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To the Gen Next, where love and longing


Celebrates the traditions of yore,


The Wedding – with fast food flavours,


An addictive cocktail


Blessed by the social media app


And


To the previous generation – your


Indomitable fibre yet tremulous smiles


Cleaved ways through trammelled paths


Kusum and Bimla – beautiful dutiful mothers


Your stories weave this marital song








PREFACE
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Every book has a memory spurring its writing. Mine is located in a childhood event, whose actual sequence though blurred, had a deep and lasting emotional impact on me. It happened during my aunt’s wedding decades ago, and forever since, I have seen every wedding beyond the haze of its partying and merry-making symbolism, for the traditions that are at its core. The power dynamics between the boy-wallahs and girl-wallahs, the spin-offs, the matchmaking, the social equation – what the bride takes with her and what it means to be given away, marriage as a rite of passage in the life of the bride, the groom and also their parents – and finally, the tidal course of the moolah steering the wedding along its grandiose path.


Here is what happened that evening. My aunt’s wedding, definitely affected by the regressive values and gender norms prevalent in small-town India of the 1970s, was being conducted. The sonorous sounds of mantras played over the loudspeaker as the priest conducted the ceremony of the bride and the groom going around the sacred fire. In one corner of the wedding ground, the baraatis were helping themselves to mouthwatering food from a buffet of glimmering silver vessels. All seemed to be going well. It was an ideal setting, a picture-postcard version of the greatest show in the life of an average Indian – one’s own wedding or that of one’s child!


Suddenly and without any warning, the scenario turned into a wedding nightmare. A man, clearly a baraati – wearing a marigold garland and a skewed turban – was shouting, his words though swallowed by the surrounding din, did have a clear sounding accusation, ‘How dare you, water poured on my plate ... insulted me ... I will not tolerate this for even one minute!’ There was food spattered on the floor around his feet and some leftover blobs on the plate in his hand. Even without knowing the details of what had actually transpired, one could see that the man was livid and was threatening the most dire consequences in order to teach ‘the girls’ side’ a lesson. Yes, he was going to walk out of the wedding. Alarm bells clanged among the hosts, with the star players within them springing to disaster management. The furious guest had to be somehow appeased and calmed down. While the news travelled around the wedding pandal at lightning speed, the members of the bride’s family stood transfixed, some frozen in the act of serving food. For an eternal moment, it seemed that the bridal couple’s third phera around the agni was going to be their last, as the baraat chorused their intent of walking away from the wedding. That would have ended the marriage even before it had begun. The stalemate had the ominous ring of a predator’s preparatory steps before he leaps for the jugular. But before that fatal leap my grandfather rushed into the breach – the father of the bride, his youthful physique bent by the catastrophe that stared him in the face. Without a moment’s hesitation he whipped off the turban from his head, a symbol of masculine pride and honour, and placed it at the furious baraati’s feet – an act of sheer supplication, a plea for forgiveness, condensed into that single fluid movement. The baraati softened at the gesture and the day was saved. The mantras resumed and shehnai sounds filled the air once again.


This scene, though a curtain-raiser, showcases several tropes that define the Indian wedding – the celebratory, the problematic and their interstices. This book focuses on several of these tropes through the lens of the typical North Indian wedding, or the Big Fat Indian Wedding as the sub-title suggests, through its seven chapters strung together like the saptapadi, or rounds of the sacred fire and the accompanying vows.1 Each chapter explores and examines a particular aspect of the Indian wedding. The saptapadi is variously adapted by local communities across most forms of Hindu weddings over many geographical regions – a pan-Indian imagery representing the wedding ceremony. The practice is prevalent in the northern parts of the country such as the states of Uttar Pradesh, Rajasthan, Punjab, Bihar and Madhya Pradesh, and remains central to weddings in Bengal and Orissa. Moving towards the south of the country, Tamil weddings too celebrate saptapadi following the homam, as do Kannadiga and Telugu weddings.


I am taking considerable liberties in conflating the Hindu wedding practices and customs as ‘Indian’. I seek the readers’ generosity to help encompass a vastness of scale that would challenge even encyclopedic compilations. While India’s diversity of religions, castes and communities, the minutiae of rituals and regional customs, myriad belief systems and forms of worship inject a definition-defying richness to the idea of Indianness, it is impossible to fit it all into a box. For me to attempt encompassing this civilizational magnitude in this book, would be far beyond its reach or scope. And so, we employ particular images to convey a larger picture. References and anecdotes, vignettes of weddings, certain rituals and thought processes, which are present in the north Indian Hindu milieu, also have some commonality across state boundaries. It’s a picture that a wider audience relates to, a popular image of the Indian wedding that does represent a shared sensibility and idiom, though specific rituals and customs may vary across regional boundaries and cultures.


While some sociologists2 opine that small sample sizes must not generalize a people, other equally eminent ones3, 4 prefer examining diversities through certain universal practices ‘where they project the similarity in principles and the underlying identity in the essentials of the structure’. I follow the latter argument here, focussing on a general Indianness of sensibility, thought processes, social and cultural structures, fears and superstitions, which together form the essence of the Indian social fabric and aid our understanding of a key event – the wedding.


We now come to contemporary times. Yes, the times have changed. The humble family-style Indian wedding has metamorphosed into a big, fat, movie-like celebration, embracing the ambitious appetite of a ‘new’ India. Weddings have become bigger, grander and a designer’s spectacle, with the bride and the groom enacting a dreamy fantasy of ultimate, unstoppable love in the best of the Bollywoodian tradition. The commercial spin-offs are equally impressive, sprawling wedding grounds, allied creative businesses creating fashions, setting trends, and commanding reams of coverage in the popular media – all made possible by the more liberal economic climate of the 1990s, which changed Indians in a fundamental way. And yet, despite the outward change, the inherent traditions and wedding rituals, including where the bride and groom stand in the pecking order, haven’t changed all that much.


The next question that needs to be addressed is whether marriage remains relevant to the new urban Indian? The question emerges from a shifting reality brought about by varying doses of globalization, social media, economic demands and new forms of love and intimacies – all of which are changing the urban Indian in fundamental ways, which we are still in the throes of processing. Even so the answer to the above question seems to be a resounding ‘Yes!’ A vast majority of the Indian society still believes that marriage is the most popular way of finding companionship, and securing other must-haves like children, financial security, etc. And while it remains an important marker of caste, identity, community and culture, the institution of marriage continually adapts itself to the desires of the millennials, who form a large chunk of our population.


Statistics too back this belief. According to the 2011 census conducted by the Government of India, 49.9 per cent of the total number of women in the country see marriage as a part of their adult destiny.5 Giving teeth to this statistic is the fact that approximately 92 per cent women have tied the knot by the time they are 25, and it goes up to 96 per cent by the time they are 29. The men by contrast have more leeway, presumably with economics being more central to their adult destiny, with only 42 per cent of the total male population married between 20 and 28 years of age.6(A large percentage of the population is not represented here because they were outside the age bracket profiled in the survey.)


What is it about our social and cultural background that makes marriage so central to our lives? We also need to understand how it evolved within the sociocultural space, its links to religion, the historicity of certain traditions and rituals, the interconnections with love and romance, and its changing identities and avatars as the system adapts to the impatient demands of a younger generation.


But while socially-sanctified unions occupy a huge amount of space in our collective mindscape, in literature and the media, the otherness of the unconventional – the alternate forms of love and togetherness, too need their share of the stage lights. Juxtaposed with the stories of marriage are also those of single people, whether once married or never, who have developed a marvellous insulation to the pressures exerted by a marriage-obsessed society and seek other forms of companionship.


These various strands come together to present a fascinating narrative of the love lives of the adult world and its relationship with the Indian wedding, which remains at its core, a leviathan, an ever-transformative institution that both shapes and in turn is moulded by a dynamic social structure and shifting economics.


To understand why weddings play such a dominant role in the Indian imagination we have to begin by looking at the Indian wedding in its historical context, the traditions and rituals behind it, even as we continue to examine how it is shaped by contemporary influences – the social media, soaring aspirations, a growing economy – in a country that has one of the youngest populations in the world, with 45 per cent of the population belonging to the 15-40 age group (census 2011)7 or a whopping 585 million, which is nearly twice the overall population of the United States. This youth leads the sentiments of the wedding market, with hundreds of thousands of weddings taking place every year across the country. Barring a few ‘inauspicious’ days, weddings are a year-round affair, fanning an insatiable appetite for wedding-related goods and services, giving rise to new businesses, while propping up the traditional ones.


For a long time now, Indians have been celebrating their weddings with an extravagance of style and scale, dwarfing every other social event in their lives. Weddings these days are carefully managed under the steady gaze of the social media, where every blink of the eye and every smile lighting up the face of the bridal couple is extensively published on various apps, begging for ‘likes’ and comments – a never-seen-before phenomenon that has affected every socioeconomic class in this country. And yet this is only the tiny, visible tip of the vast social-media-using population in the country, as mobiles and the internet connectivity continue to span wider horizons.


To truly understand this crisscrossing of the old and the new, the traditional value systems with modern and alternate beliefs, we first need to delve into that monolith, that red-flag warning on every cultural map lest we subvert it, the overarching theme of a thousand political debates – ‘Indian culture’. Since its complexity and vastness precludes the possibility of confining ourselves to one-line answers, we resort to the encyclopedic internet. Google immediately throws up some 2,14,00,00,000 results for ‘Indian culture’ in 0.76 seconds! Most searches mention the philosophy, festivals, religion and languages of India to define the term, accompanied with the commendation, ‘Indian culture is unique and varied’. Another tells us that it has become ‘renowned all over the world’.


Sociologists like Irawati Karve8 point out that in order to understand any cultural phenomenon in India one must understand its two foremost components – the ‘configuration of the linguistic regions and the institution of caste and the family organization’ – all of which are intricately linked and together form the scaffolding of what constitutes Indian culture.8 Without going into too much detail, we can get some understanding of this rationale from the following example. In some regions south of the Vindhyas, many castes give preference to marrying one’s elder sister’s daughter or the father’s sister’s daughter, according to Karve. And if that’s not possible, then the option is to marry the maternal uncle’s daughter. This practice of cross-cousin marriage spills over into many other communities as well, the rationale being that if a family has taken a daughter, then they must also return a daughter to the same family. In north India such a practice would be considered taboo, and most communities would balk at the idea of such an alliance. In large swathes of northern India, marital alliances are rooted in the system of gotra, which we will discuss later.


This book finds its rationale in the singular argument that the country’s vast young population believes in marriage, and that they will get married at some point in their adult lives. It is important to examine where this impulse springs from. Promilla Kapur, a sociologist writing about contemporary India says, ‘In the past two decades or so there have been profound changes in the attitudes of the people of India towards various aspects of life ... with almost sacrosanct social institutions ... and conscious attitudes towards love, marriage and sex.’ These changes will be critically examined in this book.9


As we have seen, culture and philosophy, modern beliefs and ancient wisdom, form a fusion of arguments that endorse the tradition of marriage in India. According to the shastras10 such as the Dharmasutras, the Arthshastra, the Kama Sutra and the Upanishads, marriage is an integral element to realize at least three of the four purusharthas or objects of human pursuits. These four life goals for human beings according to the Hindu way of life are: dharma or the right way of life, kama or the erotic element in life, artha or material wealth, and moksha or salvation.


To this day, certain marriage customs and norms are rooted in traditions that are mentioned in the scriptures. Some of these customs can even be traced back to the two major Sanskrit epics – the Ramayana by Rishi Valmiki and its later version, Tulsidas’ Ramcharitmanas,11 and the Mahabharata by Rishi Vyas. Marriage within the parameters of caste, the ties of kinship and certain customs go back to ancient times. The giving away of the daughter and her patrilocal absorption into her husband’s family, as was the case for Sita (in the Ramayana) and Draupadi (in the Mahabharata), continues in the modern world. Eight various kinds of marriages were approved by Manu, who has given a detailed road map of the Hindu way of life in his book, the Manusmriti.12 Marriage was governed by the rituals that were linked in turn to varna or caste. Manu defines these eight forms of marriage and how they are to be conducted. His views reflect the primacy of the male, enjoining the giving away of the daughter (after bedecking her in finery and jewellery) by the father to her future husband through a sexist ritual known by its equally sexist term,‘kanyadaan’.13 The detailed instructions on the division of varna is equally problematic as well, and needs to be scrutinized more closely. One of the forms of the wedding mentioned by Manu, is the Gandharva vivah, or marriage where the couple assert their own choice of partner. This form of marriage has won great plaudits in Vatsyayana’s Kama Sutra14 as the most beautiful way of uniting lovers. Shakuntala and Dushyant, whose love has been immortalized in Kalidasa’s Abhigyan Shakuntalam,15 had united in a Gandharva vivah. Such a marriage based on love between the two partners did not involve kanyadaan, but patriarchal interpretations have co-opted this ritual even in this form of the wedding in present times.


As India changes gears and steps up in the global economy, poised to become the fifth-largest economy in the world – displays of wealth are percolating into the tiniest niches of the sociocultural space, and forever altering our perceptions of life and lifestyles. With the world knocking on our doors and brandishing its glitziest goods, tempting our senses with the proverbial apple of untempered consumption, our subscription to Gandhian austerity, a legacy from post-Independence days, has been severely put to test. In the early 1990s when a crumbling economy required India to mortgage her gold reserves, the then Prime Minister Narasimha Rao and Finance Minister Manmohan Singh loosened the shackles of red-tapism and bureaucracy and brought in liberalization of the economy.16 Soon enough, economic indicators became buoyant, translating into visible signs of a growing economy: the Sensex jumped, the one-airline dominated sky opened up, pot-holed roads turned into highways crawling with gleaming automobiles, not merely the soup can version of the Ambassador car, and banks offered softer loans with a smile.


Into this well-greased promise of wealth stepped the middle-classes, who had the education and the skills needed to transform their personal fortunes, while the downsides of unequal growth were masked under the ritzy gizmos and facades of ‘the dil maange more’ culture.


An unstoppable change was happening across India with ambition and acquisition becoming the twin mantra propelling the country’s youth to the new IT hubs – Bengaluru, Hyderabad, Gurgaon, Chennai, Pune and others springing up in different corners of the country. Their mofussil origins posed few obstacles to their soaring dreams. They embraced the anonymity of big cities, adopting its fluidity, the unyoking from caste and community tags. Fortunate and free, they found the breathing spaces to meet, interact and fall in love with someone not sanctioned by the parental figure. To this potent world of possibilities was added the addictive thrust of the social media, smart-phones came next, and the world turned on its axis.


More than ever before, young women and men said no to deeply entrenched conventions of religion, caste and class. In north India, the dreaded gotra system, which disallows marriage between those from the same sub-castes, was given the thumbs-down at the peril of questioning a community’s honour and even getting killed for it. In real terms, it meant that when a Brahmin politician’s daughter Sakshi Mishra married a Dalit, one of the lowest castes in the pecking order, she was hounded by her father and his goons. She was so worried for the safety of her husband and her own life that she went on a defiant social media rampage, declaring that if anything were to happen to them then her father should be held responsible for it. She says, ‘Live and let live. Stop harassing my husband and his family ... I want to be free and I want to be happy.’17


This call for freedom and happiness echoes elsewhere too. For example, Akbar, from an eminent Muslim family from Lucknow, known to me, met Minakshi Jain in management school and the two fell in love. The wall threatening their relationship was their food preferences – he couldn’t live without meat, and she gagged even if garlic and onion were served on the table. For the sake of love, the young man gladly gave up the delicacies of Lucknowi Nawabi cuisine and turned vegetarian, earning his wife’s grateful love and smiles. But the decision sent shockwaves across the aristocratic Nawab’s family and his mother confided in me, her beautiful patrician features clouded with disappointment, ‘What will happen to our precious recipes handed down through the generations? So painstakingly learnt, so secretively guarded within the family kitchen – who will cook them, who will ever enjoy those delicacies?’ The mother, in her despair, voiced a deep-rooted concern that shows the tension between traditions and the adaptation to a new social order. She could accept her son pushing the boundaries of their religious order by marrying a Hindu or a Jain, but when it threatened the continuity of familial traditions – the kernel that communities guard so zealously – her adaptability was pushed to the limit.


Such stories, increasingly a sub-plot in the grand unfolding of the Indian wedding scenario, are pointers to a tectonic social shift in a society, which has hitherto operated on firm codifications of caste. The accident of birth determined who stood where in the social hierarchy, who was marriageable and who was forbidden. Arundhati Roy articulates this tension in The God of Small Things, where she defines the love laws, ‘the laws as that lay down who should be loved, and how. And how much.’


The prescriptive diktat for ‘love’ hasn’t gone out of vogue either, despite the challenge that fugitive love periodically poses to it. And so we have the phenomenon of elopements, where a couple judged unsuitable on the touchstones of caste and community, run away and get married secretly.18 The chapter ‘Breaking Love Barriers’ examines precisely that – the growing incidence of young love refusing to be thwarted either by elders or by the rigid templates of caste and class. But there’s a price to be paid for such rebellion – hounded by kith and kin, battling the spectre of ‘honour killing’, couples go on the run seeking the alternative safety nets set up by the state and the courts, with a plexus of touts seeing them through the tumultuous passage of marrying for love. The chapter also looks at sexuality and erotica that is so entwined in religious texts, and expresses itself in various art forms as the rasa or essence of shringar.19


And yet a large percentage of the country’s youth want traditional weddings, with the parental stamp of approval sealing his/her choice of partner.20, 21 A clear divide shows itself between classes – as my survey of some fifty young women and men across the metropolitan cities reveals, 90 per cent of respondents from upper-class families want to marry for love, while the youth from smaller towns still favour arranged marriage.


The chapter ‘Arranging Love’ looks at the choppy terrain of marriage arranged along the lines of community, class, caste, financial and educational strata, and the parents’ role as they try to find the right partner for their adult progeny, ‘a peculiar prerogative appropriated by South Asian parents’. This is where one most closely sees a peculiar tension that is stirring the hearts of young India, the backlash from the older generation, the tightening of caste and class rules, and the great conundrum of giving freedom to one’s girls and yet expecting their unquestioned adjustment to outdated roles of submission. The collective genuflection at the altar of Mammon – everyone wants a great job and white goods collectibles like the latest TV and mobiles, and yet the mindset still reeks of mothballs. As Lata, a young woman working as a sales girl in a showroom in Bhopal, says after breaking off her engagement, ‘The guy wanted me to be hi-fi and wear only jeans and western clothes, but his parents wanted a pallu on my head, and a dumb act where I wouldn’t open my mouth before the in-laws.’


After the marriage is finally fixed, one way or another, we arrive at the extravaganza unleashed during the ‘Big Fat Indian Wedding’, a term gaining greater traction to describe the event as a flashy, grand celebration where wealth inflates traditional rituals into mega events, with the bridal couple sometimes lost in its glitz.22 This is the subject of the next chapter: ‘Weddings and the Kiss of Money’.


And from the big wedding to the seamless twist that the country’s skewed power equation leads to – the dowry, in the chapter, ‘The Devil is in the Dowry’. Dowry as opposed to streedhan – there’s a huge chasm separating the two – is a forced extraction of money and goods demanded by the groom’s family. While streedhan is personal wealth bequeathed to a woman, for her to spend as she desires, and that no one else can appropriate. The dowry menace is single-handedly responsible for devaluing women and by extension the girl child. This is reflected in the skewed gender ratio in India which is one of the worst globally. It burdens the woman’s parents in unimaginable ways, with the quality of groom directly linked to the size of the dowry and the scale of the wedding that the parents can muster. The Hindi phrase employed by marriage brokers hits home with its raw crudity, ‘The quantity of ghee is directly proportional to the ferocity of the fire.’ In other words, parents are warned not to be stingy about the dowry, if they want their daughter to make a match of it.


But dowry is not merely about securing the best match. This evil practice, fanned by ravenous greed, consumes hundreds of young lives. Dowry-related deaths are so routine that very rarely does the news item move beyond the inner pages of newspapers, nor do they figure in the ‘forwards’ that social media thrives on, inured perhaps to its all-too-frequent occurrence in our ugly everyday. One wonders, why is the power equation so plainly tilted in favour of the groom’s side?


While there are no easy answers, the demographic divide between women and men makes the situation even more baffling. Social norms and economics have an enormous bearing in fashioning such attitudes, added to which is the even more puzzling phenomenon that when it comes to finding a ‘suitable boy,’ the number of available men is tiny on the matrimonial chart.23 Besides, everyone wants to corner that ‘promising boy’ as women are required to marry ‘up’, in order to establish their own social status. As one would ask at the end of a well-contested debate: what is the solution? There are no easy answers, yet the changing attitudes amongst the millennials may show the way forward.


What would a modern Indian wedding be without its generous share of Bollywood songs and dances, its ode to romantic love and its soaring, imaginative play of the arts? Bollywood today is that one element of Indian culture that is more identifiable across the world than most of our other exports. Not surprisingly therefore, when Indian weddings, enabled by deeper pockets, began changing into the grand spectacles of today, one of its smaller events, ‘The Ladies Night’ wriggled out of the clutches of its limited nomenclature, gave a big grand hug to Bollywood and jumped to near-centrestage of the wedding celebration. It grabbed its own billing in invitation cards, cornered a generous share of the budget, and took its bow as the Sangeet. Everyone is now more enthused about the evening of fun, as opposed to the tradition-encumbered finale – the wedding ceremony. The chapter ‘Bollywood Masala’ pays tribute to this entwined legacy of weddings and films, exploring and analyzing a few chosen films that have had a lasting influence on weddings, especially in north India.


The various threads related to marriage examined in this book do show the primacy of the traditional notions of family and marriage between a man and a woman, yet there are some deviations. To quote Dr Henrike Donner, ‘There’s such a diversity in how marriages work in India that one cannot say that there is one kind of Indian marriage. There is still the strong idea that marriages should be arranged, heterosexual, and lifelong unions.’24


No book on weddings and marriages can justify its theme, without exploring romantic love, even though Indian marriages are built mostly on the premise of arranged matches, as surveys have shown,25 with tick marks accorded on the basis of shared social attributes. This is what arranging a marriage means. Love, the stuff of dreams and Bollywood fantasies, is expected to emerge from the creative chambers of the labour room, once the children arrive, or a subsidiary of the saptapadi, where partners exchange vows of duty and commitment.


These two words – duty and commitment – forming the crux of a marriage, sounds peculiar for a civilization that has historically worshipped at the altar of romantic love, gathering the skeins of religion, philosophy, poetry, music and dance to create a bouquet of shringar, the rasa of erotica and love. The divine love between Parvati and Shiva or the beauty of play between Radha and Krishna, has been described as the purest, most distilled form of love.


Religion and erotica make an explosive combination in temple art too, as witnessed in the sculptures of Khajuraho and Konark, both declared UNESCO World Heritage Sites. The exquisite sculptures and their depictions of the most imaginative erotica, with no taboos inhibiting the sculptor’s chisel, are known all over the world. Kama or the erotic, is the theme of Vatsyayana’s Kama Sutra, the earliest and most detailed treatise on the art of lovemaking, whose relevance on bookshelves remains unquestioned to this day. Witness the lovelorn Yaksha imploring the cloud as messenger to travel to his wife in Meghdutam. Kalidas’s many poems are intense odes to love, as are Bhartrihari’s love poems.26


Though a book about weddings, this work must look at the alternate worlds created by those who choose to stay out of the marriage circle. There are huge swathes of people who have never married out of choice or their orientation has not permitted them to do so, since same-sex marriages are yet to be recognized under Indian law,27 or who remain single because of religious calling. There are also others who have opted out of the institution. Their space is equally significant and the chapter: ‘The Singular Life: Marriage from the Other Side’, is a look at these alternative voices.


The impulse to write this book, other than its seed in a childhood memory, has other origins too. It began with a need to go beyond the outer trappings of customs and rituals, the incomprehensible Sanskrit and a collage of images of the ‘good life’ – happy faces, beautiful clothes, the feasts, the music, some teary moments, and a couple becoming partners for life. But what connects the different customs and rituals, where lies their historical or scriptural origins, which interpretations have shaped them further, remains unclear. As also how marriages, and their customs, rituals and the gender perceptions are interwoven into the historical and the prevailing social and cultural realities.


The contemporary wedding is also a marvellous display of packaging, which pays its obeisance to market forces. As weddings have become grander and glitzier, the economics and the customs have become inseparable. But economics have only accentuated a fundamental inequality – the imbalance between the bride’s and the groom’s side, where the former has to pick up the tab for most of the expenses, including gifts for the groom’s side. The coercive demand for dowry in some weddings, amplified by India’s rising consumerism, is of course its ugliest expression. The unequal power equation is also woven into many of the rituals, their countless repetitions numbing us into accepting them unquestioningly as a part of the wedding covenant. While looking for an apt quotation from the scriptures as an inscription for this book, it was truly difficult to find one that did not impose a male-centric view, or where the bride was not a responsibility handed from one male to another. This only underlines the need to identify the sexist overtones, as a prelude to moving away from or neutralizing them – a debt owed to future generations.


This book though is designed along the lines of a vedic ritual – the saptapadi – imbued with the symbolic and the sacred, as the bridal couple goes around the agni kund to the recital of mantras. It’s also instantly recognizable as a rite that is practiced across regions, and therefore seemed like the perfect template for this book.


Much of the data quoted in this book has been gleaned from primary and secondary sources. The former includes discussions, interviews and surveys amongst a cross-spectrum of people. I was particularly interested in understanding the perspective of the youth, who as protagonists are in many ways central to the wedding narrative. They are also the influencers of the future who will stamp their choices on how the wedding culture is shaped, how it is woven into social mores and in turn impacts the family. To this end I interviewed young people in Bengaluru, Delhi and Kolkata. I was also conscious of the need to account for lower socio-economic groups, who live on the margins of our cities and societies, and who mentally and emotionally straddle the mofussil towns they have left behind and the metropolitan cities where they currently reside. And so, with the help of our NGO, Women Work & Health Initiative, which runs a community educational centre in the Sangam Vihar area, one of the largest unauthorized areas in south Delhi, I collated the views of some 50 women in the age group of 18-30 years regarding their views on marriage. On some broad issues the responses were remarkably similar between the underprivileged and the rich, showing how each borrows from the other, though social attitudes are more circumscribed, less elastic, more driven by economic issues amongst the poor, including the age when girls marry, which still is very young. I also tried to get the views of other stakeholders involved in the wedding process – extended families, those who have firmly turned down marriage, LGBTQIA persons, wedding designers, lawyers, social scientists, teachers, beauticians and others. This book has also been informed by my own work and interactions as a social entrepreneur working closely with women and development, as a writer and editor of books on gender, and lastly but importantly, as a parent who is privy to seeing this world through a youthful lens.


This attempt to deconstruct the Indian wedding by looking at the intersectionality of the historical, cultural and social dynamics that have shaped it, and which sparks a ripple effect across an arc of fashion, food, music, movies etc. was definitely a challenging, but also a hugely rewarding journey. I hope it will be the prequel for greater engagement with some of the questions raised here, even as the celebrations continue.





1



TOEING THE LINE: MARRIAGE AS A LIFE-CHANGER
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Everybody loves a good wedding. Taking a cue from Jane Austen, one can say it is a truth universally acknowledged, that in India people are either getting married, are waiting to get married, or if already married, they are planning and plotting the marriage of those poor souls who are yet outside its blanket embrace. Anybody between the age of 20-30 years, or as the great Indianism goes ‘of marriageable age’, can hardly escape the well-meaning, though often annoying, intentions of all and sundry to pair them off. The going gets tougher by the time one reaches the ‘beyond marriageable age’ (over 30) bracket. A decided breach of accepted social behaviour, being single provokes varied reactions on the lines of – ‘Unpardonable!’ ‘Aaj kal ke bachche’, ‘Kids these days are unreasonable, too individualistic’ – all attributed to Western influences. It’s a supposed vacuum which gives perfect strangers and related aunties and uncles the latitude to ask, ‘But beta, when?’ or darkly imply ‘Is something wrong?’ Single people even from other cultures find themselves subjected to this concern. A young European woman, who was posted as a diplomat in India, shared stories of how her Indian friends were constantly trying to set her up, even going to the extent of orchestrating ‘chance’ meetings – the staple of the arranged marriage, where festivals and pujas, other people’s weddings and family functions are employed to engineer that ‘chance’ meeting. It would seem that there is simply no escape from this vigilantism.


Marriage: A Prescription of Sorts


Ancient Hindu texts prescribe four major stages in everyone’s life. It is the second stage – Grihasth ashram – fulfilling one’s dharma as a householder and having children, that lends marriage its relevance.1 Marriage is an essential life event in the Indian psyche. With changing perceptions, many have rejected the institution, but they are considered aberrations, not the norm. Even as the winds of globalization waft into the country, changing the work culture, creating new demands, and ushering in seismic shifts in the way Indians eat, work, shop and travel, some elements have remained largely unchanged. One of them is the view that a person is ‘unsettled’ unless he or she is married. Single people, whatever their age, aren’t considered to be independent units. Even a wedding invite to a single person is usually clubbed along with the rest of the family. In other words, it means that she or he does not merit an individual invite, unless they have established their own happy twosome with children in the works.
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