, and we were happy about it. It's better that way,
when you know each other, and the families know each other". Marrying
a relative, a cousin, is not an unusual occurrence in the village, and from
an early age girls and boys can be teased by pointing out that their
relationship is that of murapaiyan and murapennu, the "right boy" and the
"right girl", ideal spouses. Though they are kin, sondham, nevertheless
they are considered marriageable, they are considered different from each
other, in the way strangers are different, so that marriage remains "always
a knit of identity....always distinction". But marriage is also, above all,
"substance and increase ... always a breed of life". In this chapter I want to
explore the meanings of relatedness, of marriage and procreation, of
"substance and increase"”, . and the ways in which gender difference
underlies the understanding of what makes people marriageable, and what
makes them the same.

Mukkuvar Kinship Terminology

Shobha and her new husband are cross cousins, as are Rajamma and
Joseph. In general the terms for kin in use in Marianad distinguish
sharply between cross kin, and parallel kin, and it is only the cross cousin
who is eligible as a murapaiyan. Shobha's mother's sister's son, James, is
not her aliyan, but her chetan, her brother, and to think of marrying him
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would be quite ridiculous. The full scheme of kin terms used in the fishing
community is given in Figure 2: it is in fact a Dravidian terminology, as can
be seen from comparison with the outline Dravidian system (Figure 1).

The preferred spouse in this system is the cross cousin of the right
relative age (older for women, younger for men): the parallel cousin, by
contrast, is quite out of bounds as a marriage partner. There is, then, a
radical distinction made between siblings and their children on the basis of
gender, separating the children of same sex siblings, considered to be
related as sister and brother, from the children of different sex siblings,
considered to be marriageable. The cross cousins are all referred to be
terms which are also used for affines (nattun - brother's wife, husband's
sister; aliyan - wife's brother, sister's husband). In the case of the cross
cousin who is opposite in sex and the right relative age the term is even

more relevant -

indicate clearly the preferred spouse.
implicit in the

.marriage is also

generations:

murapaiyan (right boy) and murapennu (right girl)

fact father's sister or not.

The assumption of cross cousin
terms for the parent's and children's
maman's wife (MBW) is mami, regardless of whether she is in.

. Male ' Female
Cross Parallel Parallel Cross
G2 grand fathers grand mothers
MF FF MM FM
e FeB MeZ
MB MeZH FeBW FZ
Gl FZH F M MBW
y SpF FyB MyZ SpM
MyZH FyBW
"~ eB’ eZ
e e(FZS) e¢(FBS) ¢(FBD) e(FZD)
e(MBS) e(MZS) \ e(MZD) e(MBD)
GO BXO
' yB yZ
y y(FZS) Y(FBS) y(FBD) y(FZD)
y(MBS) y(MZS) y(MZD) y(MBD)
S D
G-1 ZS (ms) BS (ms) BD (ms) ZD (ms)
] BS (ws) ZS (ws) ZD (ws) BD (ws)
G-2 grand sons grand daughters
DS SS SD DD
Figure 1: The Categories of Dravidian Kinship (from Trautmann 1981)
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Similarly! valiyachan is always married to valiyamma. One's spouse's
parents are maman and mami, one's children's spouses marumakan and
marumakal.

This kinship system, while using many of the same terms, differs
quite considerably in fact from those usually described for communities in
Kerala (e.g. Gough 1959; Aiyappan 1965; Mencher 1967; Fuller 1974, 1976; F.
Osella 1993). The in-law terms nattun and aliyan are here applied to the
cross cousins, and the distinction between cross and parallel kin is
maintained in the generations above and below ego's. For the Nayar,
Brahman and Izhava communities in Kerala, cross cousins are referred to
by sibling terms, and it is only the actual affines who are referred to as
aliyan or nattun. Thus, although the terms murapaiyan and murapennu,
or variants, do exist and refer to the actual cross cousin as the ideal
marriage partner, there is no classificatory generalization here to the class
of cross cousins, and the system cannot be considered classically Dravidian

in form (Fuller 1976: 76-78)1.

Male Female
Cross Parallel Parallel Cross
G2 achacchan /muttacchan ammumma /muttachi
c valiyachan valiyamma
Gl maman - acchan F M amma mami
y
kochacchan unyamma
aliyan (ms) chetan chechi chetati (ms)
¢ | murapaiyan annan nattun (ws)
(ws)
GO B3O
aliyan (ms) anujan/ \/ anujati/ murapennu
y | aliyan (ws) aniyen aniyetti (ms)
nattun (ws)
marumakan makan makal marumakal
G-1 ' (mon) (mol)
G-2 cherumakan (cherumon) cherumakal (cherumol)
Figure 2: Mukkuvar Kinship Terminology

1 The lower caste Izhava community appears to have had a more strongly Dravidian terminology in the
past, with older informants using in-law terms for cross cousins terms in the same way as with the
Mukkuvar (Aiyappan 1944: 97). Emulation of the morc prestigious system in use by high caste Nayar
and Brahmin communities has however spread throughout the region, although curreatly marriage with
the actual cross cousin is more common among Izhavas, especially among the poorer members of this
community (F. Osella 1993).
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Geographically the Mukkuvar community in Kerala live very close
to the borders with Tamil Nadu, and in fact the Latin Catholic fishing
community along the lower part of the coast from Quilon to Kanyakumari

can be considered in many ways one community. The Mukkuvar of
Kanyakumari District have been described by Kalpana Ram (1991): they
have a standard Tamil Dravidian kinship terminology. The fishing

community of Trivandrum District then can be considered much closer to
Tamil groups than to their Kerala neighbours in terms of the distinctions
they make between kin. In this chapter, I shall be concerned with some of
the ideas that underlie these distinctions and how they come to be
understood.

Terminology and Relatedness
The Importance of Gender

It is as children, in fact, that people begin to be made aware of the
meanings and importance of the distinctions of kin, most particularly the
difference made between male and female in this system. This is a
terminology that distinguishes clearly by gender within a sibling group, so
that a group of sisters are considered essentially the same as each other,
and essentially different from the group of their brothers. For a young
child, his mother's sisters are alternative mothers: if older they are
referred to as valiyamma ("big mother"), if younger they are kunyamma
("little mother"). It is common, in fact, for him to drop the prefix and
simply call them amma, while they in turn call him mon, son. Women
explain this by saying that with sisters, there is a special closeness: "their
children are like your own children".

Similarly with the father"s brothers, the essential similarity to the
father is pointed to by the terms used, valiyacchan ("big father") and
kochacchan ("little father"). Although in this uxorilocal community the
father"s brothers are not so likely to live in as close physical proximity as
the mother"s sisters, and relations will be more formal, there is
nevertheless a clear understanding that these men are like fathers to their
brother"s children.

Mother"s brother, however, is maman. He is neither another
mother nor another father, but, like his wife, and father"s sister (mami),
something altogether different. He is like mother because they share the
same parents, the same natal house, they are siblings- yet he is not like
mother because he is male. His maleness makes him like father, and
brothers-in-law will often be work partners, will fish together, play cards
together, do the same kinds of thing. Yet here the resemblance ends,
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because he is not close kin to father, they are not from one family.
Mother"s brother, like mother in one way, like father in another way, is
yet not totally like either of them, and father"s sister, similarly, is different
from either mother or father.

The importance of the distinction of siblings by gender manifests
itself with even greater force in the second generation. This is a system
which distinguishes clearly not only between brothers and sisters but also
between mothers and fathers, and thus between the kinds of relations
constructed by each parent with their children. The children of two
brothers, like the children of two sisters, call each other chechi, aniyetti,
chetan, anujan: they are brothers and sisters to each other. But the
children of a brother and a sister are not so related: instead they are
cousins to each other, and potential spouses.

This distinction between the parallel and cross cousins is one which
is clearly felt and articulated by people in Marianad. They know that their
mother"s sister"s children are crucially similar to them in ways that their
father"s sister"s children are not, and this is knowledge that is most often
articulated in terms of marriage and marriageability. @ Thus Bridget, asked
about the difference between cross and parallel cousins, simply explained,
"You can marry your mother"s brother"s son, that is allowed. But your
mother"s sister"s son and your father"s brother"s son - that is impossible.
They are too close to you. They are like brothers. You cannot marry your
brother". The strong sense of the unthinkable nature of such a union was
voiced more simply by Simon, who said, "To marry my mother"s sister"s
daughter - how could I do that? She is my own sister!"

Pushed for the reasons behind this intuitive understanding of the
difference between cross and parallel cousins, people become more
tentative, they improvise, admit defeat, or simply say, "That"s the way it is".
There is here no neat, intellectualized theory of relatedness. Nevertheless,
there are some ideas about what constitutes relatedness, and these come out
of people"s discussions of blood and other substances.

Relatedness: metaphors and metonyms

The one link between kin that was most consistently explained by a theory
of relatedness was, interestingly, that between the children of two
brothers. As Francis explained it, "It"s the blood that makes the difference.
The blood comes from the father.. Your father and his brother have the
same blood, so their children have ithe same blood. Your father"s sister"s
children, they have their own father"s blood, so they"re different". This
left the problem of explaining why one"s mother"s sister"s children had
the same blood as oneself, given that mother and her sister had different
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husbands. But for most people , though they recognized the logical flaw,
this was the link that was most obvious: "They are your own sisters and
brothers. It"s just like that". Women, after all, carried their children in
their wombs, and "if children are carried by the same woman, that makes
them brother and sister. Between two sisters it"s the same, their children
are brother and sister".

The relative ease with which people produced the argument about
blood suggests to me that it was precisely this link, between the children of
brothers, that they themselves felt most uneasy about, the link that was
least intuitive and most in need of intellectual reinforcement. Certainly
uxorilocal residence and frequent sharing of child care between sisters
meant that children were likely to grow up in the company of their
mother"s sister"s children, while their father"s brother"s children may
well live in a different village. This theory also makes use of dominant
patrilineal Hindu ideas about blood, which play down the female
contribution to the child. It is contradicted by the ideas articulated by
people in more general discussions about procreation, where children are
considered to be part of both their mother and their father. In terms of
blood, people will most commonly say, "The blood comes equally from
mother and father",

There is thus a substantial connection between both mothers and
fathers and their children, but these are not connections which are
entirely equal in kind. Paulos distinguished it thus: "See, the father is the
origin of the blood. But it"s the mother who makes the blood, the mother
has the child in her womb for all those months, she shapes the child. She
has the more important part, I think". Roman also stressed the importance
of the mother"s part: "The father provides the seed. But the mother is like
the farmer, who causes it to grow. Anyone can scatter seed on the ground,
but it takes a skillful farmer and a lot of hard work to make the seed grow"2.

When talking of mothering, the most common associations are with
the womb, in which women carry children and "shape" them, and the
breast milk, with which they feed them after they are born. "Children are
closer to their mother. The mother carries the child in her womb, and she
feeds it.  She feeds it with her milk, and even after that she takes most care
of it". These associations are also evoked by the term for the money paid to
compensate a groom"s family for his loss on marriage, which as I
mentioned earlier, is called mulukudi panam, "breast feeding money".

There is a dominant sense of complementarity here, of bilaterality,
which accords with the widespread presence of bilateral principles across
the Dravidian region and the symmetry of the kinship system. This was

21t is interesting to contrast this with the more usual metaphor for the male and female part in
producing children, that of seed and earth, which stresses female passivity and the relative unimportance
of their role (see Dube 1986).
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most clearly put to me by Flossy who said, "Babies have part of both their
mother and their father. You can"t point to one bit, like the blood or the
skin, and say that is the mother"s or that is the father"s. They have
something of both". However, although it is not possible to identify parts of
the child that have come from the mother or the father, there is
nevertheless a sense of difference in the way parents are connected to
their children. Children share blood and substance with both their parents,
but they are transferred via the semen, in the case of men, and the womb
and breast milk in the case of women. These differences between women
and men are crucial, and here the metonymic sense of relatedness which
has been outlined above is complemented by a factor which makes this
more than just a bilateral system: a metaphoric sense of relatedness, based
on gender.

Mothers and Daughters, Fathers and Sons

There is a common understanding in Marianad that women are seen as
more closely related to their mothers, and men to their fathers, and this
underlies the distinctions made between groups of same sex and cross sex
siblings. Thus as Cecilie put it: "Father and son are more related than
father and daughter. It"s the same for mother and daughter - they are
closer. That"s why sisters are like each other, and they are not so close to
their brothers". This is reflected in naming practices in the community,
with women taking as their family name the first name of their mother,
while men take the first name of their father. Thus Lily Rosemary is the
daughter of Lily, and George Victor the son of George. This idea of
relatedness is seen even more clearly from the early account by Thurston
and Rangachari (1909: 106), where they note of the Mukkuvar that, when a
marriage took place between a Mukkuvar woman and a Mappilla (Muslim)
man, the girls of the family would stay with the Mukkuvars, but the boys
would be returned to the Mappillas.

What daughters have in common with their mothers that their
brothers do not is, simply, their femaleness. It is the metaphoric link that,
I would argue, is operating here: in being women, they are both like each
other and also different from son and brother, as men. A metaphoric
difference becomes a difference in kind: a difference that ultimately makes
a difference to the ways people are related to each other., Women are
mothers to their children, men are fathers, women"s contribution is a
female one, men"s a male one. To their daughters, women pass on their
femaleness, to their sons, men pass on their maleness3.

3 Trawick (1990: 158-165) describes a very similar understanding in Tamil Nadu. See also Chapter 7.
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Thus, the mother"s brother differs from the mother in being male:
he is therefore a father to his children while she is a mother to hers. It is
his wife (mami) who is his children"s mother, a woman who is as different
from ego"s own mother as she could be (except in being female)*. Ego"s
father is similarly as different from her mother"s brother as he could be
(except in being male). The cross cousins, then, have both unrelated
mothers and unrelated fathers, and hence are as little related to each other
as they could be: they are in fact potential spouses.

The mother"s sister on the other hand is like mother in being from
one family, and she is like her in being female. Her husband, being of a
marriageable category to her, is also of a marriageable category to the
mother - he is, in fact, like a brother to the father, whether or not he is
actually the father"s brother. Thus the child"s parallel cousins have a
mother who is as like the child"s own mother as she could be, and a father
who is as like her own father as he could be: these children share both
mothering and fathering with her, and are, of course, considered as her
siblings.

It is this radical distinction between the children of same sex
siblings and those of different sex siblings which provides the conditions
of possibility of cross cousin marriage. The preference for the cross cousin
is expressed among the fishing community as a preference for marriage
with a close relative, so that the practice of cross cousin marriage becomes
not just the application of a simple rule that "you should marry your cross
cousin”, but rather of a series of related axioms: it is good to marry a
relative (sondham); yet you cannot marry too close a relative (a brother or
a sister); your parallel cousins are brother and sister to you and hence
unmarriageable; your cross cousins are the closest relatives who are
"different" enough to be marriageable; therefore the cross cousin is the
best spouse.

My contention is, then, that relatedness crucially depends on the
differentiation of a female link from a male, and that a person is
constituted by the combination of female and male relatedness. It is
possible to construct a model of this kinship system which shows how these
factors account for terminology and marriage which may perhaps make
clearer the skeleton of my description. I do not claim this is how the
system works in reality, merely that as a heuristic device it may have
something to offer us. '

4Her difference from the mother is axiomatic - if she were the same, her marriage with the mother's
brother would be incestuous.
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Modelling the system

In this system people marry those with whom they share neither
mothering, fathering, nor gender (obviously). Gender determines which
part, mother"s or father"s, will be passed on to your children: women, like
their mothers, shape and feed the child in the womb, give them breast milk
as they grow; men, like their fathers, provide the seed, the origin.
Children are related to both mother and father, though differently, and
brothers and sisters have the same substance.

There is one additional logical element which gives this system its
powerful capability to embrace large numbers of only distantly related
people: there is an extensionist (metaphoric) logic in operation by which
the many links that separate distant kin become compressed into one, by
which equivalence becomes equality, and a man who is like your own
father (for whatever combination of reasons) becomes another "father" to
you and is assumed to be of the same substance. The symbolic logic
operating here could be described as iconic, the identity being the partial
identity of map and territory, the connection that which Daniel sees as at
the heart of Tamil culture (Daniel 1984). Thus the man who is assimilated to
the father's brother stands for the father's brother, he can substitute for
the father's brother, and in a sense he is the father's ' brother.

|
O / O A
fm M FM fm
1 | L |
i
AO Ao A O o A O AN
Fm fM fM  Fm ™ Fm ™M Fm Fm ™
fm FM M fm FM
X // ego X /]
Figure 3: Inheritance of male and female links

F, f are types of female substance: M, m are types of male substance
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However, it is only "in a sense" that this identity is to be understood: I
would argue that although distant relatives can be assimilated to the
category and substance of close relatives, symbolically understood, this
does not mean that they cannot be quite easily distinguished when need
arises - and indeed be reclassified should occasion demand (such as for
example as the result of a terminologically incorrect marriage).

With this caveat in mind, I have constructed a genealogical diagram
(Figure 3) making use of the extensionist nature of the system, so that if
someone outside marries into the sibling group s/he is assumed to be
identical in substance with other in-marrying spouses. Each person then,
in the diagram above, is defined by the combination of female substance (F
or f) and male substance (M or m) they inherit, their gender determining
which they will pass on. Thus children combine the male part of their
father and the female part of their mother. The spouse is in each case a
person with the opposite combination of male and female substance.

As the diagram makes clear, parallel cousins, like siblings, share
both male and female substance, while cross cousins share neither. The
crucial difference is created by the switch in gender between the siblings
who are their parents: for the one, the same sex parent passes on the same
gendered substance, for the other, the opposite sex parent passes on the
oppositely gendered substance. It is clear from this how the system both
depends on and creates the possibility for, cross cousin marriage, and how
differences of substance and gender underlie the categories of the systemS.
Cross cousin marriage is built into the system, and the extensions of terms
to more distant kin depends on it. Nevertheless, the fundamental basis of
the system, and that on which cross cousin marriage itself depends for its
conditions of possibility, is the radical distinction made between relations
which are same sex and those which are opposite sex, between brothers and
sisters, between a mother and a father.

This analysis of kinship and marriage in Marianad, and of how the
underlying categories of relatedness are determined by gender difference
and ideas of substantial links, differs considerably from the more
conventional analysis of Dravidian kinship put forward by Louis Dumont.
In some part this is to do with the context in which I worked: marriage in
Marianad was not talked about at all in terms of alliance between groups, as
Dumont suggests is true for the Pramalai Kallar among whom he worked.
In any case lineality is not emphasized at all among the fishing
community: genealogies are relatively shallow and bilateral, focused on the

5 Interestingly, this model demonstrates an essential identity (in terms of the two kinds of people who
intermarry within it) of alternate generations, an identity which is an unexplained feature of some
Dravidian systems (where cross relatives in the alternate generations, but not in adjacent generations,
can marry, or are called by the same terms) (see Trautmann 1981). This aspect of the system has been
recently analysed by Testart (1992), who also discusses the marriageability of cross cousins in terms of
the gendering of links between people, but does not consider these in terms of substance.
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parents and sibling group, as Yalman has described for Sri Lanka (Yalman
1962; 1967), and it makes no sense to talk of lineages in an alliance
structure®. Rather, as I have said, cross cousin marriage was talked about
in terms of the desirability of marrying those who were kin, and thus it is
not surprising that my interest should turn to what makes some kin more
marriageable than others. However there is another reason for the
difference in approach. The analysis put forward here takes seriously the
idea that the study of kinship is also the study of gender and person (Rubin
1975; Collier and Yanagisako 1987; Howell and Melhuus 1993). In India, the
study of the person is bound up with the understanding of substance, and
of substantial relations between people (e.g. Marriott and Inden 1977;
Marriott 1989; Daniel 1984). The analysis therefore focuses on ideas about
procreation, gender and substance which can be seen to underlie the
categories of the kinship system. 1 want to turn next to the alternative
framework for understanding Dravidian kinship, that of Louis Dumont, as
well as look at some approaches which are more similar to my own.

Theories of Dravidian Kinship

Theories of Dravidian kinship have a long history in anthropology, from
Morgan (1811), who first separated the terminology as a "classificatory"”
system from the "descriptive" systems of Aryan and Semitic kinship,
through a number of more detailed formal classifications (Lowie 1928;
Murdock 1949) and associated descriptions and theories as to the logic
behind the system (Rivers 1907; Dumont 1953; Yalman 1969; Carter 1973;
Beck 1974; Trautmann 1981; Trawick 1990). In recent times the most
successful theorist of the Dravidian system has undoubtedly been Louis
Dumont, and his thesis that the terminology is essentially one based on
alliance rather than descent dominates discussions of the system today. His
early paper, "Dravidian Kinship terminology as an expression of marriage"
(Dumont 1953) drew much criticism from such die-hard descent theorists as
Radcliffe-Brown (who professed not to entirely understand it but was
nevertheless convinced it was not right) but, as alliance theories in
general became more accepted, it was acknowledged to be a major advance
in the field. Despite a large- number of critiques of Dumont's theory over
the years, it still holds a major place in any discussion of kinship in South
India. In his recent book, Good concentrates almost entirely on Dumont's
explication of the system, noting that despite "immense amounts of analysis
. the most satisfactory account of the terminology per se remains that of
Dumont” (1991: 58). Partly this has to be because there have been very few

6 Lineages are not in fact emphasised by many Tamil groups (eg Beck 1974; Kapadia 1990; Good
1991): the Pramalai Kallar appear to have been relatively unusual in this.
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other attempts to provide an overarching explanation for the terminology.
Nevertheless, for all the criticisms Dumont's theory and his data have
attracted, no one has yet been able to replace it with anything even
remotely as successful in meaningfully uniting terminology and social
structure.

Affinity as a value

Dumont's attempt to explain the underlying logic of the Dravidian kinship
system focused on the marriage relations it entailed. @ The terminology
separates father, and father's brothers, as one class, from mother's
brothers as another class. @ When we consider these two categories as
classes, rather than focusing on the genealogical relation between them, it
is easy to see that what links these classes is an affinal relation. The link,
the mother, becomes invisible in this formulation, which is essentially one
of relations between groups of men, directly influenced by Levi-Strauss's
formulations in The Elementary Structures of Kinship (1969). However,
Dumont is not simply postulating "exchange of women" between groups of
men in alliance. He stresses that the alliance relation also holds good for
groups of women - indeed the symmetry of the terminology makes this
clear. The mother and mother's sisters are separated from the father's
sisters by an affinal link traced through the father.

The structural relations between these categories are permanent
and passed down to the next generation. Hence a female ego is already in
an affinal relation with her father's sister's son, since her father's sister is
an affine to her mother. Her marriage to him merely confirms and
recreates an existing alliance relation: thus, "what we are accustomed to
call cross cousin marriage is nothing but the perfect formula for
perpetuating the alliance relationship from one generation to the next and
so making the alliance an enduring institution" (Dumont 1983a: 14).

For Dumont, then, the social group within ego's generation and the
one above and below is divided into essentially two classes, of
"terminological kin" and “terminological affines", and individual
marriages will confirm and perpetuate the relations between these classes.
There is no need for the concepts of "cross" and "parallel" kin which are
merely the terms of abstract anthropological analysis with no cultural
basis: the division into affines and kin represents the system more
accurately from the point of view of the speakers themselves. The
fundamental feature of this system is the passing on of the alliance
relation, the fact of alliance as a value equal to, or more important than,
that of consanguinity.
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My criticisms of Dumont are essentially of two kinds. Firstly,
epistemologically his approach entails the privileging of a categorical,
classes-based understanding over a genealogical one, a privileging which
does not seem entirely justified. Secondly and more specifically there are,
I believe, a number of internal logical flaws and inadequacies in the final
analysis which Dumont presents, and it is these which are, in the end, more
fundamentally problematic for his approach.

Classes and Kin

Dumont insists that we should see kinship categories within the Dravidian
system as classes, the terms for which apply equally to all members of the
class with no privileged or focal relations from whom the term is extended
to more distant kin. Thus maman, the term for a class of older men which
includes the mother's brother, should not be thought of primarily as
mother's brother (MB), but as "male affines of the father", or "men of
parent's generation who are affines to my kin". It automatically includes
the wife's father, who may not be the actual MB but will nevertheless be of
that class of men. It is ethnocentrism, Dumont would argue, to assume the
primacy of genealogical, consanguineal links just because the kinship
system of the West is organized around these principles.

This is an argument which cannot be refuted on epistemological
grounds. Clearly we should not prejudge the issue of extension on the basis
of our own practice. Yet Dumont's own espousal of the categorical
approach seems to me to be based more on the requirements of his analysis
of the terminology than on any consideration of people's actual practices
or beliefs. This is a complex issue and I believe there are two main aspects:
the logic of the terminology, and the logic of practice. As far as the
terminology is concerned, it is a categorical one with distinct classes, and
MB is called by the same term as, for example, MMBS. What is at issue is
whether this person is considered a "type" of MB, and thus called MB by
extension, or whether in fact MB is merely one example of the class whom
we tend to see as its focus because of our own privileging of close kin.
Dumont appears to believe that the logic of the terminology necessitates
the latter explanation; Scheffler, in a number of articles, has taken issue
with this view, and while I do not entirely go along with his own analysis I
believe he is justified on this particular point. While the terminology may
accompany a class based understanding of kin, it does not automatically
demand it (Scheffler 1984).

At the level of beliefs and practices there is, it seems to me, some
evidence for the opposite view. Kapadia (1990) has noted that classificatory
kin were distinguished from close genealogical kin by her informants with
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the use of the suffix venum, "as if". Thus for them MMBS was an "as if" MB.
This seems to indicate that the logic of the system is one of extension,
which the use of venum made explicit rather than implicit. Another
pointer towards genealogical kin as the focus of the kin class is the fact
that, while the cross cousin marriage rule is articulated in terms of the
class of women or men which includes the cross cousin, in most cases it is
the actual cross cousin who is the preferred spouse, and who must for
example be compensated if the person marries another (Dumont 1986; Good
1981). Similarly the importance of genealogical distinctions within the kin
class is made clear in the case of terminologically "wrong" marriages, such
as with terminologically parallel kin, which are generally tolerated and
reclassified as "right" only when the person concerned is genealogically
distant, i.e. marriage with the actual first parallel cousin would not be
tolerated.

In the end the issue cannot be resolved a priori and must, as Dumont
himself has concluded (Dumont 1983a: 33) be settled with reference to the
plausibility of the final analysis, and, I would add, further investigation of
actual beliefs and practices. It is to the analysis itself that I now tumn.

Affines and Kin, Gender and Crossness

Dumont's analysis replaces the concepts of cross and parallel with those of
affines and kin (consanguines) though he warns us that these will not
have exactly the meanings they carry in Euro-American kinship.  Good
(1991) sees the use of these terms as problematic in that they refer to
concepts that are properly part of the cultural domain (the idea of kin)
rather than a neutral structural level. They imply, for example, that
affines are not kin, yet there is no question but that in common Tamil
usage both cross and parallel kin are referred to as sondham, relatives
(Kapadia 1990; Good 1991). Thus he prefers to replace Dumont's terms with
the original, more neutral analytical ones.

The problem, however, is not just one of inappropriate labels. The
whole analysis rests on a radical distinction between types of kin on the
basis of marriage, and the "alliance" relation is precisely one, between
brothers-in-law and sisters-in-law, which cannot be divorced from the
notion of affinity. Thus what Good calls "crossness" (instead of affinity) is
a concept which for Dumont rests not on the definition of a cross sex
kinship link, but on the notion of an affinal relationship. The problem is
that notions of affinity and of crossness are not congruent, and it is only
an analysis in terms of one particular gender (usually but not always male)
that makes them seem so. Dumont's alliance relationship is in fact not
strictly defined by affinity alone but rests also on distinctions of gender.
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Because the difference that gender makes is an implicit yet often
unacknowledged dimension of Dumont's categories, he finds himself forced
to use logically contradictory arguments in a number of places.

Thus the use of only two terms to distinguish men and women in the
grandparent's generation 1is, according to Dumont, because each
grandparent is both kin and affine to ego at one and the same time, hence
there is no possibility of distinctions other than by sex. This merging of
kin and affines in the first and fifth generations (G2 and G-2 above) is, he
believes, "fundamental” and his analysis "rests largely on it" (Dumont
1983a: 15). Yet in explaining why FF and MF are both kin and affines at the
same time he finds himself reverting to a definition of kin link which
contradicts his earlier treatment of the MB7. Both Father and Mother,
Dumont notes, are kin to ego, "and so are their fathers", who are otherwise
in an alliance relationship with each other. Hence "we may consider one
of them A as kin, and the other B as affine, or, equally, B as kin and A as
affine" (ibid: 15). Yet that both Mother's father and Father's father are kin
to ego is by no means given, as Dumont himself concedes in a footnote. His
proof that they are rests on the assertion that a parent is kin to her child
and also kin to her father, hence they are kin to each other. Yet his whole
analysis rests on the contrary assertion that though a woman is related as
kin to both her child and her brother, her child is nevertheless an affine
of her brother (traced through the father).

It is to this latter assertion which I now turn. In urging us to
suspend the ethnocentrism which would trace the link from child to
mother's brother through the mother, rather than the father, Dumont is
also urging us to concentrate on relations between men, and ignore
women. Yet he is not just leaving women out of the analysis. The same
logic applies in reverse when we consider the relation between the child
and the father's sister to be actually based on that between two groups of
sisters in alliance, and here it is men who are rendered invisible. The
symmetry in his treatment of men and women, and the fact that we are
accustomed to kinship analyses carried out in terms of one gender only
(usually male) blinds us to the fact that it is this very separation of male
and female which is fundamental to the structure of the system and which
itself defines the categories that Dumont calls affines and kin.

Dumont's reasoning leads us to define a group of men (kin) in
alliance with another group of men (affines). Yet the father is equally in
an affinal relation with the mother's sisters, if affinity alone were the
crucial parameter. The fact that the mother's sister is kin, by virtue of her
link with the mother and their joint opposition to the father's sisters, as
affines, points us to the fact that it is not affinity alone which is relevant

TThis criticism has also been noted by Good (1991: 59-60) who does not see it as crucial to the rest of
the analysis, and by Trautmann (1981: 174-5) who does.
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here but the prior distinction by gender. Alliance is, as Trautmann has
pointed out, "a specially restricted form of affinity ... the relationship that
obtains between affines of the same sex" (Trautmann 1981: 174, my
emphasis). Thus before we can make any sense of the distinctions between
kin and affines which Dumont claims lies at the heart of the system, we
have to accept that the link ego has with women (and their children) can
only be defined through their relationship with the mother, and the link
he has with men (and their children) can only be defined through their
link with the father. This is not a system which primarily transmits
affinity: it is a system which primarily depends on a radical distinction
between the ways links are traced through women and men8.

Dumont is aware of the necessity of the same sex/ different sex
distinction, and in a later comment on his original paper notes, "affinity
holding strictly only between persons of the same sex, FZ and her like are
affines primarily for females and secondarily for a male ego, through his
mother or sister" (Dumont 1983a: 29). Yet this important restriction on the
meaning of the word affinity is obscured by Dumont's assertion that the
primary distinction is concerned with marriage. Thus he later claims that
the categories for F and MB are "more exactly rendered as 'male
consanguine of parent's generation' and 'male affine of parent's
generation'” (ibid: 33). This is just not accurate: they are in fact more
exactly rendered as "male consanguine of father (who is mother's affine)"
and "male affine of father (who is mother's kin)". Their counterparts are
"female affine of mother" and "female consanguine of mother".

In short, it seems to me that Dumont's notion of affinity can only be
sustained when it is seen to be in operation with a prior distinction of same
sex and different sex relations which has not been incorporated into the
theory. Affinity and crossness are the same thing only for people of the
same gender: where difference of gender intervenes, affines become
parallel and consanguines become cross. The point is a crucial one: if
difference of gender makes the difference between tracing a link as one of
kinship or one of affinity then we are dealing with a rather different logic
than one predicated on marriage and alliance, and in fact the terms affines
and kin become obviously misleading. It is the distinction between cross
and parallel links which defines the categories of the Dravidian system,
and any explanation of the underlying logic must be in terms which are
congruent with this distinction.

That the structure of the kinship system in many areas of South
India and Sri Lanka did not in fact support Dumont's theory of alliance

8In order to have a system which truly transmitted affinity down the generations, which Dumont
believes is fundamental to the Dravidian structure (Dumont 1983c: 170) the children of any marriage
must be assimilated as kin to only one or other parent. Otherwise, since Mother's kin are Father's
affines, and vice versa, the child is related as both kin and affine to everybody in the system (a
conclusion which Dumont is happy to draw in the grandparental generation).
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groups was an early criticism made by Yalman (1962, 1967, 1969). He
emphasized the importance of lateral extensions of kin terminology and
the relative unimportance of lineage groups, as well as the strong elements
of bilaterality that are to be found in the region, all of which had been
underplayed by Dumont, and argued convincingly that the terms "affines"
and "kin" were in fact best abandoned in favour of the earlier, more
appropriate, terms of cross and parallel. However, Yalman made no attempt
to offer an explanation for the structure of the system, taking it simply as a
set of cognitive categories which ultimately appeared to derive from "a
series of brilliant theoretical attempts in the past to order sexual and
marital relationships” (Yalman 1969: 625). Trautmann (1981), who has
provided the most recent and detailed account of the Dravidian system, also
contents himself essentially with describing the internal logic of the
structure, leaving its origins lost in the mists of time.

More recently, Rudner (1990) has pointed out that Dumont's
argument, that the distinctions made by the terminology are of affines and
kin, ignores the fact that the actual affines are quite often distinguished by
Tamil speakers from the class of cross kin and potential affines by the use
of secondary terms, such as mamakkarar for the actual father-in-law,
rather than maman. The alliance relationship, involving solidarity, gift
exchange and so on, which Dumont associates with all potential affines, is
in fact operationalized only with this restricted group of actual affines.
The group of affines is not the same thing as the group of potential affines
or cross kin: in effect, as Rudner points out, "Dumont conflates marriage
and marriageability"” (1990: 167).

Challenges to Dumont on the level of explanations of
marriageability have come most notably from the ethnosociologists such as
Bamett (1976; Fruzzetti, Ostor and Bamett 1982) and David (1977), who have
tried to relate structural features of the kinship system to cultural ideas
about relatedness and the person, ideas about blood and substance which
underlie the categorical distinctions made in the terminology. Before
going on to consider these attempts, which are very similar to my own
approach, I want to look briefly at another more recent perspective on the
Dravidian kinship system, that of Margaret Trawick.

Love in a Tamil Family

In many ways Trawick is the complete opposite of Dumont, with structural,
logical models of the system finding no place in her scheme of things. Her
theory of the Dravidian system  rests on the application of Lacanian
psychoanalytic ideas, with the dynamic behind cross cousin marriage the
search for completeness, for merger with the Other, in this case the desire
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of the brother for the sister which is completed through the marriage of
their children (parts of themselves).

In her search for an underlying pattern which generates the
multivaried practices and ideologies of kinship in South India, and her
sensitivity to the many representations of these practices in operation
within the culture, I am very much in sympathy with Trawick's approach.
I do not, however, go along with her conclusions about the nature of this
underlying pattern.

Firstly it seems to me that the theory takes an unduly functionalist
line: it sees cross cousin marriage ultimately as a neat cultural solution to
the problem of incestuous desire. The difficulty with this is to understand
just how this institutional "solution” came to be implemented; how a
categorical system arose to solve an individualized tangle of emotions.
Emotions within the family are too particularistic, too ad hoc and
individual. In the family with which Trawick stayed, and on which she
bases much of her work, the clear axis of sexual tension was between Anni
and Ayya, a man and his sister-in-law, rather than his sister. Meanwhile
his wife played out the brother-sister desire myth with her brother-in-law,
while maintaining an exceptionally physical loving relationship with her
female cross cousin. Trawick may argue that it is not real people she is
talking about but mythic cultural icons - although in doing so she loses her
claim to the moral high ground which rests precisely on the basis of her
attention to real people rather than abstract models - but if this is so it is
difficult to see how it functions as a reason for cross cousin marriage
rather than merely an associated ideology: mythic icons do not act.

Even if individual brothers and sisters gained some kind of
catharsis out of marrying their children, it is still difficult to see this as
sufficient cause to both generate the system and hold it together
(particularly since the vast majority of marriages are not with the actual
cross cousin at all). Her argument also has problems explaining why the
most preferred marriage is not between the sister's daughter (who she
considers the representative, the continuation of the sister) and the
brother's son  (the continuation of the brother), i.e. patrilateral marriage,
rather than, as is actually usually the case, matrilateral marriage.

Trawick's approach "considers the relations between males and
females, and children's experience of these relations, to be largely
constitutive of the social order” (1990: 154). In her emphasis on childhood
experience and the laying down of the habitus I am in sympathy with this
approach. But to consider it only in terms of affect particularizes too much.
However much you love your mother's brother, for example, and however
much he acts towards you like a father, he remains categorically different.
The kinship system is categorical, emotion and affect is individual and
haphazard, and you cannot explain one in terms of the other. Not all
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brothers love their sisters (or even like them), yet all brothers are related
to all sisters in a particular way. Trawick makes the point that sentiments
grow out of the system, that I feel sisterly (conventional) feelings for
someone I call "sister" - or at least I can choose to activate my feelings for
such a person within this scheme if I wish. This however (which I think is
an accurate observation) negates her premise that the system itself rests
on the feelings (real? natural?) for the actual sister. If feeling arise out of
the system then the system cannot arise out of the feelings - this is
tautology.

In their practices, in the ways in which people use their
relationships with others, alter them contextually, choose certain
strategies over others, actually marry their children to their brother's
children or in fact marry them to a total stranger, emotion and affect,
power and love, do come into play?. But they do so within a set of
understandings about who is marriageable and who is not that do not
depend on emotion. People do not just prefer the cross cousin as a marriage
partner, rather in this categorical system a "“cross cousin" is the only
spouse possible, and the parallel cousin is not just "not the best", they are
prohibited. This secems to me a crucial fact not explained nor addressed by
this theory.

Despite its flaws, Trawick's account brings out a number of themes
which are very similar to those I have describe for Marianad: ideas about
the importance of distinctions between kin made by children, the strong
sense of connections of identity and complementarity on the basis of
gender, the links between mothers and daughters, fathers and sons.
Earlier work by ethnosociologists is even more explicitly similar to my own
approach, looking for links of substance which would explain the kinship
categories.

Ethnosociological approaches

The ethnosociological approach to Indian ethnography is most closely
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