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SEEKING THE INDIAN FAMILY

Rajni Palriwala,
Department of Sociology, University of Delhi

Family and kinship studies of/from the sub-—
continent entered sociological and anthropological
discussions from two substantive—conceptual-
theoretical vantage points. One was the joint
family, a central descriptive construct in the
sociology and anthropology of India from their




subcontinent. The apparent decline of the joint
family was much debated, its demise taken as
certain under the onslaught of industrialization
and modernization and mourned. The second vantage
point was that of Dravidian kinship, a construct
which from Morgan’ s early work was critical to
historical and structural theorizations in kinship
studies. However, the importance of ‘Dravidian
kinship’ for the discipline was belied by the
paucity of intensive studies on marriage
practices, especially in the last couple of
decades.

Based on an extensive review of research till the
late eighties and a more selective review of later
studies, this paper starts from pointing out that
even as common patterns and structures could be
culled out, the everyday experience and parameters
of agency in familial and marriage practices
across the sub—continent showed great diversity.
It is in fact over the last century that certain
trends of homogenization, particularly in terms of
the patrilineal, patriarchal family—-whether joint,
extended, nuclear, simple—and the superior status
of wife—takers, seem to have gathered force,
cutting across region, caste, and religious
differences. These are neither returns to
tradition nor examples of modernity or
westernization. Yet this is a period when the
assertion of difference in the fields of family
and marriage have become central to assertions of
ascriptive or achieved identity and status.
Simultaneously, the life styles of a visible
middle class, also differentiated, are being
projected as examples of persisting familial
values and new marriage practices. Though the
Indian state has no articulated family of social
policy, one can seen in the above mentioned trends
the articulation of political economy, implicit
state policies, and group and individual

strategies.
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