Chapter Eight

Marital sets and conjugality: television as a member of the joint family 
A man sits in a dining room waiting for his family to join him at the table.  The grandfather clock is chiming eight o’clock and still no one has come for the evening meal.  Checking on his pocket watch that they are late he shrugs, frowns at his Dalmatian and motions it to accompany him upstairs to see where they have all got to.  Ascending the palatial staircase he hears sounds emerging from the first bedroom: his son is watching a boxing fight and sparring against a punch bag hanging from the ceiling.  He shuts the door and continues along the passage to another son’s room.  Here he finds that the son and his son’s wife are ballroom dancing to the accompaniment of an Arnold Schwarzenegger film.  His dog now leading the way, he arrives at a locked door, through the keyhole of which he sees that his wife is dancing along to an American dance hall movie.  Realising that his family is far from ready for dinner he shrugs and says “Well, I’m the boss, play on Videocon 25”, enters his room and switches on the household’s largest television set.

Introduction

This is not a description of any house that I visited in Varanasi, rather an advertisement shown on the local Siti Channel.  It is a graphic illustration of the topic that this chapter discusses in detail: the place of televisions in relations between conjugal units, and in the life of the joint family.  The contention of this piece of marketing, that households now contain as many televisions as there are married sons, is strikingly accurate.  Television sets are a central (some would say the central) item in the dowry that accompanies brides to their marital home (sasural) and these take pride of place in the bedrooms of these conjugal units.  Why this might be necessary, and what additional televisions express about joint family life, are the two focal issues of this chapter. 

This chapter takes as a central focus the place of television sets given in marriage, ‘dowry sets’, and the impact these have on practices of viewing within the household.  The concern is to illustrate the motives underlying the giving of dowry sets, the ways in which they are used and how these uses are interpreted.  I stress the importance of considering their meaning from the perspective of husband and wife, as well as the joint family at large.  In keeping with an analysis of television watching as a practice moulded by social context, this chapter continues to outline household relationships; particularly those that involve in-coming women.  It is then possible to illustrate the ways in which these relations guide the purchase, and subsequent employment of additional sets. 

In the previous chapter we considered in detail how television content and the social context of the joint family need to be negotiated.  The story of a household’s accommodation with television, particularly since the advent of satellite television, is one of an active dialogue between programme content and the social context in which viewing occurs.  Relations between members of the family were shown to be an important consideration in decisions about what, when and who watches programmes, and sharm or lajja to be one organising feature of household relations and of viewing.  Implicit in this discussion was the notion that television watching has become an activity important enough to justify such negotiation.   

Whilst the focus of the last chapter, the Mishra household, represent television watching as a force of family integration, many others told a story in which disintegration was the main theme.   Satellite programmes reach the sitting room of a family with ages spanning sixty years and outlooks potentially as disparate.  In this environment, an extra set can result in much greater flexibility, less embarrassment and fighting.  Given the numbers of households which have more than one set, it would seem that some of these advantages are at play in decisions relating to additional sets.  Their deployment in the bedrooms of conjugal units speaks of shifts in the relationship between married couples and the rest of the household.

Marriage and dowry: the case of television sets

From the earliest days of fieldwork, when I was seeking a television set for myself, it was apparent that televisions often feature in the dowry prestation involved in marriage.  The shopkeeper from whom I bought my set gave this the clearest (if somewhat exaggerated) expression: “these days there is no marriage without a television”.  Although my subsequent experience did not exactly bear out this contention, it was obvious that they were one of the main items on the list of any family taking a dowry, and most wife-givers were sure that they would have to give one with their daughter.   

Later investigations in television shops made it clear that stores were busiest during the Hindu marriage season and their owners complained of slack business at other times.  On the hill rising up to Chowk, trolleys were to be seen piled high as televisions were transferred from godowns (warehouses) to shops.  Coming down the other way, passengers clung onto their recent purchases tightly as the rickshaw increased in speed.  Asking households when they had bought their set, the answer often given was that “it came in marriage, we did not buy it”, or that “our son received it, or took it, in marriage”.  Others would comment, more wistfully, that they had had a colour set but it was demanded in the marriage of their daughter.   

Many advertisements specifically locate their potential customers as those involved in marriage prestation.  The number and style of newspaper adverts during the marriage season make this clear, as do the displays in shops around the city.  Shopkeepers are given items such as paper turbans with which to adorn sets, indicating its suitability for a future son-in-law.  Tempting advertisements in the press offer ‘marriage season deals’, ‘two-for-one’ specials or trade-in deals.  The Akai advertisement
 below represents a good example of just such offers but also of the wide web of relations who may be called upon to provide for a woman’s dowry.   

Now in the marriage season the way to steal the applause isn’t known to everyone.  Those who have a son, daughter, brother or sister, or some other loved-one who is getting married will feel good about giving either a 21” or 14” colour television.  So great are their features that you will want one too.  Buy the larger set and you get the small one free! 

Yes, for the marriage of your brother or sister’s son or daughter (BS, BD, ZS or ZD) or chachere-mamere bhai bahen (FBS, FBD, MBS or MBD)
 you can give one and if it is to your liking keep one yourself.   Give them the 21” and keep the 14” set for yourself and put it in your ‘drawing room’.  If there is no marriage, keep both and simply use the excuse of a wedding in the future to justify your purchase.

Along with a refrigerator and washing machine, these consumer durables represent the trinity of goods that accompany the brides of middle-class north Indian households to their sasural (conjugal home).  Those that give this complete trinity will invariably give a colour set, often a specific brand and model.  This set may become the main family television, or will go direct to the bedroom of the new couple.  Much depends on what sets are already present and their relative age or specification.  Obviously not all grooms can demand a colour set (average price Rs.12,000) and have to settle for a monochrome set instead (cheapest Rs.3,000). 

The marriage season is therefore a time when an additional set may arrive in a household and this may precipitate a movement of televisions around the house.  A household may have their living room set upgraded, or a son may feel cheated that ‘his’ set is to be watched in this family room rather than his bedroom.  On the whole it appeared that a son given a set in marriage would keep it in his bedroom.  Either way, a household has another set and that opens up a fresh range of possibilities for the viewing of television by its members.  As the last chapter showed, this may be a wholly welcome thing, allowing far greater televisual flexibility.  However, as Mausiji’s comments suggested, an additional set might also be seen to engender disunity in the household. 
Plate 9:1.  Television delivery during the marriage season, in Bansphatak.
The form of contemporary dowry, and its subsequent employment is at issue here.  Dowry (dahej) is a major aspect of contemporary north Indian society, and a repeated topic of daily discussion.  It is a highly contested institution, seen variously as a tradition, a sign of the corruption of Indian values, a ‘right’, or a bribe (ghoos).  Some say that it is a demand (mang), others that they gave, or will give happily (dil se/khushi se).  Graffiti around Varanasi during fieldwork expressed one negative evaluation: “Dowry is a bribe: Taking and giving dowry is a heinous sin (mahapap)”.  By the time of a return visit, a postscript had been added: “Those who do not take dowry are like God”.   
There are frequent reports in the local press of “dowry deaths”
 and household fires involving kitchen stoves and young married women are widely, and quite immediately, assumed not to be the ‘accident’ that the victims’ in-laws suggest they are.  The high incidence of these ‘kitchen’ fires leads Srinivas to call the nature of the institution a “burning problem” of Indian society (1984: 7).  The fact that dowry is illegal, acts as no deterrent to those who use marriage as a means to increase their store of worldly goods in an ever-more acquisitive society.  Many attribute the dowry inflation, and the associated violence and usury, to a hunger (bhukh) in people that has been exacerbated by consumerism.  To my mind, dowry was summed up most accurately by a young man at the Abhay cinema: 
Dowry has become a tradition.  Many people give it for show (dekhane ke liye) and many people have to give it in weakness (mazburi me).   
The literature on dowry has largely taken two directions: one viewing it in terms of property (Madan 1975; Parry 1979; Sharma 1993; Tambiah and Goody 1973), the other as communicating something about marriage and the relations between affines (Sharma ibid.), although in this literature the two aspects are often treated together.  As Roulet (1996) rightly concludes, the idea of dowry as ‘property’ has dominated.  Given the thrust of my comments so far, it seems clear that an analysis of dowry in terms of ‘property’ is important, but so too its place in substantialising relations between affines.  Patrons at Kali’s tea shop were clear that dowry had a role in status objectification, even though it might be quite a mystifying one: “Nowadays dowry is so big that no one knows whether people are rich or poor”.   

Goody and Tambiah’s (1973) work proposed that dowry be considered as a means of property transmission at marriage, through which daughters and sons receive inheritance: “Dowry connotes female property or female rights to property which is transferred at a woman’s marriage as a sort of pre-mortem inheritance” (1973: 64).  Dowry in this sense consists of movable property because the land, or house, that will be shared by men is not amenable to such transfer.  Madan (1975: 237) argues against this idea of pre-mortem inheritance, suggesting instead that it is a substitute for a woman’s lack of inheritance rights.  From his, and Sharma’s perspective, it is problematic to think of dowry as women’s property (whether as inheritance or not) for two reasons.  Women, and sometimes their husbands too, do not have control over the dowry items (cf. Sharma 1993: 345) so it is misleading to term it their property.  Secondly, rather than representing a share of her father’s estate, dowry is more a reflection of the state of the contemporary marriage market.   

The content of modern dowry suggests that the issue of property and its subsequent use and ownership is somewhat different where it involves consumer items.  To my mind, it is clear that not only has the size of dowry increased, but also preconceptions about whose property it is have changed.  The kitchen items, utensils and clothes and, if included, a washing machine, as well as miscellaneous domestic goods will usually become the property of the household.  The bride’s mother-in-law (sas), or the senior household female, will be in charge of their distribution (cf. Sharma 1993: 345).  The cash given may be put aside for the couple, deposited in a bank account for their offspring, or become absorbed into the household purse.  According to many, this depends on the nature and means of the head male of the household.  Most acknowledge that the expenses he incurs during the wedding will be offset by this money.  Women’s jewellery is similarly distributed amongst the household and some retained by the wife.  Grooms usually ask for some items, gold chains and rings, which are kept and owned by them.  Variations in all of this are, of course, to be expected from household to household.   

However, much that is given is conceived as conjugal property and its post-marital use seems to confirm this.  A ‘bed set’, typically double bed, dressing table, almirah and perhaps stools and bedside tables too, will be used by the couple.  Vehicles, perhaps the most potent symbol of modern dowry and the ‘mobility’ they afford, will usually become the exclusive property of the couple.  However men, since they are less house-bound than their wives, will have more use of them.  One brand of motorbike in particular, the Hero Honda, has become synonymous of a man’s marital status
.  It is the bike of choice for those who can demand one but cannot stretch their claims to a Maruti hatchback.  Others may be able to ask for a cheaper vehicle like a scooter (e.g., Bajaj Vespa) or for those of lesser economic clout a moped (e.g., TVS Scooty).  Refrigerators, like television sets, in terms of use and ownership, are quite ambiguous pieces of property and their designation as either household or conjugal items will depend on what is already owned by the household.  One shopkeeper, one of the first stockists of televisions in Varanasi but now a fridge dealer, suggested that even more than televisions these symbolise conjugal independence or the desire for it.  The storage in a bedroom fridge of extra food for one’s own children or a personal supply of cold water, is a powerful indication of expressions of conjugality that lie at the heart of common-sense definitions of the joint family: commensality.   

The questions around the transfer of cash are much more unclear, perhaps because this is seen as the most pernicious aspect of contemporary dowry.  There is, as in other departments, an inflationary cycle in progress.  I was told of a teacher whose daughter’s dowry contained Rs.10 lakh cash with a further Rs.5 lakh of jewellery and household and consumer items.  No one seems to know either where such amounts of money come from, or where they go, though it is often suggested that they pay for the previous or forthcoming wedding of the groom’s sister.   

Somewhat clearer is the phenomenon of “settling” in which, in addition to the movable property but in place of the lump sum of cash, the bride’s family “settle” a groom in business.  They provide a property from which the business can be conducted and the plant, or stock required for it.  Commonly this may be a telephone booth (PCO), with a photocopier, or even a word processing centre.  In the current climate of employment scarcity this represents to some a more appropriate offering.  In terms of who owns such a business the evidence is mixed - earnings may accrue to the husband or be assimilated into the household purse.   

The following dowry, presented at a Brahman wedding I attended in a village outside Gorakhpur, is quite representative of contemporary prestations.  It contained a BPL colour television and washing machine, Whirlpool fridge, bed set, armchairs, steel almirah, 100 kg of sweets, sacks of rice, wheat and pulses, Rs.5 lakh cash and a Maruti car.  The wedding was between the son of a telecommunications officer from Gorakhpur, who was in the road haulage business, and the daughter of the principal land-owning family in the village.   

The current socio-economic climate in India, and the changing content of dowry, clearly links dowry to the objectification of economic status.  When dowry contained, as nostalgic grandmothers are apt to recall, clothing, cloth and gold or silver, it represented quite generalised transfers of property and value
.  The comments of men buying a television set for their sister’s dowry reflect the extent to which particular brands and/or models allow for greater versatility in communicating or acquiring status.  A shop assistant showed them a colour Phillips set, “No”, they replied, “a BPL has been demanded in marriage (shaadi me BPL ki mang hai)”.  Where consumer goods, variable in quality and status bearing capacity depending on brand, model, country of origin and changing style, are central to modern dowry, the demand for certain brands or models allows for a highly nuanced declaration of status.  The difference between a BPL and a Phillips television is objectively marginal but the subjective distinctions given to those goods signify a more complex register of status.  The ever larger world of goods has increased the evaluatory vocabulary of status tied up in dowry.   

Socio-economic status can be gained or expressed through contemporary dowry, and this objectification of social status is seen locally as an important aspect of it.  However, the items that a middle-class dowry contains suggests that dowry also allows for the expression (or possible enhancement) of another type of status; that is, conjugality.  Are consumer goods, as advertising discourse often suggests, more conjugal in nature than others given in dowry?

Patterns of use suggests that some items, especially bedset, television, vehicle and refrigerator, are certainly more conjugal than others.  Where there is a communal sitting room and separate bedrooms, patterns of deployment will vary from where the use of rooms is less strictly demarcated.  The fridge and the television are especially significant because they allow for a formerly household activity to become more markedly conjugal.  Television and food consumption are given the space to express conjugality rather than jointness.   

Several writers (e.g., Mayer 1960; Parry 1979) have argued that the central symbolic and definitional feature of the joint family is the single hearth (chulha) on which the meals of the entire group are prepared.  By extension, when the household undergoes partition, or when relations between male agnates become attenuated, additional chulhas and separate commensal units signify this movement away from jointness.  As Jeffery et al put it, the chulha generates and reflects a commonality (1989: 28): the collective funding, preparation and consumption of food generates a sense of unity and reflects this unity to household members.  There is then a contrast to be drawn between joint households, and their single television/chulha, and households in which there are more than one chulha or television set.  Additional or dowry sets are often represented as akin to an additional hearth in that they generate and reflect a difference of interests, which can often be about more than just viewing tastes.

In the previous chapter I drew on Parry’s (1979) observation that sons are apt to blame the disintegration of the joint family, and its eventual partition on daughters-in-law.  In this respect, televisions are rather similar to these incoming women, for they too are often held to precipitate a certain disunity in the household.  That televisions often accompany women into their conjugal homes and often remain ‘their’ property could therefore be seen as a combination of two potential forces of disintegration.  The Mishra household, in which there are no dowry sets, suggests that a single set can allow for some familial integration
.  Where households contain as many sets as there are married brothers, a segmented approach to viewing would seem to be the norm.  Difficult choices about what to watch are removed when people can retire to their rooms to watch programmes they know would not be suitable for the household.  Additional sets therefore come to symbolise conjugal units within the household and allow the practice of viewing to engender segmentation rather than familial unity.  They have both reflective and generative properties which are of a distancing, rather than unifying nature.

Before considering the practice of television in a multi-set environment in more detail it is necessary to discuss the relationship between conjugal units and the joint family household.  In doing so it will be necessary to stress the gendered aspects of this relationship, particularly that between incoming women and other members of the family, and that between male agnates and each others’ wives.  The negotiation of the latter relationship, as Parry’s observation on wives suggests, is important to the short and long term survival of the joint family, even if women are only blamed for, rather than wholly responsible for, its decline.  An examination of some literature will set the scene for a discussion of dowry television sets in household viewing practice.   In doing so a certain assumption is being made: that sets given in marriage represent something quite fundamental about the expectations of families and couples in the television age.   

Women and wives in their conjugal homes

Television sets form a major element of dowry, and these dowry sets play a role in household life that is seen as similar to that of the women who bring them, that is, one tending to disunity.  This is something of a male perspective but the position of women in the household, and also of the televisions, can and should be considered from both the perspective of men and women.  It is necessary at this point, therefore, to consider some aspects of household life, particularly relations between the conjugal unit and the household, between women and their sas (HM) and more generally those between women and their sasural (conjugal home).  A good place to begin is the highly popular programme Tu Tu, Main Main (You You, Me Me).   

Tu tu, Main main

Sit back and join in the hilarious situations in which a modern mother-in-law (Reema Lagoo) and her daughter-in-law (Supriya Pilgaonkar) land themselves in.  All hell breaks loose in the bizarre situations the wacky characters have to tackle.  Tu Tu Main Main deals with the universal theme of a mother-in-law and daughter-in-law relationship, their moments of gentle bickering and their moments of love and affection.  Apart from the sheer entertainment value, this comedy serial imparts the definite social message of traditional values and emotional bonds which are relevant in the current disintegrating family scenario (Star TV promotion).

Although the broadcasters of this show may consider the relationship between a mother-in-law and her daughter-in-law as a universally problematic one, there is a good case to be made for suggesting that there might be a uniquely Indian appeal to such a serial.  Tu Tu, Main Main was immensely popular on DD1, where it began its life, though like many serials from the national channel it was bought by Star Plus in order to give their channel more Indian credentials.  Its incredible popularity alone suggests there is a specific cultural appeal to a show that centres on women and their daughters-in-law.

The title of the show stresses the way in which the sas always blames her bahu (SW), and delegates onerous task to her - You, You (familiar pronoun).  The “I, I” hints at the bahus’ (usually unverbalised) response to this constant bullying and bossiness at the hands of her sas (HM), “What about me?” Conversely, from the perspective of the sas the “I” of the bahu points to her suspicion that her daughter-in-law is attempting to put herself above the sas and therefore the household.  The title of the programme therefore hints at both the hierarchy and the ambiguity in this central household relationship.   

However, in folk and everyday mythology, the relationship between sas and bahu is elaborated in a way that lays far less stress on the comic and more on the tensions inherent in it.  As we saw in various examples in the last chapter, many women consider their sas overbearing.  In the Mishra household, Mausi is viewed by her bahus to be relaxed and beneficent, but they also know the limits of this aspect and when its more serious side should be respected.  The relationship between these women and their sas is one in which, as Tu Tu, Main Main implies, there can be a certain degree of friction between their interests and those of the household which the sas overlooks.  Their sas supervises their daily tasks, and is therefore a point of contact between individual needs and desires and those concerning the household as a collective.   

In the early marital years of a woman this point of contact can be one of considerable conflict because the practical and emotional requirements of the household must be put before those of the conjugal dyad.  Tu Tu, Main Main’s popularity lies in its (albeit far-fetched) exploration of the tensions implicit in the need for a woman “to remain obedient and subservient to her husband’s parents and other family members, and...to subordinate her desire for intimacy with her husband to his pre-existing bonds of loyalty and affection with his natal kinsmen” (Raheja and Gold 1994: 121).  If, in often quite practical ways, the sas is responsible for ensuring that household interests rise above those of the conjugal unit, there is a more general requirement expected of bahus to suppress their ties of affection to their husband (and child) so that general interests, rather than those more conjugal, predominate.   

Numerous writers have identified the ways in which the bonds of affinity that a wife represents are seen as threatening the unity of the joint family (Khare 1975; Madan 1975; Parry 1979; Sharma 1978).  Khare, for example, goes so far as to suggest that dowry “compensates for the provision of an affinal bond (1975: 251), while Sharma (1978: 231) argues that ghungat (albeit rather partially) acts to hinder the ability of women to threaten the relations between men.  In the sense that an incoming woman threatens the continuity and solidarity of male bonds, there is a requirement to navigate between her desire for conjugality (which her husband may harbour too) and the needs of the household.

Although Trautmann argues that kanyadan marriage (the gift of a virgin) represents the “patrilineal idiom of complete dissimilation of the bride from her family of birth and her complete assimilation to that of her husband” (cited in Raheja and Gold 1994: 75), this idea of total dissimilation or split has been contested, by Raheja and Gold (ibid.).  Crucial here is a tension between a woman’s prior links to her natal village/family (pihar or mayka) and those that must be established in the conjugal home/village (sasural).  Raheja and Gold do not deny the existence of such a tension, but suggest that the completeness of the dissimilation/assimilation in Trautmann’s account is textual, male centred and also overstated (ibid.: 76).  Rather they argue that, from a woman’s perspective, this purported split is crucial in guiding resistance to the authority of her husband and his kin.  At the same time this ideology of alienation is used by men to restrict contact with natal kin and it is central in post-marital power relations.   

The ‘split’ that patrilineal accounts unequivocally stress, and Raheja and Gold seek to show are essentially contestable (ibid.: 29), are those between natal loyalties and conjugal ties.  Trautmann argues that the marriage ceremony seeks to disassociate (and dissubstantiate) a woman from her natal kin so that she becomes ‘other’ (parayi) to them and ‘own’ to her conjugal kin (ibid.: 75).  But, they argue, this is not total and is contested by women.  Further, for her conjugal kin she represents both one’s own (apni) but also other (parayi/dusri).  It is on this basis that they are arguing against the view of women as either/or, and that this status is affirmed in any totalising manner at marriage.  As I will show below, dowry television sets are, from the perspective of married women, seen as similarly contested (neither ‘own’ nor ‘other’).  Moreover, these sets also offer scope to women (and their husbands) to create a conjugal space in which their marital bonds can be highlighted. 

My portrayal of the Mishra household offered some space for comment on the demands made by Mausiji and her sons, on the women of the household.  We saw that in the maintenance of household unity, Mausiji saw a negotiation between conjugal and household demands as central.  The place of children in this is of some importance because they are the product of the conjugal unit but this relationship must be muted - hence the need to allow one’s children to be scolded by others.  It has been noted by Vatuk (1982: 93) that the relationship between husband and wife must be similarly muted, not because it is seen as inappropriate but because it endangers the wider group by dividing loyalties.  These two muted relationships are similar, as Das observes: “not only may the daughter-in-law make no claim over her husband, but should also leave special ties with her children unstressed” (1976: 14).   

In the light of these general comments about relations between the conjugal unit and the household, and between women and their sas and sasural, the remainder of this chapter will argue for an appreciation of the place of television in these relationships, and their negotiation by women and men.  Dowry sets in bedrooms solve some of the viewing concerns detailed above, but they also represent something conjugal as opposed to household, and are therefore often seen as somewhat inimical to the unity of the household space.  To what extent do dowry television sets offer wives and their husbands a chance to transcend these relationships and secure conjugal freedom? 

Das (1976), discussing the Punjabi kinship system (one which is cognate with Hindi-speaking areas of north India) discusses the way in which discourses of sexuality and biology are generally ‘backstaged’, that is kept out of the everyday domain of household life.  This dramaturgical idiom stresses not the unacceptability of biological facts but the necessity that they are not given social, i.e., public, expression.  The last chapter described how the practice of television viewing was one made fraught by the web of relations within the household, and the ease with which undiscussed topics and emotions appear into the sitting room.  Watching television ‘backstage’, in the bedroom, allows programmes to be watched that would be otherwise unacceptable on the ‘front stage’ of the household.  When women, especially young bahus, are especially vulnerable to instances of sharm even in non-televisual contexts (cf.  Vatuk 1982: 95), a television in their bedroom provides a central tool for negotiating personal space where conjugal bonds can be nurtured and the limitations of family viewing negated.  However, as the case of Gita Srivatav suggests, a dowry set in the bedroom does not always provide a husband and wife with an entirely private, and dominantly conjugal, space. 

“We two, our one”: Dowry sets in conjugal spaces

Gita Srivastav had taken a television set with her in marriage five years ago.  She lived for the first three years of her marriage in her sasural, before moving to rented accommodation with her husband and child.  There were emotional and economic motives lying behind the decision to move, though she is clear that the emotional difficulties she experienced in her conjugal home (sasural) gave more than enough reason to establish a house with her husband.  Her words capture the essence of issues discussed in the previous chapter but also suggest directions not pursued there.  I quote at length so that we might get a feel for some of the details:

It happens a lot these days that you receive a television in marriage.  In a joint family you put it in the ‘drawing room’ because everyone will watch television there.  But in my house [sasural] everyone had a television because they had all received one in marriage so we could put them in our bedrooms.  But in many houses even if you receive a television in marriage that does not mean that it has become yours, that because you have put it in your bedroom you have a right (hak) over it.  It will not be only you that watches it, everyone in the house will watch it.   

The joint family has come to mean that everyone comes together, sits and watches.  It is different for those in whose houses there are four televisions and everyone has put them in their bedrooms; they can sit down and watch their programmes at leisure.  You can’t watch every programme with everyone.  So that is why you put it in your bedroom, that way it’s more convenient.  Whatever film you watch, or whatever programme you really need to watch, you can watch at leisure.  On cable there are those types of programmes that everyone together cannot watch...if older people are there then we [daughters-in-law] avoid the film or every [offending] scene.  We have to leave the room.

Much of this portrait of power in front of the television set will, I hope, be recognisable from the previous chapter.  We have the sense that, with the arrival of television, the joint family has come to mean something new; the entire family sit together.  But we also have the idea, by now familiar, that many satellite programmes makes such togetherness somewhat difficult.  In this light, as Gita suggests, “it’s more convenient” to have a television set in your bedroom. 

What is of more specific interest here is the way that the dowry set is not a piece of property exclusively in the possession of the conjugal unit, but an object to which access is patterned by relationships of seniority in the household.  Gita Srivastav certainly saw the television set as her and her husband’s property, and when they left his natal home the set accompanied them.  However, while they remained in her sasural it was an object that was not always under her control and, for this reason, her bedroom was not a space that offered total escape from the strains of household living.   

Gita spoke at length about different scenarios in which her bedroom was invaded because of her set, but also times when it engendered a more conjugal space.  When, after a busy day, she was relaxing with her husband in their bedroom, her nanad (HZ) might come in demanding to watch something on her set because others were in use.  On other occasions, her jeth and jethani (HeB and HeBW) arrived in her room seeking a programme unavailable on the other set.  This annoyed her intensely, but there was little she could do.  In Gita’s sasural her relationship with her jeth (HeB) remained one of avoidance.  His presence in her room meant that she had to seek out alternative entertainment or engage in spurious time-wasting activities while he watched her television set.  This often meant busying herself in the kitchen or helping her sas (HM) in any tasks.  Her desire to watch television in the peace and quiet of her room was thwarted time and again by those she was unable to speak out against.  However, on other occasions she and her husband could spend time alone, apart from his family, using television watching as an excuse to achieve this.   

It seems therefore that several things may be going on here where a dowry set and the wishes of its ‘owners’ meets the joint family: 1) Gita used the word pariksha, examination, to suggest that members of her sasural were testing her nature or temperament (swabhau).  2) It may also be the case that the family members were denying the forceful logic of conjugal segmentation that the dowry set offered.  3) Perhaps these family members were reacting to a scenario in which communal watching on the family set was difficult.   

For Gita, the first of these explanations made sense, especially in the context of the early years of her marriage.  It is, she stressed, during this time when a bahu can expect her conjugal family to ‘test’ her temperament with attempts to strain the patience and tolerance of a woman who is not expected to answer back but swallow indignity with forbearance.  Since all the conjugal units in the household possessed televisions, it seemed to Gita that they were deliberately testing her by demanding to watch her set.

The ‘other’ member of the family?  Dowry sets as affines  

When dowry sets endow the conjugal couple’s bedset, are watched mainly by them, and are in this practical and symbolic sense theirs, demands to access them from other members of the household might be interpreted as an interrogation of the terms of ownership.  In light of the foregoing discussion, there are grounds for thinking about dowry sets as objects of a rather affinal sort in two respects.  They are received from affines and are the ‘partial’ property of a woman who is represented as both ‘own’ and ‘other’ (apni and parayi).  Television sets and the practices they facilitate are also imagined as having an affinal tendency: that is, through their use by conjugal couples they highlight the marital bond.  What is the marital bond in a North Indian context if it is not one between ‘us’ and ‘others’ (affines)?

This is, of course, the perspective of the sasural whose members might resent the television’s tendency to ‘disunite’ the family, or harbour jealousy at the more conjugal televisual leisure it may facilitate.  What of the perspective of women?  It can be argued that a married woman may see her television, as the members of her sasural view her, as ‘own’ and ‘other’.  As Gita’s account showed, her dowry set was never the inalienable property of her and her husband (although when they left the house it became just that).  From the perspectives both of the members of the sasural, and of the women in whose dowry it was given, the television is at once both ‘own’ and ‘other’.  Its status is contested, not stable.   

As Madan notes, the status of women in a house is always under transformation.  She arrives as junior bahu (SW) and may die as senior household female, her status as incoming wife never disappears but is overlain by other statuses (1975: 221).  A diachronic or biographical approach to an incoming dowry television reveals a similar transformation of its status, in which from the point of view of its ‘owners’ it becomes increasingly ‘own’ rather than ‘other’.  A husband’s younger brother may marry, precipitating the arrival of another set into the household, a woman’s nanad (HZ) may marry too, causing her incursions into the conjugal bedroom to become less frequent.  In addition to the increasing number of sets there is also the enhanced status of the set’s original ‘owner’, who having served her apprenticeship as junior daughter-in-law, and given birth to a child, will become more senior.  She will demand, and receive, greater proprietary rights (hak) over her set and as her daily household duties become less demanding may have more time to spend watching it.

Tracing parallels between the status of incoming women and their dowry sets is, it seems, a rather suggestive way to view the biography of sets and the relationships between wife-givers and wife-takers that the television, as object and medium, is implicated in.  Viewed as affinal objects, televisions seem to share many of the characteristics of the women that bring them.  They threaten the household as a corporate body, can precipitate disunity between brothers, hinder conversation flow between members, and lead to arguments.  They also allow, like women, the men of the household to blame their own disunity on some external or extraneous factor (cf.  Parry 1979: 175).  Television sets have a central role in a rhetoric of mystification that obscures personal animosities that may lie behind family tensions. 

Like daughters-in-law, dowry sets viewed from the perspective of a sasural are objects to be domesticated, made a part of the household in accordance with its values.  A perspective which anthropomorphises the technology enables a view of what people are doing to their sets, rather than what television sets do to people.  Dowry sets, like bahus, must be made to operate in accordance with pre-existing relations between members (cf.  Sharma 1978: 221).  Relations between jeth and jethi are as central in fashioning appropriate uses of television as they are for the bahu in her attempt to navigate her conjugal household.

From the perspective of a married woman, dowry sets provide personal space in which they can secure some freedom from other members of the household.  However, this space must be negotiated by her in a series of ongoing and fraught encounters with her jeth (HeB), nanad (HZ) or jethani (HeBW).  The dowry set may reflect, and generate, some spatial autonomy for a woman away from the rest of the household and her affines, and this is why it may further embody the inherent tension in her position.  What she may see as an object that can secure freedom for her conjugal relationship, her sasural may represent as one which symbolises, and through its use creates, too much conjugality.  It is perhaps for this reason that Gita found that it was in front of her television set that conjugality came into conflict with her position vis à vis affinal kin and where she had to negotiate her husband’s position vis à vis his patrikin.  She could not be too demanding about her and her husband’s personal use of the set because it would create tensions between her husband and his kin.   

If there is not, as Raheja and Gold argue (1994: 73), a place that a married woman can properly call home, does television help a woman create a home within a house?  And to what extent is this a truly conjugal space within the household?  In Gita’s case there seemed to be limits to the extent to which a television could offer conjugal viewing within a conjugal space.  In a limited sense it may be possible to see the space created around a dowry set as one which may represent for women somewhere akin to the mayka or pihar, her natal home.  A place where affinal kin are transcended, one is pampered (or can pamper oneself), and not expected to work - a place in which household responsibilities are set aside.   

For both men and women, televisions in the bedroom seem to open up the possibility that the room will become more a personal or private space.  Keshav, who expressed the desire for a television to complete his new room, was suggesting that the television may have a key role in the symbolic vocabulary of conjugality.  It would seem to symbolise, par excellence, the one space in which a conjugal unit can forge alliances.  As an object alongside the dowry bedset, tapes, cassette player and personal miscellanea, it completes a collection of conjugal goods.  For Keshav, who never received a dowry and did not possess any of these other items, the television was his first concern.  The other dowry items could wait but it was the television that held out the best chance for forging a space for himself and Rita.  His room in the newly built Sahni home was far from a conjugal haven but he was aware, from friends’ experiences, of the potential a television might have.  His expectations are those of someone less affluent than many other families I encountered, but still suggests two related points.  First, that differentiation of interests within the joint family seem to be gaining some recognition.  Secondly, that in urban areas at least, conjugal bonds are increasingly acknowledged.  Dowry sets seem to reflect and contribute to these processes.   

Given that, in the early years of her marriage, the position of a woman is one made fraught by relations with her husband’s kin, perhaps the television is seen as an essential element in the dowry for just this reason.  The wife-givers, realising the tangible benefits a dowry set may have for their daughter or sister, might be only too happy to give a set, whether it is a Phillips or a BPL that is demanded.  In the household, the need for some space and intimacy for the marital units is best given expression by taking a television in dowry and allowing the couple to put the set in their bedroom.  Having said this, it is reasonable to ask why, if televisions are seen to embody forces of conjugality, and liable to fracture the jointness of the joint family, they are the object of choice in most dowries.  This question is even more pertinent in an environment in which the people talk of the ‘disintegrating’ joint family as symbolic of general cultural malaise. 

Aside from the two points made above with reference to conjugality and differentiation of interests this problem seems hard to resolve.  However, it might be noted that television represents an exogenous force which can be blamed for causing change in which larger socio-economic or cultural factors are involved.  In this sense, televisions, like in-coming women, represent something akin to scapegoats for declines in family unity.  Television, like other technology, is in such instances being represented as an all-encompassing ‘cause’ in a manner which negates all other questions about it and its use (cf.  Williams 1974: 119-30).  The Mishras, in holding out against the urge to buy additional television sets, seemed to realise that the effect of a television is conditional on its uses.  It can be used to foster unity amongst brothers and their wives and is not, in itself, a force of disintegration. 

In the light of the previous chapter, sets in bedrooms allow for a much greater flexibility of viewing when, as Gita put it, “on cable there are those types of programmes that not everyone can watch together”.  So, if the dowry television as an object symbolises conjugality in a conjugal space, the television as medium enhances the ability of television to express conjugality as opposed to the corporate household.  For the bedroom, as many men would recount, is where the late night offerings on Star Movies can be enjoyed, among much more intimate company than that represented by one’s senior patrikin or one’s wife’s jeth or sasur.  It is often, but not always, the bedroom set on which more direct control over what is watched can be exerted.  And, with an abundance of channels, the stated desire to watch something on another channel can mean that there is always an excuse to disappear to the bedroom, for understood in such a statement is the fact that what may be seen is not suitable for the entire household viewing community.   

Dowry sets are dominant symbols of conjugality as technological extensions of the marital unit.  In this sense, as we have seen, they are highly welcomed, and often resisted, but always somewhat contested.  The words of one woman always stuck with me “In our house (ghar) there are four televisions and in each house (ghar) people watch what they want”.  Using the word ghar for both the material structure of the building and to describe the existence of the families of her four sons seemed a very pointed way of expressing this extended sense of segmentation that televisions can allow to take place.  This household had not partitioned in the sense in which this is usually understood (Parry 1979; Mayer 1960) - they were still cooking at one chulha, (or in this case a large gas range), and doing so with a shared budget.  However the position of conjugal units in relation to their respective televisions represents the almost total televisual segmentation of the household.   

Beyond the bedroom: a dramaturgical reading of television

The third possible reading of the scenario in which members of Gita’s sasural came to her room to watch television was that they wanted to view a programme which they could not share with other members of the household, maybe younger children or their parents.  Additional sets allow for the segmentation of viewing, i.e., different members of the family, watching different programmes, at different times, in different rooms.  From one point of view the content of programmes, unsuitable for all, requires that this be the case.  From another it is less a matter of television content but the social context that requires segmenting.  Considering the key structuring relations of the household, those pattered by gender and generation, from a fresh angle allows us to explore how segmented viewing reaffirms differences between members of the household that are central to its organisation but are endangered when all sit down to watch together.  From a third, more culinary perspective, segmented viewing is a practical response to the different routines and preferences of a joint family.  Just as food must be prepared with regard to the different timing of different members, so too must television access and choice bear the different routines of the household members into mind.

Das, in her (1976) discussion of Punjabi kinship, uses the idea of back and front stages to refer to the discrete lines between biological and cultural aspects of kinship, and outlines how relations between people pattern access to, or even discussion of these stages.  In other words, determining who one is to some extent determines what information one has access to.  Adults know what goes on in bedrooms and what backstage actions led to them entering the world but such information is not divulged to children.  Similarly, discussions of a similar nature may occur between sisters, but rarely between a brother and sister.

Patently close relations between husband and wife rupture the idea that the household interests come before those of the conjugal unit.  Similarly, links between mother and child are suspended so as not to contravene the expectation that the whole household has a role in parenting.  That these links exist is neither denied nor repressed but rather not given social expression on the front stage.  Thus Vatuk notes, a woman might feel embarrassment (sharm) if her young daughter, oblivious to the expectation that such bonds, whilst natural, are not given expression, calls her ma (cf.  1982: 94-6).  The fine line between front and back stage has been shattered.

Das’ discussion of household life is useful to the extent that it highlights the ways in which behaviour between people is dependent on social context, or more accurately, who they are in a specific context in relation to a significant other.  However, television has a tendency to introduce knowledge into a gathering of people (on the front stage) which it would be unlikely for all present to share (i.e., back stage topics).  In the age of satellite television the informationally glib television can reach all members of a household sitting in front of it, and thus the partitioning of certain types of information according to age, gender or status vis à vis significant others is difficult.

Meyrowitz, bases his theory of electronic media (1985) on a reading of Erving Goffman’s (1969) work on social situations similar to that of Das.  For Goffman, situations, settings and contexts shape and modify behaviours, or the roles people assume in different stages (what he terms regions).  His famous example of waiters back stage in the kitchen, and front stage in the restaurant indicates how roles are variable according to the socially defined situation.  Behaviour acceptable in the kitchen is unacceptable in front of the diners (1969: 101-3).  What Meyrowitz argues is that this model works well, but only for face-to-face interactions (1986: 36): it denies that social situations are as much informational as they are physical constructs.

Take away the wall dividing the restaurant from the kitchen and the social situation has changed too.  Back stage and front areas have become merged and the patterns of behaviour in each are observable to the others.  A telecom system between the kitchen and dining room might effect a similar transformation.  Those dining have informational access to what is happening in the kitchen, just as if no wall separated the two rooms.  Social situations are therefore, Meyrowitz argues, shaped by flows of information, not just by physical characteristics (ibid.).  The line dividing back stage from front stage is informational and physical.   

This approach seems valuable in looking at television watching in a joint family where social situations shape the act of viewing in a very pronounced way.  That is, knowledge of who is in the room, and how they are related to each other is of prime importance in deciding who will leave, what will be watched and how people will sit.  In front of the television in the shared space of a family living room, the situation is changed when all have access to the same information regardless of their social status, age or generation.  Adult topics become accessible to children, or matters not ordinarily discussed between siblings, offspring and their parents, or those in relations of avoidance, are brought out amongst them by television.  Backstage topics, to be discussed only between certain relations, invade the front stage setting of the sitting room.   

Sushila and her husband are arguing about what is on television.  There are no elder kin, for only their daughter lives with them.  Sushila is, by her own admission, a serial addict and particularly likes Hasratein (Desires).  Her husband complains that it is worse than useless (faltu), it is dirty (gandi).  He flicks over with the remote control
, she gets up and changes back, standing in front of the set so that he cannot reverse her change.  Their daughter is in the room and this is what particularly irks her husband.  Savi, the fiercely independent woman at the centre of Hasratein is having an extra marital affair.  The show is one of quite blunt physicality.  He reminds his wife that their daughter is in the room, that they should watch something more suitable and that they have a guest.  It is the guest and their daughter who are most embarrassed, not only because to be privy to an argument of hosts or parents is uncomfortable, but because the unspoken knowledge that such programmes embarrass certain gatherings of people has been made explicit through this avoidable disagreement.  Perhaps quite unusually, the parents rather than the children have been responsible for the dissolution of the barriers that normally extend to separate their worlds and that children are normally responsible for shattering.   

The maintenance of a division between front and back stage regions can be viewed as informational (based on knowledge) and physical (shared as opposed to conjugal space).  The preceding chapter sought to show how the practice of viewing was informed by relative social identity.  Here, with a focus on dowry sets in conjugal spaces, it might be argued that these sets allow for differences between people, and the different social knowledge that these differences depend on, to be maintained.  Television routinely disturbs this fine balance but additional sets can restabilise it.  Whilst much viewing practice in the household is organised around such boundary maintenance in front of a single set, additional televisions in bedrooms physically reconstruct such boundaries. 

The attitudes expressed towards satellite television made clear that the social context of viewing involved more than where the set was being watched but who was present, though the two are intimately related.  Viewing choices were very often qualified by the addendum of who cannot be in the room to watch that particular programme.  They expressed the fact that some topics are for sharing with some kin, others for studiously avoiding; that some things are shared openly by all, others are not.  These statements repeatedly testified to back and front stage arenas in family life.   

The meanings of backstage and front stage employed in this analysis are both physical and informational entities, spatial and affective.  Conjugal bedrooms are backstage areas, the sitting room definitely front stage; relations between brothers are open, joking and sharing, those between a bahu and her jeth or sasur (HF) those of spatial and social distance.  Kinship relations mark out those members of the household who can discuss certain topics or watch television together.  Kinship itself represents a pattern of access to social information.  What people know about each other and the physical nature of their relationship is patterned by kinship.  

A situational approach is based on the assumption that actions are shaped by a knowledge of the situation.  What sort of topics can be discussed and by whom is founded upon a sense of how people are related to each other and who else is present.  Similarly what is watched on television is based on a comparable appreciation of context founded primarily on kinship.  Kinship relations have both physical and informational aspects.  Relations of avoidance require both informational and physical distancing, and the necessity to watch television as a household can mean that both aspects of distancing require suspension.  Additional sets allow for the physical and informational distancing to be maintained, and for the maintenance of relations that are premised on notions of status difference reflected in both physical and informational ways.   

Televisions can operate in a way that disturbs the equilibrium between who people are and what they know, between social position and social knowledge.  Television sets engender informational proximity between people who otherwise keep their knowledge of such things to themselves.  Parents and their children know that people kiss, that they themselves are the products of more than just kissing, but they keep discussions about such things to themselves.  Satellite television makes such separation difficult.  Additional sets arrive in part from a recognition of the need to keep these domains of knowledge discrete.  They reaffirm the need for a backstage arena and help create one.

Guddu, Pivati’s jeth has come to her house.  She extricates herself from the room via the veranda, leaving her husband Pramat, Guddu and myself to talk.  As so often happened, conversation turn to kam (literally work, euphemistically sex).  The range and depth of the discussion fascinates contributors from both cultures gaining insight into the sexual proclivities of the ‘other’ until Pivati, making tea, expresses distaste: “quiet, don’t talk dirty”.  The physical separation required of her did not necessarily entail informational seclusion.   

In some sense the seniority of men allows them to cause embarrassment to women, and as we saw in the previous chapter, in televisual contexts the women know when to, or that they should, leave.  Our conversation was conducted in the knowledge that physical and informational seclusion are not necessarily synonymous.  From the point of view of women, about whose batchit
, conversation, I must claim ignorance, it seems more total physical and social seclusion is required to conduct such conversation.  It could be safely assumed that if in the scenario above, the same men had overheard women’s conversation the women would have felt sharm.  

It might be noted however that in ritual settings, e.g., at weddings, it is the women of the wife-givers who are required through their bawdy songs, to insult the groom (and the size of his manhood).  At the tilak
 ceremony, the women of the wife-takers abuse the gifts and the men who have brought them.  The ‘game of honour’ is largely conducted by men and women are called upon to express what this code does not allow to be articulated, a mutual distrust of the other party.  Women are employed to purposefully disturb the front stage of these ritual occasions, bringing the shared backstage emotions or opinions to bear in highly public ways.  This intentioned interrogation of front stage and back stage is, I would submit, sanctioned in some ritual settings but rather more unwelcome in everyday contexts.   

Watching together: evening news, evening meals  

Given that this chapter has talked of conjugal segmentation, informational and physical separation, and of the over-bearing difficulties inherent in household viewing in the satellite age, it may appear that I am following Bailey (1958) and Epstein (1962) in arguing that the joint family is under siege.  However, as Gita Srivastav put it “the joint family has come to mean that everyone comes together, sits and watches”.  Whilst the number of sets in houses, and the ways they are used, suggests that television segmentation is the norm for multi-set households, there are obviously occasions when joint family viewing is joint.  Many household, even those that possess many sets, eat the same evening meal and do so around one genre of programme: the evening news.  Indeed, the claim is also made that this is new, that before satellite television members of the household ate their evening meal in shifts, and rarely sat down together to do so. 

Evening news and views.

DD1 shows news in Hindi at 8.50, followed by news in English at 9.20.  EL TV broadcasts the Zee TV bulletin at 8pm.  Star Plus follows with its own news show at 9pm, while Zee repeats its bulletin at 10pm.  For those seeking more informed debate and in-depth analysis DD 2’s Aaj Tak offers such fare.   

As well as more, and more detailed events from around India, they give viewers glimpses of events from elsewhere in the world, highlight the serious, tragic and comic.  Most of these shows end with short clips of “other parts of the world in a few glances”: skateboarding dogs in Japan, knobbly-knee competitions from Ireland, mango-eating contests in Delhi or the Christmas lights in Oxford street.  Closer to home Siti Channel and CTV offer digests of local city news: religious, municipal, criminal, political and topical coverage that links the home to a much closer and familiar world.  There is something for everyone, though some still admit to avoiding the news

It is not only the quantity of news that has changed since the advent of satellite television.  A qualitative change in content has seen the ‘visual radio’ news of DD competing with more rigorous and interrogative accounts of daily events.  A familiar criticism of DD was that it represented the government as it wanted to be seen, relaying, day-after-day, features of garlanded ministers opening conferences or inaugurating state projects.  The private news shows are less hindered by the necessity to please those in power.  While some may argue that these changes amount to the trivialisation of news and public discourse they have meant that news is now more entertaining, if not exactly entertainment.  

This change in daily national (and international) news makes events and personalities more familiar, brings them closer to home.  However, in light of the discussion in chapter five, on televisual access to the city of Varanasi, we might also consider how the existence of such local news, and its timing early evening, relates to household participation in the daily life of the city.  In that chapter I argued that Siti Channel news allows for greater, if somewhat vicarious participation, by women in the predominantly male activities of the (political) public sphere.  Moreover, although the domestic and public settings are marked by informational exchanges, local television has allowed for such exchanges to become more pronounced.   

Often, in houses with sets in bedrooms, the television in a common family space was the one around which a household would start their evening viewing, beginning with the news as they ate their evening meal.  In light of the material and analysis presented in this chapter, particularly the parallels and contrasts drawn between the hearth (chulha) and television set, this household practice seems especially significant, not least because it is viewed as novel.  I have shown that the hearth, and the food produced on it, is central in common-sense evaluations of the joint family.  Moreover, where there are several household televisions, these can reflect and generate the segmentation of the household.  Since the introduction of more entertaining evening news programmes, more obviously aimed at all family members, the eating of food and the watching of this genre of programme by all the household would seem to counter the tendency for televisual leisure to become segmentary in nature.  

Conclusions  

The film that I want to watch, they don’t want to watch.  There are many channels so people have to keep lots of television sets.  If many people are going to watch together (miljul) and watch with some adjustments, then you can have one television.  

With this comment, Lata, a neighbour of mine in Shivala, expresses some of the ground that the last two chapters have covered.  We have seen how the television set, or sets, are implicated in a range of social, spatial and temporal contexts in the household, and how viewing practice is guided by ideas about the household and members’ relations with each other. 

In the previous chapter I commented on Mausiji’s use of the word bandhan.  This word has a complexity which allows it to become instrumental in thinking through television viewing within the joint family.  In the sense in which Mausiji used it bandhan referred to custom or observance.  The relationship of avoidance between jeth and jethi was the particular context in which she used the word.  However, cognates of bandhan have the sense of ties and restriction; the ceremony of Rakhi bandhan ‘ties’ brother and sister together.  Mausiji said that when her joint family disregarded the custom (bandhan) between jeth and jethi they were doing so because it acted to keep the family apart, to separate some members of the family because they could not watch television together.  Untying the ‘custom’ allows for different or transformed relationships to develop and for the Mishra household to create televisual unity.  The customs that bind the family are also ones that, in televisual contexts, can serve to disunite them.  By loosing these ties, or by rethinking them in some practical contexts, an increased sense of unity can be forged. 

This double-meaning of the word bandhan is, I would argue, a valuable way to consider joint family life because it suggests the practical, everyday aspects and a deeper ideological sense of what the joint family means.   For the majority of joint families that I knew, the bandhan of avoidance between jeth and jethi was a marked feature of everyday interaction.  Similarly, the sense of ties and unity was equally strong, they lie at the heart of evaluations of joint family life.  Indeed, as we have seen, although ‘joint family’ is the term accorded to many different ways of living together, stress is most often placed on ‘unity’; be it commensal, residential or televisual.  There may be aspects of daily life that are not shared or united, but the tendency is to stress the togetherness.  Mausiji could thus suggest that arguments between brothers about wives, or children, could allow for unity or jointness to be highlighted.  They provide an occasion for members to remind themselves, and others, that they live as a unit: individual and common interests must be matched. 

One practical and symbolic element of the household around which jointness is expressed and generated is the chulha.  I have argued that there is value in drawing out some contrasts and parallels between chulhas and television sets.  The single chulha, practically and symbolically expresses the unity of the household.  The establishment of additional chulhas represents a quite definitive statement about the household and its progression through the developmental cycle.  Televisions can be used in a way which brings the family together and stresses different interests and tastes.  The majority of family viewing may be done on separate sets, but some old films or the evening news, might occasion a shared family activity.  Therefore, televisions can express and generate both unity and disunity, and would seem to be more flexible in this respect than a chulha. 
Whatever transformative space the dowry set in the bedroom may provide for a conjugal unit, the coexistence of multiple sets and single hearths suggests that the hearth, not the television, is the object around which home is defined.  So although there are grounds for drawing parallels between the household hearth (chulha) and television sets there is one obvious contrast.  Additional sets represent somewhat less distinct statements about the ‘jointness’ or otherwise of the household, and what they express is much more dependent on the time of day, available space, programme content and the presence or absence of different household members.  

While there may be useful parallels to be drawn between the hearth and the television there are clearly interpretative limits.  However, by drawing out some contrasts and parallels between commensal and televisual activities, within a consideration of the place of marital sets and conjugality, it has been possible to think about the joint family in new ways.

It would appear, given the tenor of Gita’s comments, “the joint family has come to mean...”, that fresh ways of thinking about the family are necessary.  As I have argued throughout, the joint family is more than a way of living, and its importance stretches far beyond the questions of definition.  It is of immense symbolic importance to its members in their everyday lives and an inalienable part of discourse about India.  Suggestions that the joint family is disintegrating do not just mean that couples are living in apartment blocks with their children.  They are intended to mean that a sense of Indian uniqueness and particularity is in danger.  I have no evidence that the Indian joint family is breaking up, and I doubt whether those who complained to me that it was have any either.  The literature on the subject (e.g., Madan 1993; Parry 1979; Uberoi 1993) makes it clear that such talk of disintegration is nothing new.  

What I have been concerned to do, over the preceding chapters, is to link up several interrelated features of joint family life and discourse about it.  Satellite television, exemplar of external cultural influence, is seen as destabiliser of the joint family, but others argue that the joint family is the bulwark on which India can rely for defence against such influence.  The joint family is where most television is watched and programmes often show a world of interpersonal relations which differ very highly from those of the household viewers.  The way in which families watch television is based on ideas about the relations between household members.  However, as this chapter has showed, it is less the programmes and more the existence of additional sets which provide the impetus for segmentation within the family.  Or, put another way, the presence of an additional set, can allow for the emphasis of already existing bonds.  Those between husband and wife are given expression by their television in their bedroom. 

Programme content is important, but rather than use this observation as a cue for a textual analysis I have sought to consider why it is that content is so important and what television does (or people fear it may do) by delivering some programmes to all people at the same time.  By using a dramaturgical idiom in thinking about the household, and the media, it is possible to unpack content and context and how they interact.  It is the ‘control’ of this interaction that guides much viewing practice within the household, a control which is based on keeping certain types of information separate and the acknowledgement that contemporary television does not always allow for such informational separation.  The relations between children and adults, between jeth and jethi, sister and brother, although qualitatively different share one similar feature.  They are based on an informational discrimination and the understanding that this be maintained.  

The man in the advertisement with which I began this chapter might have been regretting the fact that his palatial house was full of television sets.  Although his other family members seemed more concerned by televisual, rather than commensal activities, I have no doubt that its members would consider themselves residents of a joint family.  It may well be, pace Gita Srivastav, that the joint family has come to mean that everybody watches television separately and eats together.  It is more than likely that, whatever definition employed, the joint family is still regarded as joint by its members.  So whether they consume their daily bread or daily television as a whole or separately, whilst they live under one roof they are unlikely to consider themselves anything other than joint.

�First featured in Dainik Jagran (18. iv. 97).


�It is noteworthy that by including male kin in the list of relations Akai seem to be ignoring the fact that dowry is received by the groom, therefore to suggest giving one in his marriage might be interpreted in two very different ways.  Namely that they are trying to encourage (for commercial reasons) the widespread and more generalised gifting of television sets in weddings, or are including bridewealth in their account of marital prestation. For a discussion of the relationship/difference between bridewealth and dowry cf. Sharma (1993).


�For example: “On not receiving a television and money those greedy for dowry burn a bride”, (Dainik Jagran 8. ii. 97).  “The demons of dowry greed take another life”, (Gandive 28. ix. 98).   


�One acquaintance noted the irony that a fashion show broadcast on television in aid of victims of dowry abuse was sponsored by Lakme (a brand of make up) and Hero Honda.   


�To them the longevity of the precious metals signified the enduring marriages of old, whilst a dowry television, (an item “that would be replaced in ten years”), the less healthy state of contemporary marriage.   


�When Baira Mishra received a gift from his wife’s family four years after his marriage he asked for a new scooter, not a television. 


�It was often suggested that remote controls really became necessary with the advent of satellite television.  This is not just because prior to this were no other channels to switch too, but that immediate defence against embarrassing scenes is at hand.  


�Raheja and Gold (1994: 42) note that batchit is used as an euphemism for sexual activity.  A much fuller discussion of women’s songs and talk on these issues is to be found in this volume.   


�The tilak ceremony solemnises an engagement.  
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