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“‘Convented’

A%\

, almost a virgin...

Has modernity anything to do with the marriage market? NITIN JUGRAN BAHUGUNA on

o8 X matrimonial adv

ANTED, an Indian bride. Tall,

slim, fair (as in complexion),

convent-educated, a working

woman, a homemaker and,
above all,” “homely”. Others needn’t
apply.

A tall order? Not at all, if advertise-
ments in the matrimonial columns of
India’s major dailies are anything to go
by. These would have us believe in a
superwoman, a formidable deity raring to
take on the challenging and often con-
flicting roles of supermom, glamour-doll,
a professional and a compassionate
homemaker. )

And, it is this very mythical being
whom eligible bachelors and their par-
ents in Indian society are increasingly
seeking.

Indian marriages — arranged ones, that
is - are undergoing a major transition,
given the impact of modernisation on
basic social values and institutions. Yet,
even as modernity has promoted
women’s empowerment through educa-
tion, legal reforms, political power and
economic autonomy, gender discrimina-
tion is all too alive in the marriage mar-
ket.

A new study looking at continuity and
change in Indian marriage patterns over a
period of 30 years offers interesting
insights into the perceptions and aspira-
tions of young men and women and their
families within the institution of mar-
riage. The study, entitled “Indian
Marriages — Economic Independence &
Changing Power Relations”, analysed
matrimonial adverts in the Delhi editions
of two prominent English newspapers
from 1967 to 1997. A randomly selected
sample of 3,200 matrimonial adverts
(1,600 inviting applications from poten-
tial brides and an equal number from
grooms) was used for the study.

A significant change, the study reveals,
is that the “pretty” and “virgin” bride
sought after in the 1960s ~ remember the
apocryphal tale about the advert that
solicited grooms for an ‘innocent
divorcee, almost a virgin’? - has given
way to a specific female ideal with an
emphasis on physical attributes and earn-
ing capabilities. In the 1960s, while caste
and family were important, the girl’s
“merits” were the prime concern. Beauty
was perceived more in terms of talents
(such as singing ability) rather than phys-

:al attributes; and “decent” marriages

THE STATESMAN
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(implying dowry) were the norm, says
Ranjana Kumari, the author of the study,
and director of the Centre for Social
Research, New Delhi.

While education and caste considera-
tions retained importance in the 1970s,
“convent educated” (a euphemism for
“English-speaking” women, nowadays
shortened to ‘convented’ to save paying
for an extra word), and “smart” were
words used in a fairly big way. Specific
physical requirements such as height and
“fairness” (light-coloured skin) were also
mentioned in many adverts. The 1970s
also marked the emergence of the work-
ing woman in the matrimonial advertise-
ment.

The 1980s witnessed an increasing stri-
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dency of tone. Physical beauty — in terms
of height and skin-colour ~ gained prima-
cy, to the detriment of “accomplish-
ments” or talents. Adjectives like “pretty”
and “virgin” gave way to terms such as
“tall and fair”. Working women had come
to stay, and income (the higher the bet-
ter) became a virtue to be flaunted.
During this decade, men, for their part,
put great emphasis on their background,
their family, and the part of the world
they were settled in, or wanted to settle
in. Adverts in the 1990s demanded the
professionally qualified, physically per-
fect working woman who was certainly
not “pretty”, writes Ranjana Kumari.
Paradoxically, though, as the desire for
the ‘90s woman grew, there was also a

age mall

growing yearning for the “homely”
daughter-in-law, chosen through a
matching of horoscopes.

On the whole, physical attributes of the
woman have been gaining importance
throughout the period of the study, and
are now considered parameters of “suc-
cess” in the marriage market.

For both men and women, more
emphasis was placed on professional
degrees in the 1990s. And women were
beginning to get specific about the kind
of work their prospective husbands
should be engaged in. Besides, in adverts
for grooms, the requirement of an “only
son” has shown a growing trend. This
suggests a kind of protection for the bride
from living with the pressures associated
with the power structures of an extended
family. Also, in today’s urban context, the
fact that the family inheritance is sure to
accrue to one’s husband is a definite
motivation, points out the author.

As far as what is required of brides, the
marriage mart’s emphasis on caste,
region and family have retained their
importance throughout the timeframe of
the study. Caste has also remained an
important consideration for grooms.

In the face of decline of the joint fami-
ly, what is demanded of the potential
bride (and her family) has become
increasingly specific, and blatantly so.
This trend has definitely perpetuated
gender discrimination and the advent of
globalisation ~ wherein the markets are
flooded with luxury items — has added to
the woes of the bride’s family which is
expected to make generous gifts in the
garb of dowry.

So, has anything really changed - in
terms of people’s perceptions and how
women are viewed — in the Indian mar-
riage market? There is no doubt that the
motivation to acquire a bride who has the
“right” physical attributes, can bring in
money (whether through a job or a
dowry), and generally promote con-
sumerist bliss has intensified. On the
other hand, despite the growing accent
on education and professional qualifica-
tions (in adverts for women or men), the
straight and narrow tunnel vision vis-a-vis
the role of a woman and her, caste and
family background remains unchanged. If
anything, the burden of expectations - on
women ~ is heavier still.

— Women’s Feature Service.
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Dh%lal&}()y enters Bengal folklore

Pratik Ghosh M

Kolkata, September 3 ‘)fL

DHANANJOY CHATTER-
JEE may be dead and gone.
But he will live on in public
memory for a while, thanks
to popular entertainment.

Dhananjoy’s crime and
hanging have given Ben-
gal’s struggling folk theatre
(jatra) a new lease of life.
And it’s no stark rural af-
fair as four groups have
pumped in lakhs of rupees
for their productions.

Digbijoyee Opera will
construct four stages to en-
act Phansir Manche
Dhananjoy (Dhananjoy at
the Gallows). There will be
an aeroplane, an elevator, a
jeep and a bus made of ply-
wood to make it a grand
spectacle. “It’s worth it,”
feels director Sukumar
Tung. He has 70 shows lined
up and offers are still pour-
ing in.

The Anandajatra group is
yet to reveal its plans, but its
production is also titled
Phansir Manche Dhananjoy.
“The script is almost ready
and we are planning to start

our rehearsals soon,” says
producer Dilip Das.
Das, like others, is

rechecking facts to avoid

AFP

COMMERCIAL TWIST: A man walks past billboards advertis-
ing plays based on Dhananjoy’s hanging in Kolkata.

controversy. “There have
been strict instructions
from the police to be careful
while referring to the gov-
ernment, the judiciary and
the President,” he says.
Natyaniketan has em-
ployed a lawyer, Ashok
Nath Mukhopadhyay, to
oversee the script, which is
being written by Bengali
filmmaker Anjan Chowd-
hury. “Mukhopadhyay’s fa-
ther had fought for Dhanan-
joy in the high court,” says
producer Manik Lal Saha.
Though rehearsals are yet
to begin, Niketan’s posters

are vouching for a sensa-
tional recreation of the
hanging. “We are using a
dummy,” says Saha.

Not just Dhananjoy, even
hangman Nata Mullick is
hogging the limelight. “Af-
ter all when it is a phansi
(hanging), one has to give
due importance to Mul-
lick,” feels Saha.

While most theatre outfits
are against sensationalising
the case, almost all the
groups have travelled to Kul-
di, Dhananjoy’s ancestral vil-
lage, to gather information
about him and his family.

Hanging game
claims another life

SOMNATH DAS Bairagyo
was yet another boy to die
in the state while trying to
enact the hanging of
Dhananjoy Chatterjee. The
ten-year-old from Jubutia
village in the Nanoor Police
Station area of Birbhum
district was found dead at
around 3.30 pm today.

In a statement to the po-
lice, Shyam Sunder Das
Bairagyo, Somnath’s elder
brother, said, “After the
hanging of Dhananjoy
Chatterjee, Somnath kept
trying to enact the scene de-
spite being warned not to
do so0.” He-said Somnath
had again raised the topic
of Dhananjay’s hanging on
Friday but no one paid any
attention. Members of the
family went to work leav-
ing Somnath, his mother
and two elder sisters at
home.

“My mother and sisters
were asleep. When they
woke up they found to their
horror Somnath hanging
from a nearby tree,” Shyam
Sundar told the police.

HTC, Birbhum
7
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/& ¥ ¢ ANANGRY MAN

ven the g&st irrational fit of rage
E has its logic and context. A compli-

cated set of factors came together
when Mr Montaj Sheikh, a villager in
Bengal’s Murshidabad district, pronoun-
ced talaag— not thrice, but seven times—
on his wife for allowing a health-worker to
feed their child his polio drops. Benighted
prejudice against the polio vaccine has
long been a problem in some areas of
rural West Bengal. Parents continue to be-
lieve that the vaccine would maim their
children, or make them sterile. Panchay-
ats, health-workers and imams have taken
this up, with varying degrees of will and
success, as an awareness-raising effort.
But a consideration of

plained that his name is yet to appkar in
the below-poverty-line list, denying Rim
his bit of PDS rice. Many others in his vil-
lage have not managed to get their BPL
cards. Hence, boycotting the “govern-
ment’s” polio programme becomes a form
of political protest, however garbled or
self-destructive its logic may be. Some vil-
lagers in Purulia have kept their children
away from the vaccine because the gov-
ernment has not sunk enough tube-wells
in the village. Food or water, by this logic,
is more important for their “develop-
ment” than two drops of vaccine.

The fact remains, however, that the
worst brunt of this “protest” has to be
borne by the women and

Mr Sheikh’s “explana-
tion” of his own action,

What made a man

S

the children. (A very simi-
lar incident had occurred

however wrong-headed, pronounce talaag on 1ast June in South 24-Par-
takes the problem beyond hi e f ganas.) Mr Sheikh'’s sense
mere ignorance or bad l.S Wile : or . of his own political power-
temper. allowmg their child  lessness was taken out on

For villagers Ilike to be given the his wife through the abuse
Mr Sheikh, polio time is g of the only kind of power

one of those rare occa-

polio vaccine?

he has instant access to.

sions when they get to con-
front someone whom they can take to be a
representative of the “government”. So
the health-worker becomes a symbolic ad-
versary embodying everything that the
government has done to, and not done for,
the villagers. An entire history of depri-
vation and disempowerment opens up be-
hind the health-worker’s visit. Mr Sheikh
told reporters that he had been allotted a
piece of land by the government, but is yet
to receive the patta. So he works as a farm
labourer and also sells fish caught from
the river nearby. A year ago, the oldest of
his nine children had also given his wife
the talaaq. The wife then filed a case
against his son. So the police came to
Mr Sheikh’s house in his absence and ar-
rested two of his daughters. He also ex-

THE TFLEGRATH

The inequities of patri-
archy create the perfect scapegoat for all
the perceived wrongs of the system. In all
this, then, his wife’s disempowerment is
twofold, political as well as sexual, and
very much part of the order of things that
nourishes Mr Sheikh’s rage. She had held
the month-old baby when her husband
was shooing the health-worker off, and
furtively allowed him to feed the vaccine.
She knew that it was good for her child. It
was another woman in the village who
later told Mr Sheikh that his wife had al-
lowed a man “who was not her husband”
to feed the child. And then his anger
erupted. An indifferent government and
an errant woman suddenly became one
and the same thing for him — and both
had to be put in their places.
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