
Chapter Seven

Television and the family: content in context
Introduction

This chapter focuses on television viewing within the domestic sphere but begins in the public sphere.  A protest organised by the ‘Varanasi (South) Progress Struggle Committee’ provides a suitable point of departure for a discussion of contemporary television programmes and their often uneasy place in the life of a joint family.  During fieldwork there were, to my knowledge, few public meetings which discussed the issue of television in such a direct manner.  Most of the conversations I had, and on which this section is based, were held with individuals in household or family settings.  Yet this public event touched on aspects of televisual culture that trouble many families, and illustrates that whilst there is concern about contemporary television, this group considered it necessary to arrange a formal protest. 

The members of this committee were young students seeking to nurture a social and political standing in the southern section of the city.  All were, or had been, members of BHU (Banaras Hindu University).  They considered their organisation to be apolitical although their ultimate objective was to construct a platform from which to launch political careers.  Their protest, which took the form of a four hour hunger strike and included a press briefing, was held outside the gates of the university.  The following day a report in Dainik Jagran read “A hunger strike in opposition to the broadcast of obscenity on television” (8. iv. 97).  The report outlined, in parts verbatim, the views expressed by those present.  Foreign satellite channels and Doordarshan were criticised, in uncompromising language which drew on mythological imagery:

In Indian culture shame (lajja) has a special place but foreign channels are adamant in openly undressing it (cheer haran karna).  If time passes and people do not become conscious and do not criticise the broadcasting of obscenity then it is certain that the civilisational integrity of this country will become endangered.  

Many newspaper readers of the sort with whom I interacted would have agreed with the sentiments expressed in the article.  Others might have seen, as one member himself confided later, that much expressed was more political posturing than a critique of broadcast media and a manifesto for change; a four-hour hunger strike hardly befits the urgency of the battle for which the members were stressing the need.  Be this as it may, the committee members had chosen an issue on which there was no shortage of opinions and expressed them in a way which strongly resonated with my observations and interviews on household television viewing.  In this respect the comments cited above provide a good starting point for this chapter.

Television programmes have changed, all agree on that, but many would argue that they have changed for the worse.  Yet time and again I was confronted by the sense that it was the relations between people seated in front of the television that actually provoked concern over the programming.  In this way the choice of, or reaction to, a programme (or genre) seemed highly contingent on who was present in front of the set.  The remainder of this chapter will explore how relations between members of the joint family pattern the practice of viewing. 

As an earlier chapter argued, an anthropological approach to television viewing might most profitably consider the contexts in which viewing occurs.  Programmes are clearly important, as will be shown, but television viewing first needs to be located within the warp and woof of household life and activities.  In this chapter, one household will be the primary focus of an analysis which examines the play of their relationships in front of the television set.  Attention is focused on how gender and kinship pattern the viewing of a joint family and these are set within an account which stresses the temporality of daily life.  In particular the idiom of shame (lajja or sharm) will be investigated as one that guides much household and televisual activity.  

As the words and deeds of the committee suggest, the idea of sharm has a much wider frame of reference and applies to a much larger collectivity.  As a means with which to describe family interaction and Indian reactions to the contemporary television environment sharm is a particularly versatile idiom.  Sharm simultaneously links the larger question of Indian ‘culture’ in the face of foreign television to the relations of household members.

Beauty shows: Family television?

When, in late November 1996, feminists and political activists raided showrooms in Bangalore, daubing paint over consumer goods made by the sponsors of the Miss World competition, they were acting on a widespread anger about the forthcoming pageant.  The imminent arrival of women in evening wear and swimsuits in the city, and subsequently in living rooms across India, unleashed a torrent of critical reaction.  The involvement of consumer goods enhanced the symbolic appeal of their protest, for the connection between BPL (makers of televisions, fridges and other electrical goods) and the pageant was, for them, a further sign of the commodification of the (Indian) female body
.  

I was never involved in any discussions on this pageant, but it represents a highly public example of the widespread perception that much shown on television was at odds with “Indian culture” and was certainly not family viewing.  “Sexy, sexy” are the words that sum up the perceived orientation, and dominant images, of modern media, be it film or television, Western or Indian, and have replaced those of an earlier period: “disco, disco”.  These are the words suggested by countless film songs which gain currency by endless transmission on television, and by repetition wherever youths gather.  They evoke women in miniskirts dancing provocatively with groups of men, hint at the era-defining song “Choli ke peeche kya hai?”  (What’s under your blouse?), adulterous relationships, flirting and a general lack of emotional restraint.  These images harness what is seen as specifically un-Indian licentiousness, immodesty, and scantily clad bodies.  These are images and values that guide most public and domestic criticism of contemporary television.  

Characteristically three channels are singled out in this context: MTV, V TV and Star Plus.  However, many argue that foreign films and channels are not the sole violators of the modesty of the nation and its families.  It was DD1, the national channel that broadcast Miss World.  Both DD and indigenous Hindi films are at least as culpable in depicting ill-clad women as objects of desire and complicit in this debasement of Indian values.  It has been noted that Hindi films show nothing more explicit than ‘wet sari’ scenes or metaphorical representations of kissing (e.g., Kishen 1981).  However, the small number of films that are accorded the status of ‘family films’, and the likelihood in recent films of scenes depicting rape, kissing or scantily clad women suggests that Hindi films too can easily transgress the boundaries of decency as seen through local eyes

Television is often criticised in a direct way, either as a harmful medium per se or as a purveyor of harmful programmes.  However, it is also criticised in a fashion which bears less on programmes but more on the web of social relationships in which television watching is implicated.  People ask, rhetorically, how it is possible for them to watch television as a family, when they know that those present will become steeped in embarrassment.  Such searching questions are commonplace and this suggests that it is the relations between viewers which are central in guiding access, choice and reaction to programmes.  The quest for a film that can be categorised as a ‘family film’, or a programme that can be watched by all, suggests the value of an analytical approach that highlights the social relations in which viewing practice is embedded and which guides programme evaluation.  

Before describing the practicalities of this for one joint family it is first necessary to consider the implications of sharm at the personal and national level.  With a better understanding of these ideas their importance in organising family viewing can be illustrated.

Undressing the concept of shame

The committee members claimed that shame has a ‘special place’ in Indian culture, though writers on other regions make similar claims (e.g., Gilmore 1987; Herzfeld 1980).  Peristiany, for example, sees shame and honour as a “morally supreme” set of values in the circum-Mediterranean, pervasive in modes of consciousness and social organisation (cited in Gilmore 1987: 2).  What is clear in this European context is that shame and honour are a reciprocal set where the honour of men (or the family and lineage) depends on the shame of their women.  

In the Indian context shame, sharm or lajja, need not be viewed as so concretely tied to honour, although a shameless person may indeed threaten the honour of a larger social body.  Shame is linked to social structure, particularly patrilineality, and in this sense is a demand made of women by men.  However, by linking shame to honour these writers do not allow emotion and practical aspects of shame to emerge. 

A short word, but one containing encyclopaedias of nuance.  It was not only shame that his mothers forbade Omar Khayyam to feel, but also embarrassment, discomfiture, decency, modesty, shyness, the sense of having an ordained place in the world, and other dialects of emotion for which English has no counterparts (Rushdie 1983: 39).

This is how Salman Rushdie, in his eponymous novel, defines the Urdu sharm, a synonym of lajja.  Sharm is all of the things that Rushdie mentions;  It is a quality that people (especially women) should have or show, and something they should avoid.  A suitably modest woman is one who has a sense of her place in the world.  A besharm woman (without shame) acts in ways ill-befitting to her status and/or context.  Those who are sharm (modest) feel sharm (embarrassment) easily, and that they do so indexes their sense of decency.  Sharm is a relational idiom: it hinges on perceptions of the social order and one’s place within it (Abu-Lughod 1986: 105-8), and is therefore resolutely implicated in social structure.  The Mediterranean literature tends to stress the implication of shame and wider social relations, e.g., of a woman to her lineage, though it is important to restore domestic meanings to it in the South Asian setting.  It is a central idiom in the organisation of joint family life guiding relations between men and women, and across generations.  

Sharm, in the sense of modesty, or acknowledging one’s place in the world, is communicated through the body.  Appropriate bodily deportment and the control of eyes signal the deference and modesty of one who is sharm.  The body is central in communicating sharm and the body of a well-socialised woman signals the deference and demureness required of her in a particular social or spatial context.  Sharm can be viewed, following Bourdieu as: 

a disposition inculcated from the earliest years of life and constantly reinforced by calls to order from within the group - that is to say from the aggregate of individuals endowed with the same dispositions and interests...a permanent disposition embedded in the agents’ very bodies, in the form of mental dispositions and schemes of perception...and also at a deeper level in the form of bodily positions and stances and ways of sitting and standing, looking, speaking and walking (1977: 15).

Although the posture of the body, or its actual absence from a social context, may signal modesty, extra-bodily techniques are important.  Veiling is perhaps the most tangible means through which sharm is communicated.  In Varanasi, and elsewhere in north India, the specific idiom employed is that of gunghat nikalna, (gunghat is the loose end of the sari).  The action involves using this end to cover the top of the head and the face and emphasis is placed on avoiding the meeting of eyes.  The practice of gunghat nikalna can be infinitely subtle: a highly flexible means depending on social context (cf. Sharma 1978).  Unmarried women, who very rarely wear sarees, use their scarf (dupatta) to effect a more partial seclusion and communication of modesty.  A girl who failed to cover her breasts adequately with her dupatta would face, in my experience, the ascription of shamelessness, by both men and women.  

The ways in which clothing, as an adjunct to bodily disposition, provides a very versatile resource for indicating shame, is one point at which contemporary television conflicts with the cultural reasoning of sharm.  The English word ‘dress’ was endlessly employed in discussions about television programmes.  This simple word, not requiring any elaboration by those who used it in this context, highlights the stark disjunction between ideas about the body, and modesty on and around the television set.  MTV was not watched, or some films disallowed by parents for one overarching reason - ‘dress’.  Veiling communicates deference, though its vocabulary is that of sexuality and chastity (Abu-Lughod 1986: 161).  Dress marks the subtle differences between modesty and sexuality and therefore “clothing matters” (Tarlo 1996) both on and off the television screen.   

Sharm, or its negative besharm have ascriptive properties: they are used to make judgements about the nature of persons.  Indeed it is a sense of sharm that separates humans from animals
.  Dogs fornicate in the street because they have no sense of sharm, and westerners are deemed as besharm because of their purported proclivity to be similarly less discreet in matters sexual.  Muslim and Hindu patrons of Kali’s tea shop suggested that the way Western women swanned around the city in state of virtual ‘nudity’ was besharm since it showed disrespect for the social context.  A friend who came house-visiting with me and quickly sought to discern how she should address family members was eulogised ever after.  By seeking to determine who she was in relation to others, and therefore how she should act with each household member, she had demonstrated that she was sharm.  (It was suggested that she would therefore make a good wife.)  In this ascriptive sense sharm has both positive and negative evaluations.  

Sharm also has, as Friedrich speaking of honour points out, cognitive and pragmatic qualities (cited in Abu-Lughod 1986: 86).  It is a code for interpretation and action, an idiom through which judgements are made and actions guided.  The decision of a daughter-in-law to leave the room when embarrassing scenes invade the television screen, or when senior kin of her sas (HF) enter the room, is guided by a sense of sharm.  The decision of a mother to disallow her daughter to visit the cinema with a boy, made on the basis of what others will say, is similarly based on notions of sharm.  Sharm guides the behaviour of individuals and provides an idiom through which one’s own and others’ actions can be judged.  The understanding that it is shared - ‘others will think it shameless’ - guides those that play under these ‘rules’.  

The mother who disallows the cinema trip which is, in her view, utterly harmless, is compelled to have regard for other possible interpretations of her decision.  It should be stressed, therefore, that apparent obedience by women should not be read as uncritical subservience.  Women are often unwilling players in a game whose rules are patriarchal.  The work of Raheja and Gold (1994) is particularly valuable in drawing out the parody and sarcasm that can often be present in apparent submission to the dictates of (male) tradition.  However, the extent to which it can be resisted by women should not be overplayed.  

That said, men admitted to feeling shame too, and perhaps because they wanted to unhook this shame from the perceived femininity of sharm they called it sankoch (embarrassment or diffidence).  Young men at Kali’s tea shop were prone to feel embarrassment if their father entered, their conversation would quickly dry up.  They often left as quickly as possible, subtly stubbing out their cigarette as they did so.  Abu-Lughod, by claiming that shame is an avenue to honour for both men and women is perhaps closest to revealing the importance of it for both (1986: 155).  

Sharm and the wider community 

Sharm is therefore both a pragmatic and cognitive code which guides interpretations of situations and behaviours (of self and other) and patterns responses in variable contexts.  These contexts may be domestic or involve the wider community.  In the sense in which sharm was employed by the politicos of southern Varanasi it emerges as an idiom that is intimately linked to women and the female body and over which, therefore, men often have a discursive prerogative.

By referring to the undressing (cheer haran)
 of uniquely Indian values the committee members invoked an image of a familiar scene in the Mahabharata.  Yudhishtra gambles (and loses) his kingdom, wealth and four brothers and is coaxed into staking Draupadi, a wife shared by the brothers in a polyandrous marriage.  The winner of the bet, Duryodhana, has Draupadi brought to him and then seeks to undress her (cheer haran karna) and see what sort of woman she is.  Draupadi appeals to the God Krishna who intervenes, providing a fresh sari from the palm of his hand for each one that is removed from her body.  This episode leads to the battle of Kurukshetra in which her menfolk fight to avenge this assault on their honour.

This allusion to a battle of the past, and its transposition to a contemporary context, can be read at several levels, for women, and especially Draupadi, have become central elements in the discourse of tradition in India.  The way in which women have become “neither subject, nor object but ground” (Mani 1989: 117) of debates, whether ostensibly about them or not, is intertwined with interactions between colonialists and Indian élites.  Through such (often textual) interactions, and the partial understandings on which they were premised, women came to be represented as submissive to the dictates of religion, religion viewed as the guiding source of tradition (ibid.).  Through a complex process of discursive shifts, women came to represent the ‘traditional’ India, that part of it that had been lost or corrupted in its fall from a prior state of grace
.  It was women, in the resolution of the contradictory claims of nationalism, that became the upholders of tradition and through whose bodies the effects of change could be measured.  They became, in Mani’s phrase, “sites upon which various versions of scripture/tradition/law are elaborated and contested” (ibid.: 115).  

Nationalists, be they reformist or conservative in inclination, played on this symbolic role given to women.  Nationalists resolved that however much men changed, women must retain for the good of society the core Indian values.  As Chatterjee notes (1989: 238-9) “spiritual as India and female” was opposed to “material as west and men”.  Indian women represented something important in the flux of the period, but the representing was done by men and women like Draupadi could symbolise different things to different people.  She has been variously appropriated by nationalists as a call for men to defend the honour of a country ‘disrobed’ (insulted) by colonialists and later by Gandhi, “who focused on her agency to encourage Hindu women to participate in the freedom struggle” (Mankekar 1993b: 485, original emphasis).  

The committee members were in suitably nationalist company when they appropriated Draupadi to represent a county whose modesty was being insulted by foreign television.  In a fresh historical context, the body of Draupadi (and women in general) was the site of their polemic.  The story of Draupadi’s disrobing not only evokes the violent insulting of a woman but also contains a call for men to avenge this slight to their honour.  A battle of the magnitude of Kuruskhetra is a worthy parallel to that which, they argued, must be fought to restablish an Indian sense of propriety on contemporary television.  Their protest was a call to fight the contempt of those who undress a uniquely Indian sense of modesty by allowing ill-clad women into their sitting rooms.  

The wider community often makes judgements (or is in a position to do so) concerning sharm or besharm individuals.  By invoking the idiom of sharm the committee could mark contemporary television as the transgressor of the norms of the community within a well understood framework of evaluation.  At the same time, because the story centres on clothes and their removal, it allows a more literal interpretation, for ideas about ‘dress’ are central in evaluations of television.  The appropriately dressed woman, dupatta well-positioned or sari subtly deployed to affect social distance and communicate sharm, is contrasted to the miniskirts of the MTV generation.  Controlled sexuality is opposed to licentiousness and Indian standards to those of a less cultured (because its females are besharm) West.  It is the subtlety with which clothing makes statements and the brashness of the women on contemporary television that allows ideas about sharm, which are wrapped up in clothing, to be easily undressed.

There are complex historical factors that allow figures such as Draupadi to be incorporated into such polemics, and the feminine moral and cultural values she was employed to represent are widely recognised.  We can now progress from the uses of Draupadi’s disrobing in a public polemic against television to see how these understandings guide everyday and televisual practice.  Reaction to representations of women on television, and the expectations of women (in their behaviour with certain male members of the household), are guided by the idea of sharm that has been discussed above.  In front of the television, where these ideas come into conflict, family viewing is an activity which has to address the disjunctions between on-screen and off-screen life. 

A family in front of their television 

The Mishra household is a Brahman one of two parents, their three married sons and a total of seven children.  During my fieldwork another brother, also married, suffered a heart attack and died.  His wife and child remain in the household.  The three remaining brothers are, in descending age, Munja, Guddu and Baira.  Their house is relatively large and all the conjugal units have their own rooms, though I frequently heard comments about a paucity of space as the family continued to grow.  The comfortable, though far from affluent, situation of the family means that the women are not required to compromise purdah and their existence is, with rare exceptions, a housebound one.  The men, through activities in the university and at important chay and pan shops, are well known and key players in the political and public sphere in this part of the city.  Their deceased brother was a particularly well respected man and a crucial source of cultural capital for the family.  The senior female, whom I called mausiji (MZ) is the relaxed matriarch of the family.  Her husband, particularly since the death of his son, is reserved and has delegated much responsibility to his wife and sons.

The family own a single television set and an old video cassette player.  In common with other families, they do not keep their television set in their drawing room but instead keep the set and its viewing confined to a more private, internal space of the house.  Their television room is small and, save a sofa and a few cushions, without furniture or decoration.  The size of the room plays a considerable role in determining the actual patterns of viewing and it should be borne in mind that the spatial limitations of the television room premise much that follows.  However, it is in their drawing room that an old television cabinet has been employed to frame a picture of their deceased member.  The drawing room is very much a public quarter of an otherwise private house.  Guests are received and attended to here, whereas the family itself spend long periods at the back of the house in a large courtyard.  

The pre-school schedule.  
On DD1, the national hymn ‘Vande Mataram’ is followed by ‘Thought for the day’ and then Worship (aradhana).  Following is a unit from the university teaching programmes.  

On Sony, children are offered cartoons, a favourite being Dennis the Menace, although the Mishra children do not get permission to watch this.  

On Zee TV, Disney hour is followed by more cartoons.  

Housewives up earlier may have seen the Low Cal show, health and fitness for women.  

The older generation profess to enjoying religious programmes: NEPC provides bhakti, katha and bhajan.

On Star Plus: Good Morning India, with business news and yoga in tight fitting leotards.

The morning rush to have children off to school and their lunchboxes packed has passed.  Men are making movements towards work, chay or pan shops.  The house is quieter.  Those remaining at home have a chance to relax and enjoy a favourite serial or two.  The women leave their duties to watch Shanti, the first ever afternoon soap and now the first of eight serials on DD1 between now and 3.30pm.  Mausiji is happy to let her daughters-in-law watch this and other serials during the day.  She herself likes many of the shows on offer and sees no reason why she should deny to others what she herself enjoys.  Many married women would find such an attitude refreshingly easy-going, for mothers-in-law are apt to control quite closely how much, if not also what, is watched during the day by junior women.

 Shanti, Ek Ghar ki kahani (The story of one house).

The story, as the subtitle contends, of one house, a house fraught with the pressures of a past that cannot be forgotten, because Shanti, the protagonist, will not let it be forgotten.  Within the walls of the house of the rich industrialist Raj Singh, lives a family forced by Shanti to confront his past actions: the rape of a labourer (Tulsidevi) which resulted in Shanti’s conception.  In the narrative present, twenty five years later, Shanti begins a crusade to avenge the crime, to extract from Raj (and his friend and accomplice Kamesh Mahadevan) a recognition of their actions.  The locale is never revealed, though the occupation of characters in the film industry, the lifestyles portrayed and instability of the marriages lead most to presume that it is Bombay.  Shanti, now a successful journalist and owner of a newspaper, lives with her mother and is engaged to Sanjay Khanna, a film star.  The main locus of attention is Shanti Mansion, the house where Tulsidevi was working when the rape occurred.  Within this house is the playing out of one of the principal structural elements of myth: an extended family, in their ancestral home, attempting to hold itself together in the face of threats to unity from within and without.  Raj and his wife, Indira, have five children; Somesh, a film director whose marriage has been weakened by an extramarital relationship, Niddhi, Ramesh, Rohan and Maya.  The threats to the unity and survival of the family and house come from Shanti, from the personal and commercial alliances that segment the household and the split loyalties that affairs and unstable marriages have precipitated.

Daytime televisual bingeing by the women in the Mishra household is something of a practical response to the freedom the empty house provides, although Mausiji’s beneficence is clearly important.  Both Mausiji and her sons suggest that, ideally, viewing during the day is the preserve of women and in the evening that of men.  Such a pattern is repeated in many single set households but obviously nothing is as clear cut as this and often all watch together during the evening.  

During the day there is no lack of televisual entertainment for those with a cable connection.  Junnaji, the deceased member of the family, had been instrumental in the decision to get a cable connection.  His primary motivation had been to watch cricket, (the rights to many test series are held by the sports channel ESPN, hence the need), though, quite predictably in his opinion, once they had cable there was no looking back.  Three months after the cricket series ended, all had agreed that cable was not a bad thing if used appropriately.  The remainder of this chapter considers what appropriate may mean to the Mishra family and how this guides the practice of viewing in their house.  

Servant or no servant, the day involves a series of tasks around which the women’s television viewing is organised.  School hours are variable, changing with the seasons, and children arrive and leave home at different times.  Electricity comes and goes too, and seriously disturbs all manner of activities.  However, power cuts conform to some vaguely recognisable pattern and, with forethought, household tasks and television viewing can be juggled to ensure maximum efficiency and enjoyment.  Expressing surprise at such ‘planning’ I was told that no one wanted to be “caught up in a serial” (seriyal me fanse jana) and then deprived of it.  Sometimes whole weeks can go by when viewers are deprived of contact with on-screen friends.  My attempts to record Shanti regularly gave me personal experience of this.  It was not unusual to see ‘electricity inverters’ and batteries near the television set, to ensure that such disruption was minimised.  Some were quite explicit about the symbiotic relationship between these two technologies.  

“I’m a housewife and work morning till evening...I work in the kitchen and move backwards and forwards between the TV”.  So remarks Chandra when asked about her television habits.  Access can be partial, and the television set like a radio, when work deprives people of access to the pictures.  However, if the volume is turned up high enough it may be possible to follow the drama as it unfolds.  In the Mishra household, the women move in and out of the television room, sharing snippets of action between each other and joking to themselves about how much they plan their lives around that of Shanti.  One shouts “come now, quick” and then takes over the task from another.  

The brothers come home for lunch, play with the younger children, read some newspaper, sleep or tend to the garden.  Their demands are important and they receive attention whilst at home, but their wives recognise that when they are out of the house there is televisual freedom which often surpasses that when they return.  A young girl in another household put this quite succinctly: “We watch in the morning and evening, but if our father comes home in the afternoon we switch off the set immediately”.  

Later in the afternoon, children are returning home from school, carried on overloaded rickshaws, or those that attend more exclusive schools by bus.  Voices return to the household.  Stomachs need filling and faces washing.  The peace of the afternoon is shattered.  Homework has to be supervised, so too the running battles between children with different ideas about which of the afternoon cartoons demand their attention.  This is not a time for mothers to watch television, except perhaps in a supervisory role.  For many the television day may be over until the evening food has been served and the children are fast asleep.  

After school cartoons.  

The Milky Bar kid, now Indian, hands out his chocolate to his marauding Indian devotees on their spacecraft.  A Hindi speaking SuperTed saves the planet from unspeakable evils.  Top Cat emerges from his trash can home, receives a telephone call and then proceeds to wreak havoc across the neighbourhood.  Dastardly and Mutley kidnap Penelope PitStop, and she narrowly avoids being flattened by an oncoming train.  Mothers tell their kids to eat up, or turn off the set and get on with their work with a veiled threat “Daddy is coming home soon”.  This usually persuades children to turn off Zee TV’s Disney Hour.

The Mishra men come home later, typically after a good few hours immersed in political chat, pan consumption and general socialising.  They may, or may not, want to watch television but it is at this point of the day, when adults have some spare time, that the desires of individuals to watch television must be measured against those of others present.

In some sense, daily household routines and practices are so patterned that such reconciliation is never necessary.  Women watch during the day when men are out of the house, knowing that what happened last night - “the men watched the cricket so we [the women] couldn’t watch anything else” - might happen again tonight.  By evening time, it is the right of men to watch, and the responsibility of women to accept their televisual pre-eminence and let them have their way.  However, while this may often be the case, the family does watch together.

My abiding televisual memory of the Mishra family was of all the adults, and the two oldest daughters packed in their small television room watching Keanu Reeves save the day, and most of the passengers on a booby trapped bus.  Speed was, they exclaimed as I entered the room, an excellent film, “Have you seen it?” It was full of excitement, action, tension with none of the unsuitable scenes that led people to suggest that Star Movies was a purveyor of soft-porn.  Speed was, by common consensus, a family film but, on the basis of other experiences, it struck me as somewhat unusual that all the adult members of a joint family, and some children too, were sitting together in a small room watching the same movie.  

The respectability of this particular film notwithstanding, joint family viewing of this nature requires a certain recasting of relations between brothers and their wives
.  Relations between women and their husbands’ brothers, and between men and their brothers’ wives, are patterned according to the seniority of the brothers.  A man will refer to his elder brothers’ wives as bhabhi, in both referential and vocative contexts (cf. Vatuk 1982: 57) and their relationship will be an informal or joking one, stereotypically considered as having sexual undertones.  On the other hand, a man looking down in terms of age, i.e., at his younger brothers’ wives, will conduct a relationship of avoidance, varying family-to-family but usually entailing touch, speech and direct sight.  In general the avoidance is spatial.  All such measures, and the extent to which they are performed, vary according to spatial and social contexts (Jeffery et al 1989: 99).  Referentially, a man will call women in this relationship jethi for he is her jeth (HeB); the vocative term may be bahu or simply tum, you.  

Jeffery’s point about the maintenance of ‘social distance’ and the spatial context is important here.  In most everyday contexts social distance is secured by women remaining out of the spaces in which her jeth, or husband’s senior kin, may be.  Where this is compromised, doing gunghat can provide this distance, thus Sharma argues (1978: 222-3) that veiling renders women socially invisible while not necessitating total seclusion.  The veil provides symbolically, another room, a portable means for keeping distance from a jeth, but also one’s sas (HF) and their husband’s senior male kin (ibid.: 222).  Between a bhabhi and her devar (HyB) no such veiling is required.  Some practical examples of these relationships may prove instructive.  

I lived next door to the Mishras, with Pramat, his wife and their young daughter.  Pramat
 is a bhai
 of Munja, Guddu and Baira, their mother Pramat’s deceased mother’s sister.  Soon after I moved into their house, and it became clear that I would be staying, an agreed kin relation became necessary.  Had I become Pramat’s younger brother, his wife Pivati, slightly younger than myself, would have become my bhabhi with all that entails.  Necessarily I became Pivati’s brother and on the occasion of Rakhi bandhan
 this relationship was formalised.  
Pramat is younger than all his brothers next door and all their wives are his bhabhis.  Conversely Pivati, since her husband’s brothers are older, stands in an avoidance relationship to them.  When they visit the house, they would clear their throats or otherwise announce their arrival, giving Pivati time to veil and/or move into another room.  Although, the extent to which such social distance is maintained varies from household to household it was, in this high-status Brahmin family, quite thoroughly upheld.  When one of Pramat’s bhais called, and they both remained in the bedroom watching television, the usually easy going position of bodies became a little more charged.  Relaxed bodies started shuffling and Pivati would head towards the verandah from where, veiled, she would continue to watch.

The Mishra household
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The bold lines mark the joking and avoidance relationships between members

Continuity and change in front of the single set 

How do these relationships work out in front of the television in the Mishra household?  Three brothers, four wives, their children, and Mausiji and her husband, have to reconcile their desire to watch television together, on a single set in a small room.  Not only would they be unlikely to share a common space like that for any other purpose, but they are aware that when they are watching television many programmes are liable to cause further embarrassment between them. 

In posing the question in such a formal sense, it may be helpful to set out some of the sets of relations whose members might experience difficulty watching television in each others presence.  It should be remembered that, as preceding material has indicated, while this list might present family viewing as impossible, it does happen.  The advantage of this approach is that it provides the basis for showing that kinship relations, as well as gender and seniority, are all factors involved in the practice of household television viewing.  The list sets out the relationships which I observed, or that were indicated in interviews, as ones which may offer some cause for thought or potential tensions in front of the set.  It does not represent a set of impossibles but rather the extent to which such apparent difficulties are transcended through improvisation.

Ÿ grandparents and grandchildren

Ÿ fathers and sons

Ÿ fathers and daughters

Ÿ mothers and daughters, or daughters-in-law

Ÿ mothers and sons

Ÿ jeth and jethi (HeB and yBW)

Ÿ brothers and sisters (but dependent on their relative ages)

Ÿ brothers/sisters and their cousins (BS or BD, bhatija or bhatiji, or less commonly ZS/ZD bhanja/bhanji)

Ÿ bahu (SW) and nanad (HZ)
As the sketch of a day in the life of the Mishra household suggested, there are considerable periods every day when those at home can have relatively unhindered access to the television set.  Towards the evening, when the house begins to fill up, claims to occupy the television room may render the question of access more problematic.  In part, this arises as a problem regardless of what is on television.  Jeth and jethi, or bahu and sasur (HF) are unlikely to share a common domestic space in non-televisual contexts in this household (cf. Sharma 1978).  Who is in the house, and whether they want to watch, might be more crucial in the first instance.  

Baira, the youngest brother, spent more time in the house than either of his elder brothers who, like their deceased brother, devoted much time to a famous centre of pan and political discussion in Lanka, or to political business in the university.  As far as evening viewing is concerned this is important.  Baira is devar and thus familiar with all his brothers’ wives and can watch with them much more freely than his elder brothers might.  They share the cushions in the viewing room, squeezing in where there is space.  In terms of viewing choice they have more latitude - Baira would often have the final say over what is watched though others would express their preferences.  And, when the choice is made, and all are sitting comfortably the scope for discussions about what they are seeing is wider.  For Guddu or Munja, if they are watching with their jethis such talking back to the screen is harder if all are to remain seated comfortably.  Guddu, with a sharp tongue and lively imagination, would prefer the space to verbalise his interpretations rather than have to keep them to himself.  Pramat always said that this was why he enjoyed watching television in his own house, he felt free to make jokes or risqué statements though if he did so he would have to risk the wrath of his wife.

Munja is not the most avid of television fans and restricted himself to news and current affairs or to important cricket matches.  His decision to watch presents the potential viewing community with a quite different scenario since, as eldest brother, Munja is in a relationship of avoidance to all his brothers’ wives.  Very often they did not even attempt to watch with him.  When they did, they remained near the door, out of his line of sight and able to slip out when necessary.  

Despite this televisual politics, based on who is in the house, who wants to watch, and what their programme preference is, the Mishras watch together and watch in combinations which provide the need for some sort of explanation, if only to an anthropologist.  For the fact that jeth and jethi do sit and watch together represents a significant change in the patterns of relationships and one that is not repeated in every house.  Mausiji, expressing this shift, as her sons often did, remarks that: 
You can’t watch television with your jeth (HeB) but now, among us, that has changed a bit, abandoning these observances (bandhan), the jeth sits down, she will sit down by his side and watch… the eldest brother is sitting there and so slightly concealing herself (aar kar ke) she [bahu] will sit down at the side.  But she will watch, this is the change that has happened.

As well as remarking, in quite an explicit way, on the changes that have occurred around their single set, Mausiji also notes that this commingling of family members requires attention to seating that maintains the social distance common in non-televisual contexts.  However, she also notes the willingness to share this small space: individuals in the household have learnt to reconcile their personal and collective desires to watch television with their personal understandings of social convention.  
The meaning of the word bandhan, glossed as observance, stretches from bond or fetter, in a transferred sense obligation, to custom or daily practice.  It merits further comment.  As in Rakhi bandhan, and more general senses, the word means tie or connection.  Bandhan, and cognate bandhna (cf. McGregor 1993: 693, 718) evoke restriction and the establishment of linkages, but also connections running through or between things animate or inanimate.  When Mausiji commented that, in her house, they have abandoned the bandhan, or custom that patterns behaviour between jeth and jethi, she is suggesting that a tie which acts to separate the joint family is loosened and the family comes to be more united.  Untying the bandhan brings unity to the joint family.  Loosening the tie allows for more televisual flexibility between members whose bandhan (customs) usually acted to separate them. 

The Mishra family made some explicit connections between their view of the joint family and television watching.  This household, unlike many others I knew, had resisted the acquisition of additional sets.  Guddu often said he would like a set for his own bedroom; Baira, since the web of relationships is less restricting from his point of view, made no such overtures.  And, because his bedroom is on the ground floor next to the television room, he treats the set, after hours, as his own.  Their mother was more explicit about the need to resist the temptation to buy more sets.  Her comments might be read as a story she tells to account for the changes in behaviour between her sons and their wives, and of someone who knows of the experience of other households: 

If there was a television in every room, if everyone had television in their room [bedroom] how would they meet?...at meal times the whole family eats together and talks about their day, their things, if it wasn’t for television then everyone would live apart and no one would talk.  That’s a good thing…
Television, in the context of the joint family has the potential to act as a force of disintegration and/or integration.  Whether the television will act in a way that undermines or unites a family is, for Mausiji, clearly a matter in the control of that family.  For her the single set is a symbol of unity and shared viewing an act that keeps, or binds, the family together but it can only do so once the bandhan has been loosened.  Both as an object, and as a medium, television in the Mishra household, reflects and generates an integration that has required the reconfiguration of certain household relationships.

There is a choice, have separate televisions or watch what others are watching, if everyone has a television how will they meet each other?

Members of this and other families suggest that television and the culture of family segmentation they facilitate can result in a shift away from family unity.  Parry (1979: 175-7) has noted that the disintegration and eventual partition of a joint family is often blamed, by brothers, on the incoming wives who are accused of fostering emotions which tend towards the conjugal not the whole.  In an environment in which dowries invariably contain television sets, it is in this vein that televisions, like bahus, are seen to facilitate the disintegration of the joint family.  It might be noted here that the Mishra household regard the adjustments to relationship patterns that a single set necessitates as a price worth paying to negate the need for additional television sets.  That the Mishras have reconciled social relations as they stand with a desire to maintain a quality of jointness (sanyuktapan) in their family suggests a rather strong view about what the joint family should be like.

To a picture of family unity and harmony in which relations of avoidance have dissolved and the gendered distribution of power has been recast an amendment should be added.  What was often represented as a utopian compromise in which asymmetries between men and women, jeth and jethi, had thawed, in practice seemed to conform to more recognisable gendered and generational hierarchies within the family.  The men of the household were more likely to have their way when it came to access and programme choice.  And so, while in Mausiji’s opinion it was certainly desirable that household members displayed some flexibility towards each other in televisual matters, the question of access often mirrored recognisable status hierarchies.  So, Mausi could still ask: 

We cannot watch together...we women have one serial we really like, the men come, the gents want to watch their thing, so how can we all watch together?

Talking about Monica, a much despised character in Shanti, she commented that this woman was one who spoiled everyone’s home (kisi ka ghar bigarne walli).  Shanti, whose husband Monica had stolen, had been brought down by her freedom, her ability to transcend the limitations of family life: “too much freedom for women is a bad thing”.  For Mausiji, this paradoxical requirement for both freedom and restraint or restrictions in the house was well illustrated by her own household’s experience in front of the television set.  Negotiation between family members and what is on television requires flexibility and respect, but, however generous and beneficent Mausiji was in these matters, it was her daughters-in-law of whom these requirements were most continuously expected.  

Gendered power relations in the family are clearly central in patterning access to the set, and are also moulded by the allocation of household tasks.  The preparation of food in the evening can mean that certain programmes are always missed.  Baira’s wife remarked: “I don’t watch Siti Halchal (Siti Channel, 7.30pm) because at this time I am always in the kitchen”.  Programme schedules seem to reflect this, or at least bear it in mind, so that it can be said that “nowadays if you don’t catch something you know that it will be repeated”.  

Still, for those ensconced in a programme an unexpected guest can disturb their viewing, as Gita Srivastav (who we meet in the next chapter) describes: 

It happens so many times, your favourite programme is on, but someone comes, some guest comes, or whatever it is, so you have to go, leave your programme and see to things in the kitchen.  If you’re a bahu that’s your job, after the kitchen watch television.  Do your jobs, make the food and after this watch television...that’s the problem, suddenly someone comes and you have to get up.  If only you could say, ‘arrey bhai, I’m sitting down, someone else has gone and is seeing to it’.

Many men, perhaps keen to deflect attention away from either their own television habits or the dominance of television in the household’s life, suggest that television is “only for women” since “they stay in the house”.  Men control patterns of access by (and in) their presence and by their absence.  The tasks women perform for men during the day, limit their access on a daily basis.  Knowing that they have to watch when men are out, because their access will be constricted in the evening, indicates a further restriction of their viewing behaviour.  Those in total control of their house, conversely, have total dominion over the television set.  One woman, married and childless, remarked that her whole day was free and that she talked to the television (television se batchit karti huu).  Having moved in marriage from Bombay, where she had run her own boutique, this was a comment made with not a little irony.  

The foregoing description and discussion has illustrated that while, on occasions, the Mishras unite around their television set, on others asymmetries in status are played out in front of it.  By locating the practice of viewing in the context of household relations and with an eye to the temporality of daily life (and the flow of programme schedules) it has been possible to show relaxation of status relations and their reiteration.  While the shared viewing of programmes has levelled some household hierarchies, albeit often temporarily, at other times they remain intact.  Indeed, the issue of access to the television set can actually allow these hierarchies more emphatic expression.  Yet the sharing of common (and rather cramped) space by jeth and jethi, almost inconceivable before television (and not replicated in other non-televisual circumstances), suggests that television culture in the household has assumed an importance which justifies such changes in practice.  Or, put another way, the benefits that are seen to arise from making compromises in front of the set, outweigh those of taking the more expensive, but easier option of buying more sets.

Negotiating shame for the whole family

The gendered nature of power distribution in the household patterns access to the television and continues to play a role once the viewers have assembled.  This is experienced most intensely by families who have a cable connection and whose living room consequently becomes the site of scenes, behaviours and scenarios quite far removed from those from the life-world of their own home.  However, the nature of programmes on satellite television is not always radically different from those on DD.  It is generally accepted, however, that the satellite channels are more risqué even if one were to consider the popular ‘family five’ (Zee, ATN, Home, EL and Sony).  Risqué here can mean funny, pushing the actualities of family life in a comic frame, or more racy and improper.  Ham Panch (We Five) and Tu Tu Main Main (You You, Me Me) represent the former, Swabhiman (Self-Pride) and Hasratein (Desires) the latter.

The corollary of a bewildering array of choice across 32 channels is sangarsh, conflict, something which people contend (cable or no cable) is “the story of every house”.  With entire channels often deemed unsuitable “for the family” or different members of it, the conflict over what is watched is often a matter of channel choice.  However, one dominant feature of the contemporary television environment is the unforeseen way in which wholly suitable viewing can become quite unseemly.  So, if a family or certain members of it are to sit together and watch television, attention must be paid to who is present, what is on, and what may be around the corner.

The creation of Shoba Dé, founder of various filmi magazines, author of steamy novels and doyenne of high society Bombay, Swabhiman portrays the world of the rich and famous of Bombay.  Further removed from the ideals of the joint family than Shanti, its plot twists and turns between infidelity, divorce, custody cases and cohabitation with a cast of shameless (besharam) women.

Ham Panch is a sitcom based on the day to day happenings in the Mathur household.  Ashok Saraf plays Anand Mathur, an upper middle class executive who is saddled with five daughters - three from his late first wife and two from his present wife Bina.  Mixing emotions and practicality, Mathur manages to get out of one too many tricky situations.  Bina Mathur is a content housewife obviously siding with her five daughters, sometimes to Mathur’s embarrassment.  The oldest daughter is into women’s liberation.  The second is only interested in the world of beauty, make-up and fashion.  The third is the studious member of the household and is totally into books.  Number four is the tomboy of the family and justifies her character by relating it to the injustices in society.  Choti is the youngest of the bunch, who ‘studies’ more about the gossip and goings on from the film magazines than her books.  Priya Tendulkar plays Anand Mathur’s first wife, who is dead.  Her photograph on the wall comes alive when Mathur is around and her comments on the events provide some of the comedy.  Uncles, aunts and inquisitive neighbours are the other characters who strut in and out of the Mathur household.  All in all, a fun serial which will have you rolling on the floor with laughter (Promotional literature).

Talking to Mausiji and others about Swabhiman, the title became a central feature of our discussions.  It was the self pride, obstinacy and stubbornness of the characters which was the cause of their troubles and unhappiness.  Marital breakdowns, arguments and split loyalties arose, in the mind of most viewers, through an inability to think about others: “They all have their pride and none are willing to bend (jhukna)”.  The recognition of different interests, predilections and statuses within the household, which Mausiji regarded as central to its happy functioning, were entirely absent in these fictional Bombay apartment blocks.  Instead characters stumbled on their pride rather than admit the wishes of others.  To Svetlana, in Swabhiman, Mausiji remarked, divorce means nothing because she is only thinking about herself.  

In the Mishra household, sitting in front of the television with other members of the family cannot involve a solipsism that denies others’ existence.  A safe viewing environment has to be created in quite a continuous fashion by all present.  It involves a willingness to bend that is premised on a recognition of the immediate social context.  Svetlana’s besharm behaviour, “changing husbands like clothes”, is based on a negation of context and is only possible because she denies the ongoing nature of her relationships and the dialogue and communication that these involve.

The kinship diagram overleaf represents the relationships between the cast of a show on the Sony channel.  There is no centre to it, no essential structure because each character, except the unfortunate children and spurned spouses, places themselves at the centre of their social world and acts accordingly.  Sanjay is married and is conducting two extramarital affairs, one with Rani, the other with Rupali.  Indeed Anjali, Sanjay’s wife is almost the only adult character in the show whose relationships remain within some limits; all of the others have some extramarital relationship in the narrative past or present.

A comparison between this rather untidy social and moral universe and the certainties of life in the Mishra household seems valuable, if stark.  It brings out quite clearly the ‘real’ and ‘reel’ forms of organisation that come into conflict when a joint family sits down to watch television and illustrates the moral disjunction between these two worlds.  On the one hand is a cast of besharm characters, on the other a household in which sharm is a very tangible emotion which the shamelessness on television can easily provoke.  A prime time show like Jaane Kaha Mera Jigar Gaya Ji evinces a rather different world from that inhabited by those to whom it is broadcast.  

The ways in which the characters on Jaane Kaha interact with those around them is divorced from a consideration of their relationships with others.  The web of relationships which patterns access to the Mishra household set are all important in the negotiation of such a show; these relationships entail avoidance, respect, familiarity, deference or joking.  The interactions between the screen characters, individuals seeking the maximisation of their own pleasure without regard for the obligations and duties that their relationships involve, stand in obvious contrast to the more circumspect interaction between the community of viewers.  

The sharm, or discomfort, that a show such as Jaane Kaha induces in a household of viewers is at once a shared and a personal emotion, both familial and individual.  It can inhere to the whole community of viewers and arises from the presence of particular people within it.  In another sense, the idiom of sharm acts as a pragmatic means through which on-screen behaviour can be judged.  The ascription of shamelessness acts as a judgement about the propriety of the family and impropriety of the televisual other.  

Sharm inheres to people in relation to their status or position and in this sense it is a relational emotion emerging from a dialectic between “inner life and social context” (Rosaldo 1980: 36).  It is an idiom that informs judgements about social contexts and consequently guides peoples’ acts in such contexts.  To watch such a programme alone would be relatively trouble free.  To be confronted by the immorality of Sanjay and the cast of Jane Kaha in front of one’s mother or father, would be an entirely different matter.  Talking to young men about this matter brought home the sense that in choosing programmes (content) context was key.  Frequently they would say that they did not watch Star TV, by which, it later became clear, they meant that they did not watch it with their parents or sisters.  

Sharm is more than a signpost to social norms governing behaviour between people, but by bridging internal states and external action it goes some way to grounding the ways people interact.  We can usefully adopt Bloch’s comments on moral and tactical uses of kinship terms.  Anxious to free kin terms from the sense that their primacy is in the denotation of rules, he argues that a kinship term is a “judgement on people rather than a label - it is a moral concept” (1971: 82).  Across different contexts and to different people, the same term can be applied - the moral concept that the kin term presupposes remains constant.  As Rosaldo reminds us: 

A functional view that renders ‘sentiments’ the servants of ‘society’ has made us inclined to view affective life more as a ‘sign’ that points to social rule than itself a sphere of meaning that is as public and socially significant as are the names of kin.  Unable to participate directly in the emotional worlds of our informants, we have failed to see that personal life is shaped by terms with social implications, and correspondingly that ‘persons’ are themselves ‘constructed’ in terms of shared understandings that inform the ways they act and feel (1980: 35).

Meyers notes that “if the emotions are relational, the relationships they constitute are given meaning and value by the social process in which they are embedded” (cited in Abu-Lughod and Lutz 1990: 27).  The arousal of emotions such as watching television reiterates the statuses/relations between members of the viewing community.  With an eye to both the constitution of the viewing community and the content of the programmes it is possible to appreciate both the constancy and contingency that television viewing with different household members involves.  

The symmetry and asymmetry of shame

The web of unseemly relations between characters in Jaane Kaha, and the more familiar universe of relations of a joint family watching it, gives rise to the need for negotiation between the screen and off-screen characters.  Sharm is shared, and given the unwillingness of the Mishras to purchase additional sets, there is a need to limit the frequency with which it arises.  In some sense all viewers present contribute in attempting to shape a setting in which discomfort for all can be minimised.    

Programme choice is important, and the presence or absence of family members plays an important role in these decisions.  Baira, watching with his bhabhis can choose what he wants in the knowledge that they are unlikely to be embarrassed unless he shows discomfort.  The presence of his mother alters the social equation and may require the changing of channels.  Guddu is presented with a different scenario if his jethis are in the television room.  He joked to me about the power he had to send them scurrying through an intentionally scurrilous change of channels.  

To a large extent the creation of a safe viewing environment is a task that is borne by all.  Women of the household cannot act unless in concert with their jeth or husband’s senior kin.  If Guddu is sitting in a way that prevents the women from taking a seat out of his line of sight, then access to the room is barred, although a marginal position by the door may be possible.  If he is to respect their desire to watch television, then he may have to watch something he finds amusing, but ultimately worthless.  Ham Panch was for him both of these, but the slapstick buffoonery clearly family viewing.  The decision to watch television as a family requires co-operation between otherwise asymmetrically related members of it.  The huge number of households in which there are multiple sets suggests that such co-operation is not practised everywhere.  

Relations of avoidance are played out through the body and its location in social space and the body is key in negotiating shared televisual space.  However, if to some extent those people expected to maintain social distance synchronise bodily position to render a space secure for shared family viewing, and this can be categorised as reciprocal, in other moments the burden to maintain the space is asymmetrically shouldered, as Mausiji remarked: 

If very bad or dirty [programmes] come then something occurs in one’s mind...then the women go out of the room, something is born, it is natural (or elementary, buniyadi) that shame (sharm) comes.
It is not that the feelings of shame and discomfort do not, in some way, affect all.  Both mother and son are embarrassed when a character in Hasratein talks of the abortion of her unwanted love child.  However, women are, by their own accounts and those of men, more likely to feel embarrassed and generally expected to do so and clearly there is a relationship here.  The combination of questionable programme content and the co-presence of men and women renders the scenario untenable, but women are held responsible for negating this discomfort by leaving the room.  Their jeth may feel uncomfortable but may switch channels rather than leave the room.  He may do neither, for both admit that he too is embarrassed.  This points to the general power relations between men and women within the family setting.  Sharm can therefore be seen as a social and psychological emotion which is intimately related to distributions of power and social hierarchy.  

In the sets of relations cited above there is a parallel to be noted between the seniority (be it cross-generational or cross-sex) and the asymmetry of responsibility for maintaining the relationship.  The senior persons in any relationship expects the junior to render a violated context safe again.  The asymmetry assigns the burden of the task, whether this is to evacuate the room or deploy the veil.  

Televisual situations that raise topics that are not discussed between classes of people, be they mother and sons, father and daughters, jeth and jethi provoke a sense of shame, embarrassment and discomfort.  It is not that these topics, be they abortions, divorce or sexual longing are repressed in all contexts, but strong ideas exist about the inapplicability of sharing them with these significant others.  Television can strain the ‘tacit avoidance’ of such topics which is embedded in relations.  Contemporary television is apt to confuse these private and public worlds, denying the distinctions between people on which relationships are founded.  Their confusion leads to embarrassment, and television practice in the Mishra household must be seen to some extent as organised around the minimisation or negation of such discomfort.  

Learning to deal with such threatening scenes requires that viewers use their familiarity with genres of programmes or of the channels.  The search for family viewing is unlikely to begin on Star Plus, more likely Zee TV.  With the programme chosen, viewers can anticipate what turn a scene may take and consider what action is required.  Unwanted scenes “eliminated by careful surveillance of one’s own vision” (Ossman 1994: 134), or other means, are scenes that thereby pass by without seriously disturbing the community of viewers.  I would suggest that the denial of certain images by people demonstrates both social and self-knowledge and that those who resist such programmes do so on the basis of their position relative to others in the social contexts in which they watch television.  Rather than demonstrating their innocence, it signifies their developed sense of self in relation to significant others.  Viewers can distinguish the “merely playful from the morally perilous” (ibid.: 122) and this distinction is often made on the basis of who is with them in front of the television.  

Foucault talks of the “little tactics of the habitat” (cited in Morley 1992: 271) and this is suggestive of the strategy and manoeuvring that is a central aspect of television viewing in the Mishra household.  These tactics are framed by the understanding that shared viewing is preferable to segmented viewing in the bedrooms and allow for the possibility that asymmetries of gender and generation can be negotiated.  Thinking in terms of tactics suggests manoeuvring within the relations of the joint family and that these tactics can themselves have some practical impact on the operation of these relationships themselves.  If the ties of ‘custom’, bandhan, are loosened in some contexts there is the space for these untied and recast relationships to be transformed within the long term or in other contexts.  The extent to which the bandhan of the household can be re-tightened, or not, has implications for the future of the household.

Televisual politics: the art of the possible

The aim of this chapter has been to chart the place of television within one household and its day and in doing so to consider the ways in which television viewing represents a continuity with, and change from, standard household practice.  It has been shown that hierarchies of gender and generation are played out in front of a single set but that, for the Mishra household at least, these hierarchies have been reconfigured in order that all may have some access to the set.  

I began with a public protest against contemporary television and have focused on the household sphere.  In this way it has been possible to illustrate that the concerns which motivated the politicos of southern Varanasi, and the idiom they used to organise their complaints, sharm or lajja, have a resonance in both public and private contexts.  By historically locating ideas of sharm, with reference to the episode of Draupadi’s disrobing, it has been possible to demonstrate that this idiom is central in judging the appropriateness or otherwise, of representations of women.  Moreover, by linking this to behaviours within the household, and television practice, I have shown that more general questions about the appropriateness of television come to be considered in terms of relations between people.  Such relations are themselves based around ideas of sharm. 

There are evidently dangers, even if following the endless statements of friends, newspaper articles and other public activities that did so, of contrasting the bygone days of televisual propriety to the decadence of the present.  This creates a disjunction between Indian and Euro-American notions of sexuality, of sexual prudery and permissiveness that arguably require much greater contextualisation.  It also risks creating two distinct viewing communities, that of men and of women.  Experience suggests this is probably untenable.

Friends complained that a BJP government move to outlaw the broadcast of ‘18’ (aatara walli) films was a matter of regret for them and their wives.  A couple who regard their recently acquired skills in the art of French kissing as something that would have remained unknown were it not for Star Plus are thankful to satellite television for this knowledge.  Others who, quite regularly, watch ‘blue’ movies on their bedroom sets or after the rest of their family has gone to bed, would imply that any attempt to group men and women into separate viewing communities might be inaccurate.  Two points need to be made, one with regard to the family and the other to the wider community.  

Programmes or films that may excite men, or offer something risqué that is occasionally welcomed by couples, are likely to embarrass women watching with related males, be they father, son, or grandson.  As I have shown in this chapter, access to the television, and reaction to what is on television, is patterned by the relations between potential viewers.  Therefore my argument has not been to deny the possibility that much of the programming that is publicly criticised might actually be enjoyed, but that looked at in terms of the whole family, be it a joint family of four generations or a small nuclear one, such programming is regarded as deeply problematic.  The issue of public representation of propriety and ‘family values’ or ‘standards’ is obviously important here, which leads to the second point.  

The discussion of sharm illustrated that while it is a domestic, public and everyday idiom, denoting both emotions and ways of acting, it also has a profound versatility in representing unique Indian values.  The properly modest body of the Indian woman represents values that are seen as under assault, and this body can be quite easily contrasted to those of the besharm (shameless) women on contemporary television screens.  In domestic settings it is these representations or suggestions of shamelessness that, in a shared social setting, provoke concern.  The importance of sharm is that it links notions of person to those of society and in front of the television screen these ideas confront each other in often problematic ways.  

In concentrating on one (Brahman) family there is the risk that I have essentialised the responses of viewers to ‘immodest’ programmes.  It is likely that had I chosen an upper-middle class household through which to explore family viewing a rather different account might have emerged.   As Russell (1997: 13) points out, there is a sense that this class has moved on from the (‘traditional’) concerns of modesty, in an attempt to maintain cultural distance between themselves and those lower down the class hierarchy who are adopting their values and behaviour.  From the perspective of Varanasi, and from my informants, the reply might be that it would besharm not to feel sharm in front of much contemporary programming. 

A major concern of the chapter has been to establish that there is a dialectic between programmes and personnel which is that much more profound in the post-satellite era.  As Silverstone et al suggest, “media pose a whole set of control problems for the household, problems of regulation and of boundary maintenance” (1992: 20).  The endeavour to develop uses of post-satellite television which do not contravene relations between people is the struggle to appropriate uses which do not contravene the “long term moral environment of the household” (ibid.: 22).  Television viewing with all members of the household is far from impossible, but the limits of the possible are the limits of appropriateness.  What has been implicit in this discussion has been the sense that, for the Mishras at least, television viewing occupies a place in the household important enough to justify such adjustments.

The following chapter will seek to show, with a similar body of material, that the difficulties faced and partially resolved by the Mishra household in front of their single set are not tackled by every household.  The primary difficulty is that a television set speaks to all the household in one voice, without regard for the differences between members, and therefore denies the distinctions between them.  The existence in many households of additional sets is evidence that the difficulties described in this chapter often find resolution through technological means.  By developing an analysis that extends on the material described here, and provides a firmer theoretical basis for it, it will be possible to add to the material and analysis offered in this chapter and to take it in new directions.  

�











�A member of the Mahila Jagran (Women’s Awakening) group called the pageant a “dirty brazen-faced show” (cited by Russell 1997: 12).  This comment was reported in The Asian Age newspaper, a paper I was unable to receive in Varanasi because shopkeepers had withdrawn it from their stalls after a picture of exposed breasts was published.  


�Buder Mukhopadhyay’s “Lajjasilata”, a treatise written in nineteenth-century Bengal and discussed by Chatterjee (1989), likewise treats sharm as a human as opposed to animal emotion and one that women, more than men must “cultivate and cherish” (242) within the domestic sphere.


�Mankekar (1993b), writing about this scene in its televised form, refers to the act as vastraharan (removal of clothes).  However, the committee, by specifically referring to cheer haran, direct the attention of their audience to the mythological context because this phrase is employed in two specific mythological contexts: Draupadi’s disrobing and Krishna’s hiding of the herd girls’ (gopis) clothes, cf. McGregor (1993: 321).


�Limited space precludes a fuller discussion of the forms of interaction between different sections of the Indian élite and the British out of which women came to occupy this central position in such discussions (cf. Chatterjee 1989; Raheja and Gold 1993).  


�I have termed this as a matter of the relation between brothers and their wives, but it is important to note, as the following sections will clarify, that the relations must be viewed as cutting both ways.  However, seniority is reckoned through age of brothers, not wives.  Since, of necessity, the majority of my discussions on which this material is based were with the men of the household, my description will occasionally lapse into one that describes the politics of television viewing from the point of view of men.  


�The term bhai, brother has a meaning that extends beyond that of brother (B).  It also denotes FBS, MBS, FZS, and MZS, and thus to male relations reckoned bilaterally.


�Rakhi bandhan is held on the full moon of Savan (August-September).  Sisters tie a talisman on the wrist of their brothers, feed them sweets and receive a token amount of money and a vow of protection from the brothers.  
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