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Abstract 

In India, in the mid 1990s, a new form of non-customary marriage emerged on the rural 

North Indian marriage-scape. Transgressing rules of caste endogamy and marriage within one’s 

religion, the men, largely drawn from the lower classes of Meo Muslims and the dominant-

peasant Hindu castes, travelled long distances across India to seek wives from lower castes, other 

ethnicities, and/or different religions. This dissertation examines the status of these “cross-

region” brides in their conjugal homes. It argues that the spread of the neoliberal market 

economy in India has led to the hyper-commodification of the female body; intensified gender 

subordination; eroded women’s bargaining ability around their labour and their bodies; and 

increased women’s vulnerability to new forms of gender-based violence. The neoliberal 

accumulative process in India has accentuated the socio-economic inequalities of historically 

marginalized groups like the Dalits and the Muslims, with the women from these groups being 

dispossessed differentially due to their gender. This makes them vulnerable to cross-region 

marriage proposals.  

The dissertation draws on a four-year-long field-based inquiry conducted in 246 villages, 

from the four conjugal and natal regions of Haryana, Rajasthan, Odisha, and West Bengal, to 

interrogate hegemonic knowledge formations about these brides and their marriages. It analyzes 

how the transgressions of caste, religion, and ethnicity shape the everyday lived experience of 

the Dalit and Muslim brides. Findings show that, while their bodies are desired for their free 

productive and reproductive labour, these women are treated as “internal others” by their 

conjugal families and communities due to their undesired ethnicity, caste, and/or religion. Their 

othered status in combination with the dispossession of matrimonial choice exposes them to 

caste discrimination, forcible cultural assimilation, and ethnoracist and religious prejudice within 
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the intimacy of their marriages, and within their conjugal households and villages. This research 

illustrates that the cross-region brides occupy a contradictory space, as these marriages foreclose 

their agency, yet provide them the space to challenge established patriarchal norms and power 

structures through hidden transcripts of everyday acts of resistance. 
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Glossary 

Adivasi: It literally translates as the “original people of India.” This term refers to those 

communities that recognize themselves as the aboriginal inhabitants of India. They are also 

called the tribal people of India. The Constitution of India recognizes such communities as 

“Scheduled Tribes”; the “Scheduled” here refers to a schedule that lists tribes that enjoy a special 

status given to them by the state through affirmative reservations. 

Ahir: The Ahir caste is ritually located in the Shudra varna in the Brahmanical caste hierarchy. 

They enjoy the Other Backward Class (OBC) status in Haryana and Rajasthan. They are often 

considered a part of the Yadav caste, due to the close association of their peasant-pastoral 

occupations. The Ahirs are more predominant in one part of Haryana, historically known as 

“Ahirwal,” or the abode of the Ahirs. The research region of Rewari was a part of it.  

Anuloma: The marriage of a higher caste man with a woman of a caste lower than the man’s. 

Anuloma marriages, though not approved, were a socially accepted practice under the 

Brahmanical caste system and were limited only to the first three varnas: the Brahmins, the 

Kshatriyas, and the Vaishyas. See also Pratiloma marriage. 

Babri Masjid/Mosque: Babri Masjid, a mosque in the town of Ayodhya in the north Indian 

province of Uttar Pradesh, was built in 1528–29, by a Muslim courtier during the rule of the 

Mughal ruler Babur. A section of Hindus claimed that it was built over a structure 

commemorating the birthplace of the god king Ram. The dispute, known popularly as the 

Ayodhya or the Babri Masjid controversy, was used by the Hindu fundamentalist groups like the 

Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) and the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) to galvanize militant 

Hindus to demolish the mosque in December 1992. The aftermath of this demolition led to 

widespread riots in India between the two religious communities. See also BJP and RSS. 
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Bahu: Daughter-in-law 

Bangal: The province of West Bengal is commonly known as “Bangal.” The name is derived 

from Bengal, the name of a much larger province under the British colonial period. During the 

partition of India in 1947, the eastern part of Bengal (now Bangladesh) became a part of 

Pakistan. The western part of Bengal, part of India, was named West Bengal. 

Bangalan/Bengalan: A woman hailing from the province of West Bengal or Bangal is called 

“Bangalan.” 

Bejaat: Literally translates as “casteless.” The term is usually employed for people whose caste 

identity is not known or whose ranking in the caste hierarchy is suspect. 

Bharatiya Janata Party: Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP for short) or the Indian People’s Party is a 

right-wing Hindu nationalist party with a fascist Hindutva ideology as its core principle. It is one 

of the two national political parties in India. Vehemently anti-Muslim, it openly advocates the 

establishment of a Hindu Nation and conversions of Muslims into Hindus. See RSS for more.  

Bichaola: The Hindi term literally translates as “go-between.” It is commonly used for people 

acting as go-betweens to arrange matrimonial matches. 

Bihari (Biharan): A term used to refer to all people belonging to the East Indian province of 

Bihar. Biharan is a descriptor used for the women from that province. In contemporary India, 

apart from the literal meaning indicating the origin, the two terms are used as ethnic slurs with a 

sub-text of poverty, illiteracy, backwardness, and corruption. 

Block: A Block is an administrative division composed of a cluster of villages. Each province is 

divided into several administrative units called Districts. Each District is further sub-divided into 

small administrative units called Block or Tehsil.  

BPL/Below Poverty Line: BPL is a poverty threshold benchmark used by the Government of 
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India to identify families and people living below it. Those identified as BPL obtain a BPL card 

and, on the basis of this card, can then receive government assistance to get them above the 

poverty line. The identifying threshold and parameters vary from province to province in India. 

Brahmin: The Brahmins are the priestly caste ranked first in the caste hierarchy. This caste 

group exclusively performed religious rituals among the Hindus. They are considered a pure or 

savarna caste. 

Caste system: This refers to the hierarchical descent-based kinship system amongst the Hindus, 

consisting of four castes, or varnas, arranged in a pyramid-like structure, with Brahmans 

(priests) at the top, followed by Kshtriyas (warriors), and Vaishyas (merchants and traders), with 

Shudras (peasants and artisans) at the bottom. Apart from these four savarna or pure castes, a 

large number of people known as Avarna or “without varna” remain “outside” the caste system 

as “outcastes” or “untouchables.” This stratification of the society was conceptualized and 

legitimized by an ideology called Brahmanism, the earliest mention of which is made in the 

Sanskrit text, Rig Veda, dating back to 1500 BCE. 

Chamar: Chamars were traditionally leather workers and tanners. Within the Brahmanical 

Hindu caste stratification, they belong to the category of untouchable castes because their caste-

related occupation of handling carcasses of animals made them polluted. The women belonging 

to this caste group are called Chamaran. The terms “Chamar” and “Chamaran” are recognized as 

caste slurs by the Supreme Court of India. 

Chamaran: Women from the Chamar caste are called “Chamaran.” The term is also considered 

a caste slur. See also Chamar. 

Child Sex Ratio: Child Sex Ratio, or CSR for short, is defined as the ratio of the female 

population to 1000 males in the same age group. In India, the CSR for mapping the gender-
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adverse sex ratio employs the age group 0-6 years as its benchmark. 

Churhan/Churhi: Churhi alludes to a female of the Churha caste group that is ranked as 

“untouchable” within the Brahmanical caste hierarchy. Their traditional occupation was 

sweeping and removing waste, hence the “dirty” or “polluting” stigma associated to these 

groups. 

Commensality: Literally meaning the act of eating together, this refers to the rules, beliefs, and 

restrictions governing the sharing of food and water between various caste groups. Apart from 

caste endogamy, commensality is one other way through which rigid caste hierarchies are 

maintained in India. 

Dalal: Tout or broker. 

Dalit: “Dalit” is loosely translated as crushed or broken in Hindi. The historically oppressed and 

marginalized groups considered “untouchables,” or outside the pale of the Brahmanical caste 

system, have consciously chosen to self-identify as Dalits. It is a politically aware term, one that 

was coined in the 1970s. They were patronizingly called Harijans or “children of God” by 

Gandhi. However, the Indian state still recognizes them as Scheduled Castes and Scheduled 

Tribes. See Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribes for more.  

District: District is an administrative division of a province. Each province is divided into 

several Districts or Zilas. Oftentimes, a District is named after a city or town that is its 

administrative headquarters. Each District is further subdivided into Blocks, Talukas, or Tehsils 

that consist of a village clusters. See also Block.  

Dominant-peasant caste: The term “dominant” caste refers to a caste that is numerically, 

economically, and politically strong in a village. The term commonly refers to a caste group that 

owns the majority of land in any particular region. 
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Dooj Baar: Dooj Baar, translated as “second time,” is a moniker employed for men who seek 

remarriage because of divorce, desertion, or the death of a first wife, or because the first wife is 

infirm or unable to bear children. This term is used more commonly amongst the Meo than in 

other communities. 

Endogamy: The practice of endogamy refers to marriage undertaken within the same group. 

Caste endogamy, through marriage alliances, is the cornerstone for maintaining caste hierarchies 

amongst the Hindus in India. Inter-caste marriages threaten to destabilize unequal hierarchies of 

power and privileges and are thus strongly opposed through ostracism and loss of caste for the 

violators. 

Exogamy: The practice of marrying outside one’s sub-caste group or patrilineal clans (gotra). 

Among the Hindus in the conjugal research areas, rules of exogamy are extended to the father’s, 

the mother’s, and the paternal grandmother’s gotra. Matrimony with any of these shared gotra is 

prohibited. Village exogamy involves the practice of marriage outside one’s own village. See 

also Got. 

Got (Gotra): Gotra literally means clan. Within the caste ideology, gotra refers to exogamous 

patrilineal clans that are a part of a particular sub-caste group or Jati. Marriage within the same 

gotra is prohibited due to the sharing of the common ancestor. See also Jati and Exogamy.  

Green Revolution: Green Revolution was a World Bank funded strategy introduced in India in 

the mid 1960s, to improve agriculture production through the use of hybrid high yielding 

varieties of seeds, for wheat and rice in particular. The productivity of these seeds was 

conditional on the regular inputs of chemical fertilizers, pesticides, and water. This strategy was 

criticized for being pro-rich farmers, region-specific, and crop-specific, and also for having a 

differential gender impact. 
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Hindutva: Hindutva is a term coined by V.D. Savarkar, the founder of the Hindu Supremacist 

group, Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh, or the National Volunteer Corp, in his 1923 book, Who is 

a Hindu? Hindutva literally translates into Hinduness. As a term, it denotes a chauvinistic, right-

wing Hindu majoritarian nationalist ideology advocating the formation of a Hindu nation. 

Hindutva has no space for religious minorities or social dissent. It seeks to unite all Hindus 

around the building of a Ram temple on the razed site of the Babri Mosque, the establishment of 

a Uniform Civil Code with no special provisions for other religions, and the removal of a special 

constitutional status for the province of Jammu and Kashmir. See also Babri Masjid.  

Hypergamy: Marriage to a person located higher in class or caste. It usually refers to a woman 

“marrying up” the class or caste hierarchy. 

Hypogamy: Marriage to a person located lower in class or caste. It is employed for women 

marrying down the class or caste hierarchy. 

Isogamy: Marriage between people of equal standing, either in terms of caste or class. 

Jahez: Jahez is an Urdu word for the Hindi language term dowry. Jahez is used primarily by the 

Muslims to denote dowry. 

Jajmani: It is derived from “Jajman,” or patron. It refers to a set of traditional “patron-client” 

social relationships between the upper and lower caste groups among the Hindus in India. The 

“clients” comprised the lower occupation-based castes, who performed hereditary trades and 

occupations such as making pots, weaving, washing clothes, cutting hair, tanning of hide, among 

others. They had to traditionally offer these services or products, as part of their caste service, to 

the “jajmans,” or their patrons, who belonged to the upper castes. In return, they were given 

grain. 

Jamaat: An Arabic term, it means a congregation or an assembly of people. In the Meo-majority 
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areas, it refers to the religious congregations and religious tours undertaken by young Meo men 

who believe in the ideology of the Tablighi Jama’at. It is also used as a short form for the 

Tablighi Jama’at.  

Jat: Jats are a sub-caste within the Shudra varna, or the fourth lowest category within the four-

fold Brahmanical Hindu caste system. 

Jatav: The Jatavs were considered an untouchable caste under the caste system, outside of the 

varna hierarchy. They are a part of the Chamar sub-caste and are recognized as a Scheduled 

Caste (SC) by the Indian state. Jatavs are also called Jatia or Jatua.  

Jati: Jati is a closed social sub-caste group within a particular varna in the caste system. Instead 

of varna, jati is commonly used to define the caste of people in India. Each jati has a traditional 

occupation and ranking within a particular varna. Jati is usually territorially bound, endogamous, 

and consists of several exogamous patrilineal clans called gots or gotras.  

Jeth: Brother-in-law (Husband’s elder brother).  

Jethani: The husband’s elder brother’s wife is called Jethani. 

Khap: A Khap is a cluster of villages united by caste and geography. Khaps are formed by the 

same gotra or clan families from several neighbouring villages. See also Khap Panchayat. 

Khap Panchayat: These are non-elected non-judicial clan or Gotra councils that are solely 

governed by men from a particular same Gotra. Khap Panchayats, commonly known as Khaps, 

are prevalent in Haryana, western Uttar Pradesh, and parts of Rajasthan. Khap Panchayats, or 

caste councils of the dominant castes, regulate social behaviour within the caste group, the 

village, and between various caste groups, through decrees of social boycotts and other forms of 

exclusionary punishments. All caste groups, including the Dalits, have to toe the line of a 

particular dominant caste Khap in their region without choice. The dominant caste groups such 
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as the Jats also use these all-male dominated patriarchal bodies strategically to maintain or re-

assert their domination and hegemonic superiority in a village or community.  

Madrasa: An institution offering religious education for the Muslims.  

Mandal Commission: Several Backward Classes Commissions were established after 1947 to 

assess which caste groups could be deemed “socially and educationally backward.” The Mandal 

Commission, named after its chairman B.P. Mandal, made a series of recommendations for 

affirmative action in 1980 for the Other Backward Classes or the OBCs, through which 27 

percent reservations in government jobs and educational institutions were provided to them. 

Mandal Report: The report made by the Second Backward Classes Commission in India in 

1980 came to be popularly known after its chairman, B.P. Mandal. This report outlined a series 

of recommendations for affirmative action for the Other Backward Classes. In 1989, the central 

government tried to implement its recommendations, following which the country saw violent 

protests against the caste-based affirmative policies. These protests were known as “anti-mandal” 

agitation in India. See also Mandal Commission.  

Nanad: Sister-in-law (Husband’s sister). 

Neech Jat (Neech Zat): Low caste. Among the Hindus, it usually refers to a group of castes that 

are considered “Untouchables.” Among the Muslims in India, Neech Jat refers to groups of 

Muslims that converted from Hinduism to Islam. Despite Islam being a non-hierarchical religion, 

Indian Muslims employ social stratification based on ancestry: local converts called Ajrafs are 

named Neech Zat, while the Oonch Zat or high caste Muslims are people with ancestry that 

traces back to foreign conquerors and nobility. 

Nikahnama: Nikahnama, as the marriage certificate is commonly known as in Islamic 

marriages, is a formal binding marriage contract signed by the groom and the bride in the 
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presence of a Maulvi, or the religious leader, and witnesses. It also acts as a prenuptial 

agreement, in which the rights and responsibilities of the two are spelled out clearly. 

NSS National Sample Survey (NSSO): National Sample Survey Office of India, or NSSO for 

short. It conducts socio-economic surveys on themes like Consumer Expenditure, Employment-

Unemployment, Social Expenditure on Health, and Education every five years. Every ten years, 

it conducts a sample survey of Land and Livestock Holding and Debt and Investment.  

Other Backward Classes (OBC): Other Backward Classes or OBC is an administrative 

category created by the Indian state to refer to caste groups that are considered economically, 

educationally, and socially depressed. A vast majority of the OBCs are from the fourth varna of 

the Shudra, ranked just above the Untouchables, but below the upper and intermediate castes in 

the varna hierarchy. These comprise the peasant, artisan, and service caste groups. Being 

categorized as an OBC extends the affirmative policies of the Indian state toward that caste, 

including reservations in government jobs, government educational institutions, and public sector 

undertakings.  

Panchayat: In contemporary India, the village council, or the Gram Panchayat, is the local self-

governance unit at the village level. It is an elected body with the Pradhan or the council chief 

heading it. The term “panchayat” is derived from “panch,” or five. Historically, Panchayats were 

made up of five village elders who would govern the village. “Panchayat” is used in everyday 

usage as a shortened version of Gram Panchayat. Panchayats are also comprised of particular 

caste groups: in that case, these councils govern the everyday functioning of a particular caste. 

See Khap Panchayat for more.  

Paro: The term refers to non-Meo women married to Meo men. It is derived from “us paar” or 

“paar ka,” which in Hindi literally translates as the “other side.” Paro was a historical term used 
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to describe any bride that came from the other side or “paar” of River Yamuna, which marked 

the natural boundary of the region of Mewat largely inhabited by the Meo Muslims. In the 

contemporary period, the term is used as an exclusionary and abusive term of reference, 

particularly for the cross-region brides. The term, used predominantly in the Mewat and Alwar 

regions, is considered a pejorative by both the Meo and the women who are called Paro.  

Patrifocal: A family structure with the male as the head of the family. 

Patrilocal (patrivirilocal): The practice of a couple, after marriage, to live either in the house of 

the husband’s parents or near them within the same village or hamlet. It is also known as 

virilocality or virilocal residence. Under patrilocality, the daughters, after marriage, move away 

to live in their husband’s community, while the sons continue residing with or near the parents.  

PDS or Public Distribution System: The PDS is a food security system in India through which 

subsidized food staples like wheat, rice, sugar, and cooking fuel like Kerosene are distributed to 

poor Indians, who have PDS cards, through a chain of PDS distribution Fair Price shops, 

colloquially known as Ration Shops. 

Pollution: The Hindu caste system ranked the various varnas according to their “pure” and 

“impure” status: the higher the status, the purer the status and less polluting in nature. This then 

defined the degrees of interactions between the various varnas. The Brahmins were ranked the 

purest and placed at the top of the pyramidal caste hierarchy, while a large number of service 

castes were ranked as “untouchables.” Pollution of a person from a higher caste group occurred 

by associating with an untouchable, either by touch, sharing of food or drink, or marriage. These 

concepts of ritual purity and pollution were strictly enforced to maintain the rigid hierarchies 

between the various castes.  

Pratiloma: Hypogamous marriage of a higher caste woman with a lower caste man. Pratiloma 
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marriages involving the marriage of men from the Shudra varna to women from the upper varnas 

were strictly prohibited, due to the threat such unions posed to the maintenance of the 

oppressive, unequal, and rigid caste hierarchies. The men entering such caste-violative marriages 

were faced with severe punishment. See also Anuloma marriage.  

Rajput: They belong to the second varna of the Kshatriyas in the Brahmanical caste hierarchy. 

Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS): Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh, or the National 

Volunteer Organisation, founded in 1925 by K.B. Hedgewar, is the core organization behind the 

ideology of Hindutva. It has a tight-knit structure that runs on military discipline and inculcates a 

notion of Hindu superiority along Brahmanical lines over the country’s Muslims and Dalits. It is 

committed to establishing a Hindu nation in India. It is the parent organization for the Bharatiya 

Janata Party (BJP). Prominent leaders of the BJP are often graduates of the RSS organization. 

See also Hindutva. 

Reservations: In India, reservations refers to the affirmative policies created by the Indian state 

for many socio-economically marginalized groups. The positive discrimination occurs in 

government-run educational institutions, bureaucracy, and public sector undertakings. Initially, 

these were extended to a group of untouchable castes and tribes, who, because of their social and 

economic backwardness, were deemed as requiring special assistance. Later, these reservations 

got extended to a wide range of castes that ranked above the untouchables but were considered to 

be “backward.” See also Other Backward Classes and Mandal Report.  

Roti: Flat bread made of whole wheat and cooked, usually on an iron griddle called a “tava.” In 

many parts of the conjugal research areas, the tava is made from clay.  

Salwar kameez: Also spelled Shalwar Kameez, it is a two-piece South Asian outfit consisting of 

a loose tunic or trousers called Salwar and a baggy long tunic called kameez. The outfit is 
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completed with a scarf called a dupatta. It is usually worn by women, though men also wear 

variations of the salwar kameez. 

Saree/Sari: A loose unstitched garment, five to seven metres long, with a breadth of two to four 

feet, worn by women in the Indian sub-continent. It is wrapped around the waist with folds and 

draped over one shoulder. Different parts of India have distinct styles of sarees and ways of 

wearing them. It is worn with a fitted bodice on the top called a blouse.  

Sarpanch: Elected Village Council Chief. 

Scheduled Caste (SC): Scheduled Caste is an official Indian term for a group of caste groups 

that are not considered a part of the four-fold varna division in the caste system. These 

“untouchable,” or polluting, castes have suffered socio-economic marginalization at the hands of 

the upper castes. The Indian state made a schedule of various untouchable castes in the Indian 

Constitution which could be eligible for affirmative policies. The term “Scheduled Caste” is 

derived from this schedule. SC is the short form commonly used in India to refer to these castes. 

According to the Census of India 2011, they comprise 17 percent of its population. 

Scheduled Tribe (ST): Scheduled Tribe is an officially recognized term within India that refers 

to its indigenous communities. The term derives its name from a Schedule within the Indian 

constitution that extends affirmative policies to such communities. ST is short for Scheduled 

Tribes. According to the Census of India 2011, they comprise 17 percent of its population. 

Shudra: The Shudra varna, though not untouchable, formed the peasant proprietary and artisan 

classes with tremendous socio-economic variations amongst its constituent sub-castes. See also 

Dalit and Untouchable. 

Tablighi Jama’at: The Tablighi Jama’at was founded by Mohammad Ilyas in 1927 in India. 

Tabligh, or “call to faith,” was a Sunni Islamic revival movement that sought to instil the true 
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values of Mohammad and Islam amongst its adherents through the shedding of non-Islamic 

dress, rituals, and practices. It began as a grassroots movement to inspire Muslims who were 

weak in faith through spirituality and solidarity. Today, it is the single largest Islamic movement 

in the world. Its laboratory was the Meo region of Mewat, where it tested several elements of its 

proselytizing methods. 

Talaq: An Arabic word, it literally means “I divorce you.” Among the Muslims in India, the 

mere utterance of “Talaq” three times by a husband to his wife is considered an instantaneous 

divorce from her. 

Untouchables: See Dalits. 

Varna: The division of the Hindu society into birth-based closed groups called varnas. The 

Brahmanical caste system is divided into four varnas. See Caste for details. 

Yadav: Yadav is an umbrella caste term for a number of castes that were originally cattle herders 

and cowherds, such as the Ahirs. Yadavs are a dominant-peasant caste group particularly in 

Bihar and Uttar Pradesh with a lesser footprint in Haryana and a negligible presence in 

Rajasthan. 
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Chapter One. Introduction - A Crisis in the Making: Female Shortage 

“Bahu dilao, vote pao” (Get me a bride, take my vote)1  

In spring 2014, an organized group of unmarried men from a village in Haryana, India, 

named Avivahit Purush Sangathan, or Unmarried Men’s Collective, raised a unique electoral 

demand for wives in exchange for their votes during the run-up to the national parliamentary 

election.2 During the October 2014 Assembly elections for Haryana, one politician went to the 

extent of promising that, if elected, he would bring brides from Bihar for unmarried Haryanvi 

men.3 Never before in the history of Indian elections had aspiring lawmakers used the pawn of 

“wives” to lure voters. Usually, election demands from the populace and promises by candidates 

revolved around employment, healthcare, or infrastructure provisions like electricity, water, and 

better roads. To this list, for the first time, the new scarce commodity of “women” was added as 

yet another item that could be bartered for votes. 

These two incidents – the unusual electoral demand of Haryana’s bachelors and a 

politician’s election promise linking brides with votes – reveal the pervasiveness of the 

objectification of women’s bodies in this region, wherein they are reduced to a commodity 

negotiable for transaction in return for votes. The commodified status of women is also 

symptomatic of the changed material conditions in India due to the adoption of the neoliberal 

market economy. This has led to the “financialization of daily life” (Martin 2002), in which 

everything and everyone is treated as a “commodity” (Harvey 2007, 169).  

                                                
1 “Get me a bride, take my vote: Haryana bachelors tell candidates,” Rediff News, April 9, 2014, accessed 12 April 
2014, http://www.rediff.com/news/report/ls-election-get-me-a-bride-take-my-vote-haryana-bachelors-tell-
candidates/20140409.htm.  
2 Ibid. 
3 Press Trust of India (PTI), “BJP leader O.P. Dhankar promises brides from Bihar for Haryana’s youth,” The 
Economic Times, July 6, 2014, accessed 3 September 2014, http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes.com/2014-07-
06/news/51108003_1_brides-haryana-youths-sushil-modi.  



 2 

These incidents also underscore a crisis that has gradually been unfolding in Haryana’s 

countryside over the last few decades: a shortage of women of marriageable age, resulting in 

almost every village having a sizable number of unmarried adult men. This “male marriage 

squeeze” in Haryana had been foretold. In 1991, India’s decennial censuses had begun flagging 

the lessening number of women in Haryana, as well as in other economically prosperous 

provinces of North India, such as Punjab, Delhi, and Western Uttar Pradesh. Haryana’s 

neighbouring province, Rajasthan, also started showing an abnormal decline in the numbers of 

female infants being born as compared to male infants in the same time period (see Appendix H 

for details). The Census of 2011 showed, in the category of 0–6 years, a further decline in the 

Child Sex Ratio (CSR)4 for India as a whole, from 927 females per 1000 males in 2001 to 914 in 

2011, with the biggest drops concentrated in North and Northwest India (Census of India 2011b) 

(see Appendix H for decadal changes in CSR for Haryana and Rajasthan). These changes have 

caused sociologists to raise concerns about the long-term socio-economic implications of fewer 

numbers of women and the increased masculinization of societies due to the skewed sex ratios 

(Hudson and Den Boer 2005, 22).  

By 2011, in India, the numbers of “missing women”5 – a term used to refer to a shortage 

of women in relation to men in the adult population – stood at a staggering 37.7 million (Census 

of India 2011b). The Government of India’s family planning policies, put in place to limit family 

size, have intersected with the proliferation of new reproductive technologies that enable the 

detection and elimination of female foetuses, resulting in substantially fewer numbers of girls 
                                                
4 Child Sex Ratio, or CSR for short, is defined as the ratio of female population to 1000 males in the same age 
group. In India, the CSR employs the age group 0–6 years as its benchmark for mapping the gender-adverse sex 
ratio.  
5 The term “missing women” was used by economist Amartaya Sen to describe the shortfall of women relative to 
their expected numbers in any given country. See Amartya Sen, “More than a 100 Million Women are Missing,” 
New York Review of Books, December 20, 1990, accessed October 3, 2015, http://www.nybooks.com/articles/1990/ 
12/20/more-than-100-million-women-are-missing/.  
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being born (Bandyopadhyay 2003; Jha et al. 2011; John et al. 2008). A combination of sex-

selective abortions, infanticide, and neglect of the girl-child due to discrimination in healthcare 

and nutrition, resulting in higher female infant and child mortality, has created a crisis of 

“missing women” (Dasgupta et al. 2002, 156–57; Sen 1990).6 Scholars conservatively estimate 

the number of never-married men in India to reach 40 million by 2020 (Guilmoto 2012, 92). 

North India, where the sex ratio is particularly skewed, is now confronted with a male marriage 

squeeze comparable to the one plaguing China and other Southeast Asian countries, where such 

men are called “bare branches,” or guang gun (Hudson and Den Boer 2002, 11).  

The Problematique: Unravelling Links Between Neoliberalism, Marriage, Patriarchy, 

Caste, and Religious Fundamentalism in Contemporary India 

Post-market reform India exhibits all the characteristics of the contemporary global 

capitalist accumulative process. Since the mid-1990s, a new trend of the “bare branches,” or men 

facing a bride deficit in their local marriage pool, travelling in search of wives, from the North 

Indian provinces of Haryana, Rajasthan, and Western Uttar Pradesh to distant and economically 

marginalized parts of India, such as West Bengal, Odisha, Assam, Tripura, or Jharkhand, has 

emerged (Kaur 2004). Interchangeably called long-distance (Chaudhry and Mohan 2011) or 

cross-region marriages (Kaur 2010), such marriages are confined within India’s national 

boundaries. This is unlike in China or Taiwan, where significant cross-border marriage migration 

of women from poorer Southeast Asian countries has taken place in response to the male 

                                                
6 Cultural preference for a male offspring amongst the Hindus is ascribed to the customs of patrilineal inheritance of 
land and other productive assets; old-age insurance, relating to having a son take care of elderly parents; and 
performance of funerary rites by the eldest son. Discrimination against daughters is also attributed to the unequal 
status of women in society; the lesser value placed on their labour; and the pervasiveness of the institution of dowry, 
in which the bride’s family has to make financially draining marriage payments, in the form of cash, jewellery, and 
consumer goods, to the prospective groom (Bhat and Halli 1999; Sharma 1993). Desire to limit family size is also 
linked to birth order: families do not show preference for a son for their first-born, but if the first child is a girl, often 
they access medical intervention to ensure the second birth results in a son (Jha et al. 2011). 
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marriage squeeze (Duong et al. 2007; Hugo and Nguyen 2007; Wang 2010).  

There appears to be a strong correlation between India’s neoliberal economic reforms and 

the almost simultaneous growth of non-customary marriages between men from these 

economically prosperous regions of North India and women from distant and economically 

marginalized areas within India. Migration for marriage is not a new phenomenon in India. Over 

80 percent of “lifetime migrants” in India are women who cite marriage as the main reason for 

migration from their place of birth (Rosenzweig and Stark 1989, 906). One study estimates that 

20 million Indian women undertake marriage migration each year (Fulford 2013, 02), with a 

significant proportion of such marriages being rural-to-rural in nature. Amongst the Hindus, the 

custom of patrilocality (residing in the husband’s household after marriage) coupled with caste 

restrictions creates such flows of female marriage migrants. However, what needs to be 

underscored here is that the distinctiveness of the emergent cross-region matrimonies, similarly 

involving the migration of the female spouse, rests on the fact that they breach customary 

marriage rules followed by both the caste Hindus and the Meo Muslim community in North 

India. The sudden increase in such multiply transgressive matrimonies on the North Indian 

marriage-scape raises as many vexing questions about the precipitating factors as about the status 

of the cross-region brides in these non-customary alliances.  

Given this, theoretically, this thesis aims to unpack the complex relationships between 

women’s subordination, patriarchy, capitalist enterprise, and the social dimensions of 

globalization in India through its case study of these newly emergent transgressive marriages. It 

argues that the spread of the neoliberal market economy in India has led to the hyper-

commodification of the female body; intensified gender subordination; erosion of women’s 

bargaining ability around both their labour and bodies; and increased vulnerability to new forms 
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of gender-based violence for women. It also contends that the forces of accumulation unleashed 

by the neoliberal project in India have heightened the existing socio-economic inequalities in 

historically marginalized communities, and have led, in particular, to a “dispossession of 

choice,” a term that the thesis employs to define the constriction of marital choices for women 

from such communities. Political economy theorists note that the process of capital accumulation 

is highly gendered, and that its predatory policies extend beyond mere dispossessions of land, 

livelihoods, and resources (Hartsock 2006, 183–84). As such, in relation to the phenomena of 

non-customary cross-region marriages, the thesis argues that dispossession – a term that David 

Harvey (2005) uses to describe the contemporary capitalist accumulation process, which is based 

on a series of dispossessions – extends to intimate social relations as well. It forces women from 

a certain segment of India’s population to “voluntarily” undertake these new forms of 

matrimony. The thesis therefore extends Harvey’s term to label such marriages and the 

dispossession of marriage choice as “matrimonial dispossession.”  

Thus, the thesis situates these cross-region marriages7 within the context of the far-

reaching changes occurring within India’s socio-economic and political landscape. It is premised 

on the view that any examination of the lived experience of these cross-region brides, whether it 

relates to their subjectivity or the ability to negotiate relationships within the intimate realm of 

marriage, can be a limiting exercise if such marriages are not grounded within India’s political 

                                                
7 Terms like long-distance, inter-region, or cross-region marriages do not do fully capture the complexity of the 
transgressive inter-caste or inter-ethnic nature of such alliances. Such terms can also reference caste endogamous 
marriages, undertaken between members of a jati that might have migrated to another part of India for their 
livelihood. On the one hand, the phrase “female-deficit induced marriage migration” places undue emphasis on girl 
dis-preference and the shortage of women as contributory factors for such marriages. On the other, the term “non-
customary cross-region marriage,” which appears to capture the spirit of the emergent marriage practice more 
accurately, becomes unwieldy to use because of its wordiness. Notwithstanding the author’s (semantic) uneasiness 
with the term “cross-region marriage” to represent non-customary and non-caste endogamous marriages, the thesis 
will use the terms “cross-region” and “non-customary” marriages interchangeably for such matrimonies. Further, for 
the sake of ease, these brides will be referred to as “cross-region brides,” a term borrowed freely from Kaur (2004). 
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economy, colonial history, caste politics, patriarchy, and divisive religious fundamentalism. 

Further, it is only through an intersectional analysis that employs a combination of theoretical 

frameworks that a comprehensive understanding of the configuration of gender relations and the 

gender status of India’s cross-region brides can occur.  

Together, the frameworks of political economy, Dalit8 feminist theory, and postcolonial 

feminist thought provide the necessary theoretical tools to excavate the reasons for the 

emergence of multiply-transgressive cross-region marriages from the mid-1990s onward in the 

North Indian marriage-scape, as well as the new modes of gender subordination and 

asymmetrical power relations attendant with it. Using these frameworks will help tease out the 

economic source of women’s oppression and exploitation, and the erosion of gender rights; the 

role of the oppressive ideologies of caste, patriarchy, and religion in shaping the relations of 

production and subordination; and, further, the state of gender violence against women from 

historically and socially marginalized groups such as the Dalits and the Indian Muslims. In doing 

so, the thesis will be able to situate the “matrimonial dispossession” that is occurring through 

cross-region marriages in India.  

The thesis questions the very nature of knowledge formation about cross-region 

marriages and the status of such brides. At the micro-level, it analyzes whether these marriages 

are a consequence of the female deficit and female foeticide in the conjugal regions. It asks: who 

are these men seeking such transgressive matrimonies that can invite caste censure or community 

                                                
8 “Dalit” is loosely translated as “crushed” or “broken” in Hindi. It is a politically aware term, one that was coined in 
the 1970s. The historically oppressed and marginalized groups considered as “untouchables” within Brahmanical 
Hinduism choose to be referred to as Dalits. These include a large percentage of India’s population also known in 
official parlance as SC or ST: SC is an acronym for Scheduled Castes, a moniker for a list of caste groups contained 
in a schedule of the Indian Constitution, who are eligible for affirmative policies of the Indian State; ST is short 
form for Scheduled Tribes, a term covering the indigenous population of India. Unless these terms are embedded in 
an interview, I will use Dalits when referring to these historically marginalized and oppressed castes in India. 
According to India’s 2011 Census, they comprise 17 percent of the country’s population. 
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ostracism? What are their motives in travelling vast distances across India to get married? Is the 

practice localized to some groups of men more than others? The thesis also inquires into the 

compulsions that cause the natal families and the women themselves to opt for such 

matrimonies, despite clear knowledge that the women will have to contend with the multiple 

unfamiliarities of their new physical and social environment, including language, customs, 

modes of work, and food habits, to name a few. Comparative analysis of this set of brides with 

the local ones is undertaken to excavate the differences and commonalities in their lived 

experience as brides, whether related to their integration within the conjugal families; their 

ability to bargain, negotiate, or resist the demands, excessive or not, made on their labour; the 

regulatory mechanisms of control exercised over them; or their intimate relationship with their 

husband, among other issues.  

Additionally, the study compares the Hindus and the Meo for the differences and 

commonalities in their marriage practices and treatment of cross-region brides. It examines how 

the hegemonic discourses of patriarchy and/or caste are strategically articulated within these two 

communities to exert control over both the migrant and the local brides, and to extract their 

productive and reproductive labour with minimal resistance. The study seeks to go beyond all 

narratives of victimhood regarding these brides, in order to understand if and how cross-region 

brides enact scripts of resistances against the extraction of their labour or against caste 

discrimination. Here again, a comparative analysis is undertaken to examine the shape their 

agency takes versus that of the local brides.  

This study focuses on answering the following questions: how do the overlapping 

oppressions of caste, gender, and patriarchy shape the lived reality of Dalit cross-region brides in 

Haryana and Rajasthan, where routine and brutal violence is meted out by the upper castes to the 
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local Dalits for supposed violations of caste-sanctioned behaviour? And how do the absence of 

parental and community policing mechanisms and support networks, due to the vast distance 

between the conjugal and natal regions – resulting in each bride’s immersion into a space where 

everything is alien and unknown – become magnified with the added factors of caste, ethnicity, 

and religious identity? 

At a macro level, the thesis examines how marriage, as a patriarchal institution, intersects 

with caste, religion, ethnicity, race, and neoliberal economy to reshape marriage strategies, 

gender rights, and gender relations in these alliances. Does “accumulation by dispossession” 

(Harvey 2005) under the current regime of neoliberalism in India create enabling conditions for 

the hyper-commodification of the female body, increasing the vulnerability of that body to new 

forms of gender-based violence, including trafficking and forced marriage? The thesis therefore 

interrogates the hegemonic anti-trafficking discourse that singularly presents all brides as 

trafficked, and all cross-region alliances as inherent instances of trafficking. The questions that it 

asks in this regard are: do these alliances constitute marriage or trafficking of women, and what 

does consent for marriage imply for women who are both hegemonized by the patriarchal norms 

governing marriage and gender roles, and constrained by their socio-economic circumstances? 

And finally, what gains do the anti-trafficking discourse masters stand to make by circulating 

meta-narratives of trafficking for forced marriage?  

Defining the Research Methodology 

The thesis relies on the empirical evidence obtained from its extensive original research, 

details of which are provided in Chapter 3. This study was conducted over a period of four years, 

from 2011–14, in a total of 246 villages, 226 of which were from the receiving regions and ten 

each from the two sending regions of India. The research covers two conjugal provinces of North 
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India, namely Haryana and Rajasthan, and the two natal provinces of West Bengal and Odisha 

from East India. A total of 226 villages were surveyed for quantitative data in five Districts of 

the two conjugal regions of Haryana and Rajasthan, namely Rewari, Rohtak, and Mewat in 

Haryana and Alwar, and Jhunjhunu in Rajasthan. 1216 self-identifying cross-region brides 

participated in this survey. For the study of the natal regions, one District each of Baleshwar and 

Cooch Behar from the East Indian provinces of Odisha and West Bengal, respectively, formed 

the site of inquiry; ten villages from each District were surveyed.  

This research, to date, is the first large-scale academic work on cross-region marriages in 

India to employ a triangulation of quantitative and qualitative research methods, including 

surveys, one-on-one interviews, focus groups, participant observation, and note taking. It is also 

the first study, to date, to focus on such marriages among the Meo. The study draws on a fairly 

comprehensive data size of 246 villages to obtain original empirical evidence on cross-region 

matrimonies. In comparison, studies done by earlier scholars involved the use of secondary 

sources (Kaur 2012), as well as anecdotal evidence, from small sample sizes that ranged from 

one to five villages (Ahlawat 2009; Chaudhary and Mohan 2011; Kaur 2004; Mishra 2013; 

Mukherjee 2015). Further, seven local NGOs, working at the grassroots level on gender and 

human rights, collaborated in the quantitative and qualitative phases of the study.  

The choice of Haryana as one of the two conjugal regions was predicated by the fact that 

cross-region marriages have been occurring there since the early 1990s. On the other hand, this 

trend had only emerged in the other conjugal region of Rajasthan since the mid-2000s. A 

comparative analysis of the older and newer sites of these non-customary marriages would reveal 

if there were any differences in marriage patterns, modes of marriage making, or the treatment of 

cross-region brides. Additionally, both provinces suffer from a female-adverse sex ratio (see 



 10 

Appendix H).  

The study also compared the Hindus and the Meo Muslims in these two provinces, in 

order to investigate the commonalities and differences between these two distinct religious 

groups; uncover the causes of marriage alliances; examine marriage strategies; determine gender 

relations and gender power dynamics within such matrimonies; and look into the lived realities 

of the two sets of cross-region brides. A comparative analysis of the gender relations and gender 

rights of the local Hindu and Meo brides in these two provinces vis-à-vis the cross-region brides 

was continually undertaken, in order to both tease out the commonalities and differences in their 

experiences, and understand how the institutions of marriage, patriarchy, religion, and caste were 

being reformulated to assert new forms of patriarchal control over both sets of brides.  

The study would have suffered from serious omissions in its analysis if it had not 

undertaken research in the sending regions to analyze the precipitating factors for such 

marriages. The two East Indian provinces of Odisha and West Bengal were selected based on the 

repetition of data from the conjugal region surveys. Apart from this research, only one other 

study so far has studied the natal regions (see Mukherjee 2015). However, Mukherjee’s work, 

while welcome for a focus on natal regions, suffers from a lack of methodological rigour. This 

study on the conjugal region of Rewari relied on local traders, people coming to shop in markets, 

and elected village representatives to locate cross-region matrimonies (2015, 84). Studies 

focussing on the ethics of working with vulnerable subjects emphasize the necessity of 

maintaining the confidentiality of participants, due to the risks involved in their participation 

(Shaw 2008; Wiles et al. 2008). However, Mukherjee’s method of participant recruitment 

breaches such considerations. As well, her research, undertaken in the same natal region of 

Cooch Behar in the eastern province of West Bengal as was used for the current study, provides 



 11 

no rationale for the choice of either the region or the five villages that she chose to work in. 

Apart from relying on a local NGO, she mentions utilizing the police and local traders to identify 

families in cross-region matrimonies. She cites that 17 “cases literally had to be handpicked” 

(2015, 85) from the five villages that she chose to research.  

In contrast, the primary research for this thesis relied on a repetition of survey data from 

conjugal areas to focus on the two natal regions of Odisha and West Bengal. Additionally, the 

author recognized that the success of primary research relies on the trust that participants place in 

the researcher, and so collaborated with local NGOs active at the grassroots level in the area of 

gender and child rights to conduct the survey, and in the qualitative phase of the research. 

Studies elsewhere have emphasized the importance of using local stakeholders, grounded in the 

communities where research is undertaken, as collaborative partners to ensure the success of 

studies involving vulnerable populations and intensely personal subjects (Goldberg-Freeman et 

al. 2007; Heron and Reason 2001). The effectiveness of this strategy in the current study is 

evidenced by the thorough nature of the primary data from Cooch Behar, where the survey in 10 

villages revealed 126 instances of cross-region matrimonies. In this region alone, 31 detailed 

interviews were conducted with a range of actors, including family members of cross-region 

brides, villagers, and bride locators. 

Overall, a total of 329 one-on-one interviews, including 116 with cross-region brides 

from the Hindu and Meo communities, were conducted over the study’s four-year research 

period. The interviewees included the women’s husbands, the men’s family members, villagers, 

caste and religious elders, caste council members, District and national-level administrators and 

law enforcement agencies, anti-trafficking activists, scholars, and a range of people involved in 

matchmaking, including marriage brokers, human traffickers, bride locators, and altruistic 
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marriage mediators.  

Few Wives Available Locally: Theoretical Contentions About Doing “Matrimony” Across 

Distances 

“Jo sachh hai woh saamne aa kar rahega” (The truth cannot be hidden)9 

The extensive empirical evidence reveals that cross-region marriages are not 

homogenously practiced by the caste Hindus or the Meo. Among the Hindus, a significant 

proportion of these marriages are overwhelmingly undertaken by men from the dominant-

peasant caste groups10: the Jats, the Ahirs, and the Yadavs11 (see Appendix A for a detailed 

listing of caste groups). These castes own large tracts of land in Haryana and Rajasthan and 

therefore wield economic and political clout. These dominant-peasant castes, in particular, suffer 

from a higher female deficit than other caste groups in the two conjugal regions, and have, in the 

recent past, unequivocally opposed local inter-caste marriages between their caste women and 

Dalit men.12 The findings reveal that it is the lower classes of unmarried men from these 

dominant-peasant caste groups – made up of predominantly landless or marginal landowning 

peasants, and those who work as daily wage labourers in the agriculture or agriculture-allied 

sector – that comprise the majority of the grooms. This pattern is echoed among the historically 

socio-economically marginalized Meo community. A clear link can be drawn between the 

                                                
9 Meher Singh Dahiya, interview and translation by author, 24 July 2014, Sisana village, Sonipat District, Haryana. 
He was replying in response to a question about the reasons for men from his community going in for cross-region 
marriages.  
10 The term “dominant” caste was coined by M.N. Srinivas to refer to a caste that was numerically, economically, 
and politically strong in a village (1987). Other theorists have insisted that dominance of any caste arose primarily 
from economic power rather than numerical strength (Dumont, 1970). Today, the term refers to a caste group that 
owns the majority of land. 
11 Yadav is an umbrella caste term for a number of castes that were originally pastoral in occupation and involved in 
dairy farming, such as the Ahirs and the Gwalas. Yadavs are a dominant-peasant caste group in Bihar and Uttar 
Pradesh, with a lesser footprint in Haryana and a negligible presence in Rajasthan. 
12 Deepinder Deswall, “Inter-caste marriages taking toll in Jatland,” The Times of India, April 20, 2013, accessed 
February 21, 2015, http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/Inter-caste-marriages-taking-toll-in-jatland/articleshow/ 
1964226.  
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pervasive institutional socio-economic discrimination against the Meo in post-independence 

India and the rise in Hindutva, or Hindu fundamentalist ideology; this link demonstrates reasons 

for the emergence of a marriage squeeze in this otherwise female-rich community. Despite the 

lack of a (potential) bride shortage, the ineligibility of men with precarious livelihood options 

causes their rejection in the local Meo marriage market and forces them to seek cross-region 

matrimonies.  

Among the Hindus, these non-customary marriages, undertaken across regions, breach 

rules of caste endogamy because of the different ethnicities and vast geographical distance 

between the conjugal and the natal communities. These are markedly different from the historical 

“inter-caste” marriages of the dominant-peasant caste men, primarily because they are not 

undertaken locally with women from the supposedly “female-rich” local Dalit castes. Instead, 

such “taboo” inter-caste marriages are sought only from the distant and remote parts of India. 

Locally rejected bachelors make huge investments of time and money to marry a woman 

belonging to a different ethnicity, region, and sometimes even religion, instead of choosing a 

local Dalit bride who shares a common language and work culture. Further, these grooms, 

despite hailing from dominant-peasant caste groups, are overwhelmingly economically 

marginalized, unlike in the past, when only a very thin minority of rural moneyed dominant-

peasant castes sought such marriages. As well, in the past, the groom would pay a bride price to 

the parents, but the current practice is to offer a “no dowry and all wedding expenses paid” 

proposal to incentivize the parents and their daughter to agree to the union. The data from both 

the conjugal and natal regions reveals that a majority of these brides are drawn from the Dalit 

communities (see Appendix G and Appendix H) among the Hindus. In the case of Dalit women, 

the triple axes of oppression of caste, class, and patriarchy intersect with gender and the 
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neoliberal accumulative process to further circumscribe their life choices. Poor women from the 

Indian Muslim community are additionally burdened with the oppressions of Hindutva and 

religious fundamentalism.  

The thesis brings forth a rich and textured tapestry of voices, from the brides, their 

parents, the husbands, and the diverse set of marriage mediators, to challenge the dominant anti-

trafficking discourse claims that all brides are trafficked. The combination of statistical data and 

narratives from the field demonstrate that no one incontrovertible truth claim about such 

matrimonies can be made. While acknowledging that the trafficking of women for coerced 

marriage does take place, and does indeed amount to a human rights abuse of the women 

trafficked for marriage, the thesis advises caution against generalizing the claim to all cross-

region marriages. The routes by which the women end up in a rural household in either Haryana 

or Rajasthan, and the motives for the marriage mediators to undertake matchmaking, are as 

diverse as the motives of the women and their families in accepting such matrimonies. The thesis 

therefore contends that discourses around trafficked women, women’s sexual slavery by North 

Indian men, and/or the victimhood of the brides are deliberately circulated by anti-trafficking 

activists and organizations that stand to gain from institutionalizing their claims. Such claims not 

only re-orientalize Indian men and women, they also deflect attention away from structural and 

systemic causes that precipitate migration strategies.  

The use of a theoretical synthesis also provides a combination of analytical tools to study 

factors that pose a threat to the hegemony of dominant-peasant castes in Haryana and Rajasthan, 

thus making them more anxious to assert their dominance, especially in rural areas, including: 

the Indian state’s affirmative reservations policies for the historically marginalized castes; Dalit 

political awareness; (neoliberal) capitalist expansion in India; and, in particular, “taboo” love 
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inter-caste marriages of Dalit men with dominant-peasant caste women. While situating these 

marriages within the larger context of inter-country or cross-region marriages occurring in 

Southeast and East Asia due to a female deficit, the thesis proves that changed material 

conditions in India have eroded gender rights; heightened caste-based identity politics; and led to 

the further entrenchment of repressive patriarchal ideology. However, as the thesis proves, these 

marriages work to defuse class tensions – already aggravated due to neoliberalism – within 

same-caste groups, caused by poor men being forced to remain lifelong bachelors due to the 

tradition of hypergamy (Guilmoto 2007, 5), and a “backlog of older, unmarried men, still in the 

‘marriage market’” (ibid, 6). These caste relations, both within same-caste and between different 

caste groups, vitiated by the neoliberal accumulation process, are a key factor in precipitating the 

increase in cross-region alliances.  

Centrality of Caste in Social Relations 

No serious work on marriage or social relations in India can proceed without elucidating 

the centrality of caste ideology13 in creating and maintaining the socio-economic stratifications 

that translate into systemic and intergenerational poverty, as well as inequality, for those at the 

bottom of the hierarchy, and privilege and power for those at its topmost layers. As an ideology 

and as a rigid social stratification, caste operates as an everyday practice that permeates all 

aspects of social relations and behaviour, through ritual acts and norms of endogamy, 

commensality, and association or touch, to enforce and regulate the hierarchies and exclusivity 

of caste groups. This hierarchical descent-based kinship system amongst the Hindus is made up 
                                                
13 There is considerable debate about the origins of the caste system, but it appears that the move from a nomadic 
pastoral economy to one based on settled agriculture in the Indo-Gangetic plains, from around 1700 BCE onward, 
laid its foundation. Its earlier form, consisting of a three-fold division of society, was marked by egalitarianism, but 
as need for agricultural labour increased, indigenous groups were colonized to meet the labour deficit. Their 
incorporation within the folds of the newly emerging agrarian society was when the hierarchical caste arrangement 
was conceptualized and legitimized by an ideology called Brahmanism, mentioned in the earliest Sanskrit text, Rig 
Veda, dating back to 1500 BCE (Doniger and Smith 1991, 27). 
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of four castes, or varnas, arranged in a pyramid-like structure, with Brahmans (priests) at the top, 

followed by Kshtriyas (warriors), and then Vaishyas (merchants and traders), with Shudras 

(peasants and artisans) at the bottom. Apart from these four savarna, or pure castes, a large 

number of people known as Avarna (“without varna”) remain “outside” the caste system as 

“outcastes” or “untouchables,” as, according to the caste system, their “touch” and even their 

shadow could ritually pollute other caste groups. This group has historically been segregated and 

discriminated against because of their hereditary caste-based occupations, such as the handling 

and disposal of human waste or animal carcasses, leatherwork, sweeping, fishing, or hunting. 

The Adivasis,14 or India’s tribal population, also remain outside the caste system.  

In India, caste is used interchangeably with varna or jati; however, in reality, it is jati, or 

sub-caste, operating as a closed social sub-group, that determines everyday rules and regulations 

of behaviour and interaction between various caste sub-groups. Each jati has a traditional 

occupation and ranking within a particular varna. Jatis, usually territorially bound to a specific 

geographical space, are further sub-divided into exogamous patrilineal clan groups called Got or 

Gotra. According to Chakravarti, the portrayal of such “dominant material relationships in ritual 

and status terms” (2013, 15) results in the internalization of the oppressive and exploitative caste 

hierarchies by the lower castes. This ideological acceptance of the caste system, which justifies a 

descent-based representation of society, results in the alienation of the lower castes from land 

and/or resources, and allows the extraction of labour and services from them without the need for 

continual exercise of physical violence or force. Historically, the upper three castes have granted 

themselves exclusionary access to secular and ritual knowledge, both in its production and 

                                                
14 Adivasis is a term used for a group of ethnic and tribal groups considered India’s autochthonous population. The 
Constitution of India recognizes them as “Scheduled Tribes”; the “Scheduled” here referring to a schedule that lists 
Tribes that enjoy special status. 
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circulation, effectively shutting off the Shudras and the “Outcastes” from obtaining upward class 

mobility through livelihoods that are not “caste hereditary.”  

With one’s birth determining one’s ranking in the caste hierarchy and related “caste 

hereditary” occupation, the lower castes cannot aspire to move out of the vicious structure of 

caste disprivileges that they are generationally burdened with, which guarantee the continual 

expropriation of their labour and services by the upper castes. Though caste and class are not 

collapsed into one unit, there is a strong correlation between the ritual hierarchies echoed in class 

relations and the class-held resources that act as the “material base” (Omvedt 1982, 14) of caste, 

as exhibited in the domination of the means of economic production by the upper castes.  

Caste and Gender Subordination 

This edifice of caste can only be maintained and reproduced if stratifications between the 

various castes are strictly maintained. Gender subordination through the control and regulation of 

female sexuality through marriage thus becomes vital in ensuring its reproduction (Chakravarti 

2003). Caste endogamy is the linchpin through which unequal caste hierarchies are reproduced 

(Chakravarti 2004). Caste endogamous marriages are customarily conducted within the same 

jati, or sub-caste group, following the rules of both clan, or got, and village or territorial 

exogamy. Inter-caste marriages are considered taboo, and individual autonomy in the mate 

selection is usually overridden in favour of pragmatic matrimonial choices; this ensures that 

caste hierarchies, which otherwise might get eroded, are maintained.15 Though hypergamous 

                                                
15 Caste violations through marriage have, both historically and in contemporary India, been managed sternly by 
caste councils and members, with disciplinary punishments serving as warnings against future deviances from 
ritually imposed marriage norms. Though marriage within a closed caste group is preferred, anuloma marriages 
between upper caste men and women lower in the caste hierarchy are, conceptually, allowed (Kapadia 1966, 202). 
Notwithstanding this conceptual approval, anuloma marriages still “denigrate” the women entering these alliances 
(Desai and Krishnaraj 2004, 303), and these unions are not accepted on a large scale. Pratiloma marriages between 
high caste women and men lower down on the caste hierarchy, however, are completely barred, as such unions 
would challenge the reproduction of caste stratification by diluting caste purity.  
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alliances oftentimes involve different regions, there usually is a geographical boundary marking 

an imaginary cut-off for such unions. It can comprise “a few administrative units [up] to a whole 

linguistic region” (Karve 1994, 56), done so to prevent ties with families whose caste credentials 

and status cannot be verified due to distance. As well, spatial limits are created naturally, as the 

desired gotras or gots (clan groups) for marriage alliances are normally concentrated in one 

particular region and are not found elsewhere.  

In India, marriage is considered a social obligation that not only brings two people 

together, but also cements a union between caste and status equal families, with isogamous 

(status equal) or hypergamous (marrying into a higher class status) alliances preferred by the 

women’s families. Arranged marriages are still the dominant norm,16 in which the parents or the 

kin act as decision makers in the spouse selection (Beteille 1994, 438; Uberoi 1994, 36). Even 

today, nearly 90 percent of all marriages in India are arranged (Jaiswal 2014, 12). Various 

studies on marriage patterns in urban India reveal a majority of people prefer an “arranged” over 

“love” marriage, with one study pegging 82 percent of young people from North India as 

favouring arranged marriages.17 “Love-marriage,” a term used to describe a romantic or 

companionate alliance involving a self-chosen life partner, typically invites censure and 

sanctions from extended family members, along with the loss of kin-support structures (Grover 

2009). These unions are often inter-caste18 in nature, and prioritize fulfillment of individual 

desire and autonomy over maintaining caste norms. 

Despite claims of a modernizing impulse of Indians, caused by India’s integration into 

                                                
16 IANS, “Indians swear by arranged marriages,” India Today, March 4, 2013, accessed July 5, 2015, 
http://indiatoday.intoday.in/story/indians-swear-by-arranged-marriages/1/252496.html;  
17 Ibid. 
18 Caste endogamy through marriage alliances is the cornerstone for maintaining caste hierarchies amongst Hindus 
in India. Inter-caste marriages threaten to destabilize unequal hierarchies of power and privileges and are thus 
strongly opposed in India. 
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the global capitalist market, increased rural–urban migration, the unquestioning embrace of 

Western cultural values by most urban elites, and the supposed irrelevance of caste in everyday 

encounters in many urban areas, studies show that religion and caste continue to play a 

determining role in social relations and marriages amongst Hindus and Muslims (ibid).  

The Meo Caste and Marriage Structure  

The Indian Muslims echo the social stratification of Hindus based on occupation and 

birth, despite Islam ideologically professing the importance of an egalitarian society. Sectarian 

identity based on Shia or Sunni beliefs and the ancestry of people, whether of foreign origin or 

converts from a local faith that labels people either high or low caste, creates differences between 

groups of Indian Muslims (Bhatty 1996; Sikand 2000). Indian Muslims from North India echo 

the Hindu marriage customs of territorial exogamy and patri(viri)locale19 residence by newly 

wed women. Again, very much like with the caste Hindus, caste endogamous marriages are 

sought by the Indian Muslims.  

A brief note about the history of the Meo is pertinent here.20 The Meo self-identify as a 

distinct socio-cultural ethnic community, and, despite their Muslim religion, trace their lineage to 

the Hindu Rajputs in North India. According to Jamous, they should be considered both a caste 

group and a distinct religious faith within Islam because of this dual identity (2003, 18). It is also 

contended that the Meo converted to Islam after leaving other Hindu caste groups and a tribe, 

Meena, with whom they shared several similarities. This occurred over a period of time, 

beginning from the eleventh century, when Muslim invaders gained control over large parts of 
                                                
19 Married woman taking up residence in her husband’s or his extended family’s household.  
20 The Meo historically inhabited a geographically contiguous space called Mewat, or the “land of the Meo,” 
understood more as a cultural space than an administrative unit. In present-day India, it is administratively divided 
up between the Mewat and Faridabad Districts in southern Haryana and the Alwar, Bharatpur, and Dholpur Districts 
in Rajasthan. A small portion of historical Mewat also lies in western Uttar Pradesh; however, it is within the 
District of Mewat, Haryana, that the Meo comprise an overwhelming majority, with another significant pocket 
localized in a few administrative Blocks, or Tehsils, in the Alwar District, in Rajasthan. 
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North India (Aggarwal 1971, 38). The conversion of ruling Rajput groups was often done 

strategically to keep their economic and political interests intact, or as part of a settlement after 

their defeat (ibid). Shail Mayaram, who has done extensive ethnographic work amongst the Meo 

Muslims, argues that they were not converts to Islam, as has been postulated by others; instead, 

she contends, they were a nomadic Islamic tribe called the Mids, or Meds, who migrated from 

Western India into the region now known as Mewat, between the ninth and eleventh centuries 

(2006, 20–23). 

As converts from Hinduism, the Meo are considered low caste, or Neech zat, by the 

Indian Muslims. The Meo men and women are disfavoured for marriage by the Indian Muslims 

because of their suspect religious identity and their low caste status within the Muslim hierarchy 

(Chauhan 2003). Conversely, the Meo also prohibit marriage with non-Meo women, either of 

Indian Muslim background or any other religion (Jamous 2003, 11). Such marriages risk inviting 

censure from the Meo community, including the threat of ostracism and the lack of recognition 

of such transgressive alliances (Shamsh 1983, 79). This is because the Meo, very much like the 

caste Hindus, prefer caste endogamous marriage within their group (Aggarwal 1971; Jamous 

2003). The Meo differ from the Indian Muslims on other counts too. They consider first cousin 

marriage, either cross or parallel, taboo and have strong restrictions in place against this practice. 

They are also overwhelmingly involved in single marriage unions, despite the allowance in 

India, under the Muslim Personal Law, for Muslim men to have four wives. 

Tracing the Historical Trajectory of Non-Customary Marriages  

In Haryana, there is evidence of local inter-caste marriages taking place as early as the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (Darling 1925). However, these marriages were 

qualitatively very different than the ones occurring in contemporary India due to female deficits. 



 21 

Such alliances were limited to a few within caste groups, such as the moneyed Jats, who had the 

financial means to pay a bride price. The women usually belonged to local low caste groups from 

within the region or adjoining areas. Historical accounts also mention open auctions, or Mandis, 

being held in towns like Ambala21 or Jind, where women were bought for marriage by Jats 

(Jeffery and Jeffery 1997, 238–39; Khanna 2011, 29–33). These inter-caste alliances, often 

secondary for the men due to their widower status, were typically driven by a need to fill labour 

shortage in families. Despite the popularity of the adage “whoever marries a Jat becomes a 

Jatni,”22 the caste brethren generally did not look upon these alliances favourably, and nor were 

the women and their offspring accorded equal status as same-caste brides within the kin groups 

(Chowdhry 2011, 120–53). Oftentimes, these alliances were also challenged by the husband’s 

family and extended kin, especially when the man died and his share of property had to be 

passed on to his low caste widow and heirs (ibid).  

Unlike then, the context for such marriages in the contemporary period is totally 

different. The period from the mid-1980s in India witnessed tremendous ferment in its socio-

economic and political landscape, as neoliberal reactionary forces gathered strength and emerged 

centre stage to reshape its economy, redefine the role of the state, and create deep fractures along 

caste and religious lines. These decisive moments in Indian polity, society, and economy altered 

political subjectivities through “identity politics,” questioned notions of nationhood and 

belonging, exacerbated structural and systemic inequalities for an overwhelming majority of 

India’s populace, and, in the process, impacted marriage strategies practiced by the Hindus and 

Meo Muslims.  

                                                
21 Sarbjit Dhaliwal, “Bride-buying an old practice in north India,” The Tribune, August 18, 2013, accessed 
September 7, 2011, http://www.tribuneindia.com/2003/20030818/main8.htm.  
22 Women from the Jat caste group are colloquially referred to as “Jatni.” 
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Caste, Class, and the Politics of Reservations 

One key moment that decisively changed the nature of political discourse in post-

independent India occurred in August 1990, when the central government accepted the 

recommendations of the Second Backward Classes Commission23 to extend 27 percent 

reservations in government jobs and educational institutions to lower castes belonging to the 

Other Backward Classes (OBCs) category.24 This Commission had been created at the demand 

of dominant peasant caste groups, which had begun flexing their political strength through the 

strategic use of their caste identity and sheer numbers. These groups resented the Dalits being 

given state-sponsored benefits and concessions through constitutionally granted affirmative 

quotas, and sought extensions of affirmative action to their castes as well. The Mandal Report, 

while accommodating the OBCs’ interests, affirmed the clout these dominant peasant castes 

wielded in North Indian society and politics (Jaffrelot 2011, 459–79). 

However, the report’s implementation led to large scale and virulent anti-Mandal 

protests, spearheaded by upper caste students and elites who perceived the redistribution of 

power to the lower castes through jobs and education as a direct threat to their interests (Jaffrelot 

1993, 430–31). The upper castes’ fear of losing their monopoly in politics, government, and 

education pushed them straight into the arms of the Hindu Right, consisting of the political party 

Bhartiya Janata Party (BJP) and its ideological mentor, the Rastriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) 

                                                
23 In 1953, the first Backward Classes Commission was set up to examine affirmative reservations for Other 
Backward Classes (OBCs) on the basis of their social, educational, and economic marginalization. The Scheduled 
Castes and Scheduled Tribes had earlier been constitutionally granted reservations in government educational 
institutions and in state and Public Sector Undertaking (PSUs) jobs. The first and second Backward Commissions 
had mandates to determine the criteria for inclusion of castes into the OBC category. The report, submitted by the 
second Backward Classes Commission under the stewardship of B.P. Mandal, came to be popularly known as the 
Mandal Report.  
24 Other Backward Classes, or OBCs, is an administrative category created by the Indian state to refer to caste 
groups that are economically, educationally, and socially depressed. A vast majority of OBCs consists of Shudra 
caste groups that are located just above the Untouchables, but below the upper and intermediate castes in the Varna 
hierarchy.  
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(Corbridge and Harris 2000, 128–29). Its rhetoric of a unified organic mass of Hindus, devoid of 

internal stratifications or caste differences, appealed to upper and middle caste Hindus who 

resented their truncated caste privileges and restricted opportunities through “quota” politics for 

the Dalits and the backward castes (Biswas 2004, 111–12; Rajagopal 2001, 192).  

The cleavage in Indian society and politics along caste lines, or its “mandalization,” also 

increased the political subjectivity of the historically dispossessed Dalits (Pushpendra 2002, 

356–83).25 They tactically used their vote-bloc politics to obtain political power and address 

caste-based economic inequalities and social discrimination (ibid).26 The Dalits’ political and 

social assertion, partly a consequence of the state’s affirmative policies towards them, made 

them resist exploitative and hereditary caste and labour practices, which, until then, had been 

taken for granted by the upper castes as part of their implicit customary caste rights and 

privileges. The OBCs, overwhelmingly consisting of peasant proprietors who relied on Dalit 

agricultural labour, were hit the hardest by this newfound Dalit assertiveness (Teltumbde 2011, 

70–71). The period from the early 1990s in rural North India, including in Haryana, thus saw 

increased caste contestations between dominant-peasant caste groups and the Dalits, with the 

latter bearing the brunt of caste violence and atrocities (ibid, 45–47 and 68–74).  

Dalits and the Burden of Caste Violence 

Each day, four Dalit and adivasi women are raped, while eleven Dalits and adivasis are 

beaten up in India. Further, every week, 13 Dalits and adivasis are murdered, five Dalits and 

                                                
25 Mandalization is a colloquial term used to refer to the implementation of the recommendations from the second 
Backward Classes Commission Report, popularly known as the Mandal Report. 
26 In North India, Dalit politics emerged centre stage, with the Bahujan Samaj Party, a political party formed in 
1984, advocating the Dalit cause, and acquiring a sizable chunk of Dalit votes (Jaffrelot 2011, 501–502) to form a 
coalition government at the provincial level in Uttar Pradesh in 1993. Its Dalit vote-bank allowed it to expand its 
electoral fortunes in subsequent elections, and extend state funds and programs for their socio-economic 
development. 
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adivasi homes are set on fire, and six Dalits and adivasis are kidnapped.27 In contemporary India, 

Dalits, or the former “untouchable” castes, number 164 million or 16 percent of its population. 

An overwhelming majority in rural areas still continue to work as daily agricultural wage 

labourers in the fields of dominant caste landlords. Though the extractive patron-client caste 

relationships, or the Jajmani system, may have declined in number, unequal relations still exist, 

due to the dominance of upper and other backward castes over landholdings and other assets that 

provide employment opportunities in rural India. In many parts of India, dominant landowning 

castes, or the OBCs, have emerged as the biggest oppressors and exploiters of Dalit caste groups, 

as they see the politicization and education of the latter as a direct threat to their privilege.  

Studies also show an increased cleavage between the Dalits and the upper castes, and a 

widespread prevalence of caste exclusionary practices and discrimination against the Dalits 

(Shah et al. 2006). Even though the Indian state legally abolished the practice of untouchability 

in 1955,28 Dalits are still subjected to daily humiliation, degradation, and exploitation through 

caste-enforced codes governing dress, behaviour, housing, employment, and access to services 

and resources (Navsarjan Trust and Robert F. Kennedy Robert Center for Justice & Human 

Rights 2011). Other studies have also revealed the scale of social disadvantage that Dalit caste 

groups suffer in everyday life (Thorat 2010). In urban centres, although caste hierarchies might 

appear blurred, both economic and social discrimination against Dalits are widespread, and range 

from exclusionary employment hiring practices to rental practices that render them unable to find 

housing (Deshpande 2011, 182–210). Dalits are also often clustered in low-paying jobs that echo 

their hereditary “low-caste” occupations (Prasad 2000). 

                                                
27 Mahim Pratap Singh, “Untouched by Justice,” The Hindu, January 25, 2013, accessed February 17, 2015, 
http://www.thehindu.com/news/national/other-states/untouched-by-justice/article4340725.ece. 
28 The Untouchability (Offenses) Act of 1955 barred caste-based exclusion, discrimination, and segregation by 
making each a punishable act.  
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Systemic and structural violence are further exacerbated for nearly 100 million Dalit 

women, who are disadvantaged by the triple intersecting burdens of caste, class, and patriarchy. 

They are socially and economically more disadvantaged than both Dalit men and other women, 

as the structural violence they experience due to their gender and caste results in lower wages, 

oppressive work conditions, precarious livelihoods, and an inability to access health facilities and 

government services (Acharya 2010; Sabharwal and Sonalkar 2015). They suffer from lower 

educational attainments and have less or no access to attaining capital assets or ownership of 

cultivable land. Further, Dalit women are routinely subject to gendered forms of caste violence 

that include forced prostitution, rapes, assaults, and humiliating public naked parades. They are 

used as tools to assert upper caste dominance, to emasculate Dalit men, and to strike fear in the 

Dalit communities around resisting upper caste hegemony.29 Often, episodes of caste violence 

against both Dalit men and women are committed as lessons, collectively performed either as 

public spectacles or with intense barbarity to instill fear and cowe them into submission 

(Teltumbde 2010, 73–74). Rashida Manjoo, UN Special Rapporteur on violence against women, 

sums up the female Dalit condition in her statement: “[t]he reality of Dalit women and girls is 

one of exclusion and marginalization, which perpetuates their subordinate position in society and 

increases their vulnerability, throughout generations” (Human Rights Watch 2013). This 

gendered nature of caste violence is of particular import to the thesis, as an overwhelming 

majority of the cross-region brides are from the lower castes (see Appendices G and K for 

details). It thus is necessary to foreground local caste polarizations and gendered caste violence 

before analysing the lived reality of these brides.  

The Rise of Hindu Supremacist Ideology and Religious Polarization 

                                                
29 For details, see Chapters 4–8 in Irudayam, Mangubai, and Lee 2014. 
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Despite the use of coercive violence, the failure of the dominant-peasant castes to manage 

caste contradictions through coercion has caused them to embrace Hindutva in order to regain 

their slipping hegemony in the countryside. By evoking the ideology of Hindutva,30 the Hindu 

Right has been able to extend its base among the OBCs across large swathes of rural North 

India.31 Here, it must be noted that the upper caste-led anti-Mandal agitation threw the BJP and 

the RSS, with their core base of upper castes, into disarray. They could ill-afford to lose the 

political constituency of OBCs by lending support to anti-Mandal agitations (Hasan 1996, 96; 

Rajagopal 2001, 192). By cleverly projecting Indian Muslims as the internal and eternal “other” 

responsible for all ills besieging India,32 and as a “pampered” minority continually appeased by 

the “pseudo-secular” Indian state and the ruling political party, Congress (Basu 1996), the Hindu 

Right has sought to engineer social cohesion of Hindus, by “transform[ing] economic and social 

contradictions among castes, between castes and among classes into communal ones” (Shani 

2011, 147). It is noteworthy that, despite the contradictions between the upper castes and the 

OBCs, the latter “historically shared with the upper castes common interests in the exploitation 

of the lower castes” (Desai 2011, 181).  

The hardening of religious and caste identity is a double-edged sword that has allowed 

the provincial propertied classes from the OBC caste groups to “mobilis[e] poorer peasants [of 

same castes] behind them in agitation to break the monopoly of lucrative posts and influence 

held by the upper castes – and to join with the landlords to keep down the Dalits whose labour 

                                                
30 Hindutva is a term coined by V.D. Savarkar, the founder of Hindu Supremacist group, Rashtriya Swayamsevak 
Sangh, or the National Volunteer Corp, in his 1923 book, Who is a Hindu?  
31 Since the Partition of India in 1947, the appeal of the Hindu Right had been confined to the Hindu upper castes, 
and the lower and middle class sections of the urban population in the Hindi-speaking belt of North India. 
32 Hindutva, as a chauvinistic Hindu nationalist rhetoric with no space for religious minorities or social dissent, 
sought to unite all Hindus around a perceived historical wrong of the razing of a temple that supposedly marked the 
birth site of the Hindu God Ram in the fifteenth century, by the Mughal ruler Babar, and the construction of a 
mosque, Babri Mosque, on the site of the demolished temple (Rajagopal 2001, 191–92).  
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they also exploited” (Harman 2004, 58). The demolition of the Babri Mosque in December 1992 

by Hindu mobs, and the Hindu-Muslim riots that followed in its wake, has furthered the 

marginalization of Muslims.33 Their ghettoization and reduction to the status of second-class 

citizens whose loyalty to the Indian state is continually questioned has led to a siege mentality 

among the Muslims. Hindutva, thus, has become an ideology for the Dalits and the Muslims, 

allowing them to behave on terms defined by the rural dominant-peasant caste elites (Ali and 

Sikand 2006; Guru 2000).  

Hindutva’s success in drawing disparate caste groups within its fold has come out of the 

ideology’s ability to have “a large inventory of very different kinds of fronts, to perform very 

different kinds of functions, at different times and in different spheres of society” (Ahmad 2015, 

185). Ironically, despite Hindutva being an upper caste Brahmanical ideology with a distinct 

anti-Dalit perspective, it has succeeded, to a large extent, in the strategic manipulation of the 

Dalits who have lived on the fringes of Hinduism, by offering them inclusion into the Hindu fold 

through participation in Hindu religious activities and exercises (Shani 2011). By doing so, 

Hindutva has quelled Dalit dissent against upper caste hegemony and simultaneously channelled 

its caste anger against another socio-economically marginalized section of Indian society, the 

Muslims. The “hinduization” of Dalits has not only ensured that the edifice of caste hierarchy 

remains intact; it has also ensured Dalit pliability to dominant-peasant caste control (Teltumbde 

2005). 

Neoliberal Reforms in India: Marginalization Under Market Fundamentalism  

                                                
33 Babri Masjid, a mosque in the town of Ayodhya in the north Indian province of Uttar Pradesh, was built in 1528–
29 by a Muslim courtier during the rule of the Mughal ruler Babur. A section of Hindus claimed that it was built 
over a structure commemorating the birthplace of the god king Ram. The dispute, known popularly as the Ayodhya 
controversy, was used by Hindu fundamentalist groups like the RSS and the BJP to galvanize militant Hindus to 
demolish the mosque.  
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On the economic front, the decades leading up to the 1980s were marked by the gradual 

failure of the Indian version of the state-led import substitution model commonly known as the 

Nehruvian model of development planning (Chandrasekhar and Ghosh 2002, 2–7). Rising 

unemployment, stagnancy in manufacturing, non-expansion of the domestic market, and a 

growing middle class with an appetite for consumer goods caused a hankering for the opening up 

of markets and for doing away with protectionism (ibid.). A shift in the interests of the Indian 

capitalist class, which had come of age through state protectionist policies adopted by post-

independent India, led it to advocate for market reforms. Having reached the limits of its growth 

within India, it now sought access to foreign markets and capital. The aspirations of the Indian 

bourgeoisie found a strong voice in the Indian state during the critical period of reforms in the 

1990s. According to Vanaik, the “new economic policy (NEP) originated in the apex of the state 

bureaucracy” (2001, 46), as sections of the state elite actively colluded with IMF and WB 

functionaries in the West (ibid., 45–47). This enabled the Indian capitalist class to collaborate 

with international capital and benefit enormously through both large-scale privatization and the 

looting of state industries and natural resources.  

In 1991, India embraced the neoliberal project through the adoption of International 

Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank (WB) driven Structural Adjustment Programs 

(Chandrasekhar and Ghosh 2002; Walker 2008).34 Neoliberal market reforms were advocated as 

a panacea to generate economic growth, increase efficiency in production and manufacturing, 

                                                
34 Structural Adjustment Programs are a set of very strict economic adjustment policies or programs that countries 
have to undertake before being advanced loans by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and/or the World Bank 
(WB). These measures are designed to help the country repay its debt in hard currency. The conditionalities, or 
measures, are usually done in two phases. The first phase, called the Stabilization Programme, involves 
implementing fiscal austerity, currency devaluation, price liberalization, and higher interest rates. The second phase, 
known as the Adjustment Measures, involves the long-term overhaul of the economy through the privatization of 
state-owned enterprises, liberalization of the economy through the removal of tariffs and subsidies and restrictions 
against export and import, retrenchment of government employees, and privatization of social programs. Women are 
hardest hit by these adjustment programs. For more, see Sparr, 1994. 
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create additional employment, and reduce poverty. The key features of India’s New Economic 

Policy (NEP) included trade liberalization; deregulation of private business; privatization and 

sale of public assets and services; 100 percent foreign direct investment in certain sectors of the 

economy; withdrawal of pro-poor state subsidies and benefits; and incentivization of the private 

sector through tax breaks, subsidies, infrastructure provisions at throwaway prices, and the 

creation of SEZs (special economic zones), amongst others (for details, see Chandrasekhar and 

Ghosh 2002). 

While this happened, the conditions for the working class, agricultural labourers, and 

small peasants worsened considerably. Neoliberal advocates are quick to point out that, since the 

neoliberal reforms started occurring from 1991 onward, India has witnessed a spectacular annual 

growth rate of 7 to 8 percent as compared to a modest 3 to 4 percent in earlier periods. However, 

this growth has not generated many jobs, as regular employment has seen a mere 1 percent 

increase (Bhaduri 2008, 11), while growth in agriculture has been reduced to almost zero percent 

(Research Unit in Political Economy 2005). Instead, productivity growth has been largely 

Information Technology (IT) and service sector driven, while in the manufacturing sector, it has 

occurred through mechanization, longer hours of formal work, casualization, and informalization 

of work (Bhaduri 2008, 11).35 In the period since 1991, in India, the process of class power 

restoration has been marked by an intensification of social inequalities, with the top 5 percent of 

households owning 38 percent in assets, compared to the 13 percent held by the bottom 60 

                                                
35 Casualization of the workforce is usually defined as a process in which employment moves away from the formal 
economy, which offers permanent employment, paid benefits, and work protection, to the informal sector. The 
workers lack continual work and their employment occurs on a casual, daily, or contract basis with the absence of 
any security or labour law protection. This casualization allows employers to have a flexible labour force. 
Informalization of the workforce, on the other hand, refers to people moving from the formal economy to the 
informal economy for livelihood. The informal economy includes people who are often self-employed in home-
based industries; earn a living through street vending, hawking, domestic work, or as agricultural wage workers; or 
are employed in small shops or businesses. Workers in the informal economy lack the protection of labour laws. 
Women make up a significant majority of this workforce. 
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percent of households.36  

In rural India, state-driven expropriation of productive agricultural land for mining, 

industries, special economic zones (SEZs), real estate development, dams, and commercial 

farming, through laws that legitimize acquisitions and evictions, has led to large scale evictions 

and the dispossession and displacement of rural families. Since 2005, when the Land Acquisition 

Bill was passed by the Indian Parliament, a total of 581 zones, spread over 60,375 hectares of 

land across the country, have been approved for SEZs alone. However, according to a 2012–12 

report from the Comptroller and Auditor General of India, 52.8 percent of the approved SEZs, on 

31,886 hectares of land, have still to become operational, despite the developers having taken 

control of the land; SEZs, in total, have generated a mere 0.2 million jobs instead of the projected 

3.9 million, thus falling short on the employment promise by an overwhelming 93 percent.37 

According to Cernea, who examined the impact of forced displacement and involuntary 

resettlement of global populations, displaced persons are more susceptible to impoverishment 

risks, landlessness, homelessness, joblessness, marginalization, loss of access to common 

property resources, social isolation, increased morbidity, and food insecurity (1997, 1570–87). 

With the Indian state acting as “agents for the transfer of seized land to corporate capital, both 

domestic and foreign” (Walker 2008, 580), the dispossessed and unemployed peasantry has had 

no other option but to join the reserve army of labour in the rural areas: thus setting the scene for 

their further exploitation through growing indebtedness, low wages, or bondage-like situations. 

The inability of dispossessed families to find alternate land or livelihood caused unemployment 

                                                
36 Ritika Chopra, “Income gap widening between rich and poor, says Planning Commission,” India Today, October, 
23, 2011, accessed August 13, 2013, http://indiatoday.intoday.in/story/rich-and-poor-division-penury-hdr-planning-
commission/1/157212.html.  
37 Prachi Salve, “India’s SEZ failure a cautionary tale for Land Acquisition Bill,” Business Standard, May 20, 2015, 
accessed October 21, 2015, http://www.business-standard.com/article/specials/india-s-sez-failures-a-cautionary-tale-
for-land-acquisition-move-115052000399_1.html.  
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among agricultural households to increase from 9.5 percent in 1993–94 to 15.3 percent in 2004–

05 (Sarker 2009, 46).  

These dispossessions have also accentuated the fault lines of caste and gender. Private 

developers and agents pay lower castes a lesser compensation than the general castes for the 

same amount of land (Levien 2012). The NSSO data for 2009–10 shows that, in that period, 92.1 

percent of the rural Dalits were either landless or owned less than one hectare of land (NSSO 66th 

Round 2012, quoted in Rawal 2013–2014). Their precarious economic plight, due to their 

ownership of marginal or nil landholdings and their heavy dependence on casual wage 

employment in agriculture, has increased with the land grabs, forcible land dispossessions, and 

mechanization of farming. Deprived of rural wage work, they are increasingly forced into 

penury, distress migration, or tenancy farming.  

The state’s withdrawal from providing public services in order to ostensibly manage the 

“fiscal deficit” has reverberated through whole communities of marginal and small landholding 

peasant families and tenant farmers. In the farm sector, agricultural support, and subsidies for 

seeds, fertilizer, water, and electricity have all been withdrawn, with the market now setting the 

price for water and power tariffs and rates for crop procurement: in many cases, the crop prices 

have plummeted to as low as 40 to 60 percent of their price prior to 1996, when the agrarian 

reforms started impacting the peasantry in a big way (Walker 2008, 574). The heightened 

vulnerability of the peasantry due to these factors has driven them into increased indebtedness 

and even insolvency.  

Tenant and sharecropping farming, involving the use of unpaid and “free” labour from 

female family members and children, has emerged as a household survival strategy: over 86 

percent of those leasing land for farming are either landless or are marginal and small farmers 
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owning less than 2 hectares of land. In Odisha and West Bengal, this figure is as high as 96.47 

and 97.99 percent. Sharecropping or tenancy to undertake input-intensive farming, especially 

among the Dalits, has increased.38 Crop failure due to pests or extreme weather worsens tenant 

farmers’ already financially precarious status: they are not able to avail crop insurance coverage 

or government compensation.  

By the early 2000s, peasant indebtedness39 in India had doubled from 26 percent in 1991 

to nearly 49 percent (NSSO 2005), with peasant suicides numbering a staggering 2,56,913 during 

the period of 1995–2010 (NCRB 2011). Peasant suicides have yearly averaged 16,743 in the 11 

years between 2001 and 2011: the “neoliberal terrorism” unleashed in the form of the agrarian 

crisis results in “around 46 farmers’ suicides each day….[o]r nearly one every half-hour since 

2001” (Sainath 2013). Amit Bhaduri sums up the neoliberal moment in India by stating that:  

The hidden agenda, vigorously pursued by governments of all colour, has been to keep 
the large private players in the financial markets in a happy mood. … Inequality and 
distress grows as the state rolls back public expenditure in social services …. while the 
“discipline” imposed by the financial markets serves the rich and the corporations. 
(Bhaduri 2008, 12)  

The incorporation of the poor, including the historically economically marginalized Dalits, into 

the market system has resulted in their “exclusion from control over assets; exclusion from the 

benefits of economic growth; exclusion from the impact of physical and social infrastructure 

expansion; and exclusion from education and from income-generating opportunities” (Ghosh 

2015, 44). Their exclusion has been exacerbated by extra-economic forces in the form of state 

sanctioned force, violence, and coercion in support of accumulation strategies.  

Household coping strategies have led to a higher incidence of the short-term seasonal 

                                                
38 Aiyar mentions the rise in tenancy and sharecropping among Dalits as being from 4.9 percent to 11.4 percent in 
West India, and, in East India, from 16.7 percent to 31.4 percent during the two decades of reforms (2015, 8). 
39 Peasant indebtedness in India relates to the loans taken by farming households for productive activities in the 
agrarian economy and for non-agricultural activities such as marriage, education, or health services.  
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migration of entire households, particularly from Jharkhand, Odisha, and West Bengal, to work 

as “bonded” or unfree labour in brick kilns in the neighbouring provinces.40 The recruitment 

strategy for this short-term survival migration involves advance payments to male heads of 

households for a guaranteed captive labour force. Resultantly, female family members are denied 

their share of labour compensation, as the monetary payment that they would have otherwise 

independently earned gets diverted through such gender-biased contracts to the male heads of 

households. The agrarian crisis has also increased long-term and short-duration seasonal male 

rural–rural migration to work in the agriculture sector; others migrate both short- and long-term 

to work in urban centres in the informal economy or in seasonal industries, and in certain sectors 

such as construction, textiles, and diamond polishing. In 1992–1993, 41.5 percent of rural-urban 

migrants cited an economic reason for migration, a number that increased to 55.7 percent by 

2007–08 (Srivastava 2011, 7). 

Despite the state’s promises of job creation, expected to come out of the neoliberal 

restructuring of the Indian economy, urban employment has grown slowly while rural 

employment has shown a decline (Ghosh 2015, 45). The official labour force participation of 

women has also declined, from 30 percent in 2005 to 20 percent in 2013 (India Exclusion Report 

2013–14). Increased informalization and casualization of labour has occurred concomitantly with 

the stagnation of formal employment (ibid, 114). However, Ghosh stresses that “the informal 

economy is not in competition with the formal sector, but actually services its requirements, and 

low wages in the informal economy help sustain profits in the formal sector” (2014, 52). Over 86 

percent of India’s labour force is now employed in the informal sector (India Exclusion Report 

                                                
40 See the entire journal issue, Labour File 9, no. 1–2 (January–April 2014), for several articles detailing the distress 
and seasonal migration experienced by brick kiln workers, accessed March 3, 2016, http://www.labourfile.org/ 
admin/upl/e-version_January-April%202014.pdf. 
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2013–14, 114), which includes self-employed, casual, and subcontracted labour. The 

segmentation of the labour market along caste lines echoes existing hierarchies – the lowest and 

least paying rungs are occupied by the Dalits and Tribals, with 25.1 percent of urban casual 

labourers being Dalit, while they make up a mere 13.4 percent of general population; in rural 

areas, this figure is 59 percent as opposed to 40.4 percent (ibid, 115–17).  

Exacerbated Gender Inequality in Neoliberal India 

The global capital accumulation process has also exacerbated gender inequalities in India 

(Bhandal 2014; Upadhyay 2000). Studies have shown that not all members in the family are 

affected the same way by the state retreat from social services and welfare policies (Krishnaraj 

2006); instead, poor Indian women, like women in other countries undergoing structural reforms, 

have become the “shock absorbers” for neoliberal capitalist policies (Garikipati and Pfaffenzeller 

2012; Sen 1997). The commercialization of daily needs, rising costs of food staples, inability of 

wages to keep pace with inflation rates, moves from subsistence farming to cash crop production, 

and the loss of employment in the agricultural sector due to the diversion of land for other uses 

have all placed considerable additional burdens on women to adopt coping strategies to make 

ends meet. In rural areas, reductions in Public Distribution System (PDS)41 coverage, in 

conjunction with decreases in smallholder food production, shifts to commercial monocrop 

agriculture, and rises in food prices due to the lifting of controls, has resulted in chronic food 

insecurity and chronic energy deficiency for impoverished women (Krishnaraj 2006).  

Further, declined public spending in healthcare, the privatization of the healthcare sector, 

the introduction of user fees, and rises in the cost of medications have increased the inability of 

                                                
41 The PDS is a food security system in India through which subsidized food staples, such as wheat, rice, sugar, and 
cooking fuels like Kerosene, are distributed to poor Indians with PDS cards, through a chain of PDS distribution 
Fair Price shops colloquially known as Ration Shops. 
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the poor to avail health services. National Sample Survey (NSS) findings reveal that over 80 

percent of households in North and Northeast India have to borrow money or sell assets to pay 

for medical costs (Kumar and Prakash 2011, 26–27). In the whole of India, women and low 

castes have had lesser access to public healthcare in general, due to systemic patriarchal and 

caste discrimination; the additional intersection of patriarchal ideology with neoliberal health 

sector restructuring has resulted in the “rationing” of healthcare (Iyer et al. 2007) within poor 

households, with women and girls being the last to access health services. Negative health 

outcomes are the worst for low caste and tribal women. Ironically, the essentialization of 

healthcare for women, with the singular focus being placed on reproductive health by the 

neoliberal state (Bhandal 2014, 9), has not stopped India from having the highest MMR 

(maternal mortality rate) in the world.42  

Land acquisitions and land grabs, in general, worsen existing inequalities that poor rural 

women customarily suffer from, including differential access to land or customary rights over its 

use and the lack of land titles and rights (Behrman et al. 2012). In the case of India, the 

prevalence of patrilineal land inheritance has deprived women of whatever monetary benefits or 

job offers come from such land deals. According to Levien, whose work looks at land 

acquisitions for Special Economic Zones (SEZs) in the province of Rajasthan:  

women are almost universally excluded from negotiations over land sales, even in cases 
where the title is in their name. … (T)he replacement of an agricultural economy over 
which women exercised some control with a real estate economy controlled exclusively 
by men – and involving much greater sums – has, by many accounts, weakened their 
position and exacerbated domestic abuse. (2012, 959) 

The regions where land acquisitions have occurred are marked by greater incidences of 

                                                
42 Tabassum Barnagarwala, “India has the highest number of maternal deaths,” The Indian Express, May 7, 2014, 
accessed October 22, 2015, http://indianexpress.com/article/india/india-others/india-has-highest-number-of-
maternal-deaths/. 
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female school dropouts, female family members entering into the wage market as casual 

labourers, and lowered ages at marriage for daughters (Majumder 2014). Enclosures and land 

grabs have deprived women of their customary rights over common lands and forests, resulting 

in the loss of income from livestock rearing and the sale of forest products, and increased their 

household chore burden, as more time and energy must be expended to obtain fuelwood, fodder, 

water, and food (Levien 2012).  

In India, 10.9 percent of all households are now female headed, either due to male 

migration, desertion, widowhood, or divorce (Census of India 2011c). In Odisha, one of the main 

bride-sending provinces, female-headed households (FHH) comprise 22.1 percent of all 

households. Female-headed households have borne the biggest brunt of the privatization of 

services and utilities and the imposition of user fees in healthcare: according to the Census of 

India 2011c report, such households have 20 percent higher poverty levels than the national 

average. They also have lesser household assets, lesser educational attainments, are more 

impoverished than male-headed households, and family members have to trek further to obtain 

amenities and live more precarious existences.  

By 2009, 75 percent of women in rural areas were working in agriculture as compared to 

59 percent of men (NSSO 2012).43 The high involvement of women in agriculture is ascribed to 

the increased feminization of agricultural jobs that were previously performed by men, and to a 

shift from joint male and female tasks to female only tasks. Wage disparities between the 

genders, with women being paid less than men for the same jobs, have led to this wage cutting 

strategy being implemented by rural agricultural households to offset rising costs in agricultural 

inputs, utilities, seeds, and fertilizers. Feminization of agriculture has also become prevalent in 
                                                
43 Shiva N.D Kumar, “Unemployment rate increases in India,” The Times of India, June 23, 2013, accessed July 12, 
2014, http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/Unemployment-rate-increases-in-India/articleshow/20730480.cms.  
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large scale commercial and luxury crop farming; here, employers’ ability to exercise patriarchal 

controls and discipline the female work force, women’s docility and ability to multi-task, and 

gender wage disparity are large factors in the employment of women (Garikapati and 

Pfaffenzeller 2012). The feminization of agriculture in these heavily labour-intensive sectors is 

also marked by the higher incidence of girl-child labour, within the age group of 7–14 years 

(Venkateshwarlu and Da Corta 2001).  

With the removal of agriculture as a priority sector for credit, due to neoliberal reforms in 

the financial sector, the increased indebtedness of the rural poor to informal moneylenders, and 

big landlords who charge usurious rates of interests (Patnaik 2004), a trend of tied or unfree 

labour has emerged in which the labour of a household, usually its women and/or children, is 

pledged at below market rates in lieu of loans (Garikipati and Pfaffenseller 2012, 854–55). Here, 

the women end up bearing the burden of conditional loans given to men. There has also been an 

increase in marginal and small landholders utilizing unpaid female family labour in agriculture, 

especially in contract and tenancy farming. The consequence of all of these practices is that 

women have less of their own disposable income. 

Feminized migration, especially that of single and unmarried female family members to 

work in the informal economy in urban centres, has emerged as a household survival strategy for 

socio-economically vulnerable rural families (Deshingkar and Akter 2009; Rao 2014). This 

distress driven rural–urban migration is overwhelmingly present amongst women of Dalit and 

tribal communities from provinces like Odisha, Jharkhand, or Chhattisgarh, where large-scale 

resource appropriation and land acquisitions by global capital have occurred with the connivance 

of the state (Deshingar and Akter 2009). A vast majority of these economic migrants find 

employment as domestic workers in urban households or in the informal economy (Neetha 
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2004). The share of women involved in the informal economy in urban areas has also increased, 

as entire families undertake distress migration to the cities.  

Dalit women, being thrice discriminated against (on the bases of class, caste, and gender), 

have borne the biggest brunt of structural violence due to neoliberal reforms. The combination of 

neoliberal structural violence with systemic discrimination has ensured that they suffer from high 

levels of illiteracy, due to social exclusion, ill-health, a lack of productive assets including land, 

and a lack of access to social services that are increasingly privatized or come with user fees 

(Navsarjan Trust, FEDO, and The International Dalit Solidarity Network 2013). Dalit women 

face higher levels of poverty and deprivation than other women (Navsarjan Trust, the All India 

Dalit Mahila Adhikar Manch (AIDMAM), and the International Dalit Solidarity Network 

(IDSN) 2014). Three fourths of India’s 100 million Dalit women live in rural areas; as landless 

labourers, over 52 percent of these women work as low paid, casual wage workers in the fields 

of dominant caste landlords or in commercial agriculture (Sabharwal and Sonalkar 2015, 52). 

They also face higher levels of seasonal unemployment as compared to the non-Dalit female 

workforce (ibid). 

The socio-economic discrimination is inter-generationally experienced by Dalit girls. 

They have the highest school dropout rate in rural areas.44 Early school dropout, for Dalit girls, 

happens in large part due to the inability of impoverished parents to pay for their education and 

the necessity of having all available hands in the family earn an income; however, it is just as 

much due to the caste-based humiliation and abuse the schoolgirls suffer on a daily basis from 

upper caste teachers (UNICEF 2014). These girls comprise a large percentage of the unmarried 

                                                
44 The all-India school dropout rate for Dalit girls is 51 percent. This high dropout rate is attributed to the withdrawal 
of the state from the education sector, hitherto free, and to the sector’s increased privatization. When confronted 
with a choice, poor parents opt to send the male child to school and the girl-child to work. See UNICEF 2014 for 
more.  
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female economic migrants to urban centres; they are absorbed within the informal economy, 

where they encounter caste disparity in employment and wages, and where certain jobs are off-

limits to them due to their “untouchable” status (Sabharwal and Sonalkar 2015, 53). Early school 

dropouts are also due to the corporatization of education and the fear of the girls’ being sexually 

abused while their parents spend long hours away from home earning a wage; these emerge as 

big reasons for the lowered marriage age of Dalit girls in recent years (Human Rights Watch 

2014).  

On one hand, poor Dalit parents are opting to marry off their daughters early; on the other 

hand, the spread of the consumer economy has normalized the commercialization of dowry 

demands (Kapadia 2002), in that brides’ parents are forced to give consumer goods like a TV, a 

fridge, and/or a washing machine as part of the dowry. The latter is forcing families to spend 

more on weddings (Jagori 2009). The practice of dowry, earlier confined to upper castes, is now 

followed by Dalits, who would previously marry off their daughters by giving five utensils 

(AIDWA 2003). This mimicking of the upper castes by impoverished Dalit families, in giving 

lavish feasts and huge dowries, has led them into practices of selling or mortgaging whatever 

land they own, taking loans from informal moneylenders at high rates of interest, and entering 

into debt bondage. The Muslim community too is not exempt from this, as women increasingly 

face harassment for not bringing adequate jahez,45 consisting of money and goods, to their 

marriage (Waheed 2009). The hyper-commercialization of marriages, in general, has also 

occurred in large part due to demands for cash by the grooms or their families, which then acts as 

seed capital for small business ventures. In rural areas, this crisis is exacerbated as the grooms’ 

families, in light of diminishing returns from agriculture, seek to maximize profits from 
                                                
45 Jahez is an Urdu word for the Hindi language term “dowry,” and is used primarily by the Muslims to denote 
dowry. 
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marriages, thereby forcing women’s families to sell their meagre landholdings or become 

indebted. All these issues, whether of increased caste divisiveness, agrarian crisis, dispossession 

and dislocation of rural landless and marginal peasantry, or the rise in religious fundamentalism, 

have a gendered impact, particularly on the Dalit and Muslim women. The intersections provide 

a necessary backdrop to a detailed study of the rise in cross-region marriages in North India.  

Chapter Overview 

Following this introductory chapter, Chapter Two, “Contextualizing Cross-Region 

Marriages,” begins with a review of the literature on cross-region marriages in India. This is 

followed by a comparative analysis of scholarly works on intra-Asia cross-border marriages 

between China, Taiwan, Japan, South Korea, Vietnam, the Philippines, and Indonesia, where the 

largest movement of women has occurred for marriage migration purposes. The intention here is 

to draw theoretical perspectives from each vein of literature, in order to situate “Indian” female-

deficit marriages in a global context, and to identify aspects of current research and insights that 

can strengthen the present analysis. The chapter makes a case for employing a hybrid theoretical 

framework consisting of Dalit feminist thought, postcolonial feminism, and a political economy 

approach to aid in this analysis of cross-region marriages in North India. Such a framework 

works to rectify omissions from earlier scholarly works. The framework also provides the 

theoretical tools to, on the one hand, excavate the complex relationships between the neoliberal 

accumulative processes in India, women’s subordination, patriarchal and caste ideology, and the 

social dimensions of globalization vis-à-vis the cross-region marriages, and, on the other hand, 

demonstrate the brides’ subjectivity through the resistances and negotiations they conduct on an 

everyday basis within the relationship and the family.  

Chapter Three, “Getting Down to Research,” focuses on the methodology and research 
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method used in this study. It provides details about the research locations and the research tools 

used for obtaining the empirical evidence for its premise. Here, the hybrid theoretical framework 

employed in the thesis coupled with the methodological gaps in the existing scholarly works on 

cross-region marriages predicate the choice of research sites, research methods, and research 

participants. The rationale and various parameters used for the choice of research areas are 

provided in detail. The chapter details the triangulated research method employed, including the 

surveys, one-on-one interviews, focus groups, and participant observations, in the four sending 

and receiving provinces and the two religious communities of Hindus and the Meo Muslims. 

This chapter also discusses the ethics of working with vulnerable population groups and highly 

personal subject matters. It concludes by outlining the tools used for the analysis of the extensive 

empirical data collected through the use of diverse research instruments.  

Chapter Four, titled “The Push and Pull of Dispossession and Accumulation: Situating 

Cross-Region Marriages Within Caste, Class, Religion and Neoliberalism in India,” examines 

the precipitating factors fuelling cross-region marriage migration from the sending and receiving 

communities. It traces the role of historical and contemporary social, economic, and political 

processes in shaping the “bride” crisis among the Hindu dominant-peasant castes and the Meo in 

Haryana and Rajasthan. It reveals that the marriage squeeze is predominantly a problem of the 

economically marginalized men from these two communities. In particular, the chapter situates 

the bride deficit faced by the dominant-peasant caste among the Hindus in the context of 

polarized caste identities, exacerbated class tensions expressed through the idiom of caste, Dalit 

assertion, and constitutionally granted inheritance rights for women in these two provinces. In 

contrast, the male marriage squeeze among the Meo is examined within the context of the British 

colonial legacy, their Hindu-derived marriage traditions, their “internal other” status in a Hindu 
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majoritarian state, and the deepening of neoliberalism in rural India. The second part of the 

chapter scrutinizes the role of systemic and structural factors in natal regions, in creating the 

necessary “push” for marriage migration. Here, the endeavour is to understand if these marriages 

offer women a “ticket out of poverty” (Palriwala and Uberoi 2008, 33) through carefully 

mediated decisions, or if the brides are victims of human traffickers. This section lays out the 

articulation of the thesis’s premise around matrimonial dispossession, by showing that the 

marital choices for the women from historically socio-economically marginalized groups, such 

as the Dalits and the Muslims, are particularly constricted due to the accentuation of 

dispossession under the current capital accumulation regime in India. For the Muslims, the added 

factors of Hindutva and its ideology of targeted hate against them coupled with structural state 

neglect in ameliorating the various indices of the backwardness of this community further shrink 

marriage options. The internalization of the patriarchal ideology governing female sexuality and 

marriage, in addition to the limited local marriage choices, cause the women from these two 

communities to then opt for “strategic hypergamy” through cross-region matrimonies.  

Chapter Five, “Married or Trafficked? Exploring the Grey Zone of Cross-Region 

Marriages,” looks specifically at the nitty-gritty of cross-region marriage making. At one level, it 

reveals the processes through which marriages between men from villages in rural Haryana or 

Rajasthan are undertaken with, for instance, women from distant and remote villages in West 

Bengal or Tripura. In doing so, it also reveals a spectrum of actors involved in such marriage-

mediation, whose motives range from altruism to pure monetary benefits. While earlier scholars 

have discussed the transformation of the brides themselves into marriage mediators, as a strategy 

to recreate a “home away from home” (Kaur 2004), the chapter shows that the women’s 

mediations also occur due to the threats of domestic violence if they refuse, the pressures of the 
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conjugal families to mediate solely for profit, and also for the leverage such mediating provides 

the brides in renegotiating the demands on their labour. The second part of the chapter, while 

acknowledging that trafficking for forced marriage does exist, demonstrates that blurred 

boundaries between trafficking and voluntary marriage migration make it difficult to unarguably 

claim that all brides are trafficked. The agenda of the anti-trafficking groups in India in this 

particularized knowledge formation about the brides, the chapter argues, is to create a moral 

panic about the so-called bride-victims and to justify the institutionalization of the rescue 

industry. Such hegemonic victim narratives erase the agency of these women – an agency 

exhibited either by their pragmatic opting for such matrimonies or by their undertaking of 

negotiations and/or resistance – as well as the cautionary measures undertaken by natal families 

and communities to deter deception and trafficking. 

Chapter Six, titled “The ‘Stain’ or ‘dhabba’ of Caste, Colour, Ethnicity, or Religion: 

Cross-Region Brides and Marks of the Internal Other,” analyzes how the intersection of caste, 

ethnicity, religion, and skin-tone discrimination results in the internal othering of cross-region 

brides, who have distinctly different ethnicities, physical features, languages, and food habits. It 

begins by first examining whether these inter-caste cross-region marriages pose a challenge to 

the caste system, and if new forms of ideological coercion and consent are being manufactured to 

ensure its continuation. In this context, it exposes the rationale of locally rejected dominant-

peasant caste men in seeking taboo inter-caste marriages from distant parts of India, and not 

locally from within the local female-rich Dalit communities, as was done historically in this 

region. It shows that the vast distance between the conjugal and natal regions deters caste 

verification and facilitates in the fabrication of the brides’ caste identities. The chapter then 

examines how the everyday existence of this set of internally othered brides, whether within the 
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intimacy of the household or under the public gaze within kin groups and the larger rural 

community, is shaped by prejudice. The reification of the conjugal ethnic and caste groups, and 

the deeply embedded stereotypes among them about certain other caste groups and ethnicities as 

cunning and as civilizationally inferior, shapes both the reception and the treatment of the 

internally othered brides. In this context, the chapter interrogates how such cross-region brides 

fare vis-à-vis other women who belong to the same caste, religion, or ethnic group as that of their 

husband, specifically in terms of the familial power hierarchy, intra and inter gender relations, 

and status. It proves that racial and ethnic stereotypes are used as discursive strategies to lower 

the bargaining ability of the women, and to minimize the resistance of the brides against the 

exploitative extraction of their labour. The chapter concludes by examining the devastating 

impact of the processes of “assimilation” and stigmatization in relation to the women’s self-

identity and agency.  

Chapter Seven, “‘They make better wives’ or ‘we are treated like flies’: Making Sense of 

Cross-Region Brides’ Everyday Existence,” examines the everyday enactment of patriarchal 

controls and demands over the cross-region brides, whether it relates to their labour, their 

freedom of movement or association, or the intra-household allocation of resources. In a 

patriarchal kinship system defined by patri(viri)locality, the incoming bride’s bargaining power 

and position within the household is compromised due to her hierarchically lower position as a 

daughter-in-law. With the rural economy in Haryana and Rajasthan being overwhelmingly 

dependent on the extraction of unpaid productive labour from female family members, what 

shape does the cross-region brides’ compromised bargaining ability take? Are the “implicit 

differences in bargaining power” (Agarwal 1997, 7) accentuated for the cross-region brides, due 

to their internally othered status and the lack of familial regulatory mechanisms and fallback 
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options (Agarwal 1994)? Next, the contradictions inherent in the brides having to perform 

“authenticity work” (Mirchandani 2012), through the adoption of local language, customs, and 

work behaviours that make them desirable as efficient workers, as well as their lowered ranking 

in the conjugal caste or ethnic hierarchy, due to their ethnic, caste, or religious difference, are 

discussed. The chapter asks: what does the assimilative process entail for the brides and what toll 

does it exact from them? Do these differences alter gender dynamics and intra-gender relations, 

including their intimate relationship with their husband, to create new forms of gender 

subordination for the cross-region brides? Is the gender-based violence qualitatively different for 

them as compared to local brides? How are local women ideologically hegemonized to assert 

control over the migrant brides? Are the cross-region brides able to resist the excessive demands 

made on their productive and reproductive labour? And, finally, what shape does their 

subjectivity take and how do they enact hidden scripts of resistances? By providing answers to 

questions like these, the chapter provides an intimate glimpse into the everyday life of cross-

region brides in Haryana and Rajasthan.  

The concluding chapter, “What Lies Ahead: Cross-Region Marriages and Beyond,” 

reviews the key theoretical findings of the thesis, and discusses the implication of these on 

possible future directions in policy interventions, activist initiatives, and scholarly work. It also 

discusses some future areas of research arising from the current work on cross-region marriages. 

In particular, it emphasizes the need to undertake longitudinal studies in the conjugal regions, 

specifically on the status of children borne out of these multiply transgressive cross-region 

unions. In light of the multiple and layered discriminations of caste, ethnoracism, and religious 

othering that stigmatize these cross-region brides, studies need to examine if there is an inter-

generational transmission of such stigmatizations. And, if so, what impact the internalization of 
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prejudices and stereotypes has on their psyches and lives, such as their ability to access 

livelihood options, resources, or marriage partners from within local caste-endogamous marriage 

pools. The agrarian crisis in India, along with the growing assertiveness of the Dalit males 

against the historically and ideologically justified masculine privileges of the upper castes and 

the dominant-peasant castes, have created a crisis in masculinity for the latter groups. Studies 

need to examine the trajectory and form that the masculinity crisis will take, particularly among 

men whose masculine egos have been bruised by their rejection in the local marriage market and 

their necessity to undertake cross-region marriages. 

For the reader’s convenience, a list of terms has been included in a Glossary. Some of the 

terms are standard words within India, but may not be familiar to non-Indian audiences. The 

glossary is important even for readers familiar with India, as sometimes words are region-

specific and change in meaning across location. The meaning of the terms used in this thesis is 

context-specific – that is, it uses the terms the way they were used in the research areas of the 

conjugal and natal regions within India. The Glossary also includes terms used by sociologists 

and anthropologists to explain and understand patriarchy, marriage, and migration. 
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Chapter Two. Contextualizing Cross-Region Marriages 

Gendered migration for marriage is not new. As men have migrated for better economic 

opportunities, they have sought to maintain connections with their homelands, communities, and 

families through remittances and arranged marriages with women from their home countries. 

Within Asia, large numbers of men, including diasporic South Asians of Pakistani, Bangladeshi, 

Sri Lankan, and Indian origin and of Chinese or Vietnamese origin, travel back home to marry 

women from their homeland or from the same ethnic or racial pool (Ballard 1990; Charsley 

2013; Sabur 2014; Thai 2008). It was, however, in the 1980s that intercultural or cross-border 

marriages that were not mono-ethnic or mono-racial emerged in popular consciousness through 

the trend of “mail-order brides,” wherein women, largely from Southeast Asian countries like the 

Philippines and Thailand, married much older men from Europe, North America, or Australia 

(Constable 2005c; McKay 2003; Piper and Roces 2003; Suksomboon 2011). This phenomenon 

of mail-order brides forced scholarly attention, within the field of migration studies, to focus on 

marriage migration, mostly of women, as a specific site of academic inquiry.  

In the last two decades, there have been considerable marriage-related migratory flows 

within Southeast and East Asia, from poorer regions and lower income countries to economically 

prosperous ones: for example, from Vietnam, China, or Indonesia to Taiwan (Jones and Shen 

2008; Nyugen and Tran 2010); from the Philippines and Thailand to Japan (Faier 2009; Suzuki 

2005); from the Philippines and North-east China to South Korea (Freeman 2011); and from the 

interior provinces of China to coastal and more industrialized provinces within the country 

(Davin 2005; Fan and Ling 2002). The scale of such marriages is large. In Taiwan, inter-country 

marriages constitute a quarter of marriages, reaching up to 32 percent of all marriages there in 

2003 (Tsay 2004). In Singapore, in 2005 alone, over a one-year period, 26 percent of 
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Singaporean men married foreign brides, predominantly from Malaysia, Indonesia, and China 

(Jones and Shen 2008, 1). In South Korea, by 2005, 13.6 percent of marriages involved foreign 

brides (Toyota 2008), while, in the case of Filipina women, the biggest marriage flow has been 

to the United States, followed by Japan (Constable 2005a, 4).  

A host of reasons causes the high rejection of males in their local marriage market and 

creates the push for them to seek a spouse, from outside of their mono-ethnic or racial pool, in 

another country. These range from a female deficit; rejection in the national marriage market, 

due to traits like poverty or low earning capacity, physical handicap, older age, divorce, less 

education, alcoholism, or a less-prestigious occupation; and rejection of the traditional marriage 

packet by the local women, who either seek companionable marriage partners, choose to remain 

single, migrate to cities for higher education or work, or are unwilling to live in rural extended 

family households and care for elderly in-laws, amongst other reasons (Cheng 2013; Freeman 

2011; Nakamatsu 2005). Piper calls this particular type of marriage migration the 

“internationalisation of householding” (2005), as it allows men, who wouldn’t otherwise be able 

to marry within their own country, to set up households with foreign migrant wives. Similar to 

these “socio-economic losers” (Piper 2005, 328) in East and Southeast Asia who seek wives 

from other regions, rural men in North India, who are heavily dependent on the unpaid 

productive labour of women for their family’s subsistence farming, and yet are rejected by local 

women, have begun travelling to other parts of India to find a marriage partner.  

The first part of this chapter reviews existing scholarship on non-customary cross-region 

marriages in India, which emerged on the Indian social-scape in the mid-1990s. This scholarship 

can be bracketed into two opposing discourses of anti-trafficking and national integration. The 

second section examines literature on international marriage migration, in order to identify 
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commonalities and absences between this body of work and Indian scholarship, on topics such as 

marriage practices, modes of marriage mediating, gender relations, status of women and children 

from inter-ethnic and/or inter-racial marriages, and brides’ subjectivity, to list a few. Here, the 

focus is solely on the marriage migration occurring within Asian countries, especially between 

women from low-income countries or underdeveloped regions, such as Vietnam, Indonesia, 

Thailand, the Philippines, and North Korea, and men from economically prosperous regions and 

countries of East and Southeast Asia, such as Japan, Taiwan, South Korea, Singapore, and 

internally within China. The third section situates the gaps in scholarly work done in India on 

cross-region marriages by drawing upon the rich body of intersectional literature on Intra-Asia 

marriage migration. The final part of the chapter deliberates over theoretical frameworks that can 

provide the necessary analytical tools to examine cross-region marriages in India. Here, as 

mentioned in Chapter One, an argument is made for utilizing a theoretical synthesis that consists 

of a political economy framework, Dalit feminist theory, and postcolonial feminism, on the 

grounds that differences of gender, caste, ethnicity, and religion – which predetermine, to a large 

extent, a person’s socio-economic outcome and/or their ability to negotiate within these identity 

constraints – cannot be simplistically clarified or examined using just one theory. 

Cross-Region Marriages in India: A Literature Review 

Literature on cross-region marriages in India is sparse and divided into two polar 

opposite schools of thought. One body of work emanating from anti-trafficking or feminist non-

governmental organizations asserts that women are trafficked for these marriages. Its focus 

revolves around the “victim” narrative, or the “rescue” paradigm surrounding the brides. The 

other group, which this thesis calls the “national integrationists,” sees these marriages as a 

positive development, claiming that caste assimilation and ethnic integration of the brides erodes 



 50 

regressive caste ideology, and reshapes gender dynamics for the better in rural India. 

Anti-trafficking Discourse 

The anti-trafficking discourse, picked up and circulated by the national and international 

media, singularly portrays these marriages as trafficking because the alliances are involuntary, 

coerced, or forced upon the women. The resulting bride-victims are then said to be trapped in 

hyper-exploitative “slave-like” conditions, and endure gross human rights abuse from their so-

called husbands and conjugal families (Blanchett 2003; Pandey and Kant 2003; Rahman 2009). 

This scholarship evokes Orientalist representational tropes (Said 1978) through archetypal 

imageries of “native” brides as “victims” of “patriarchal violence” and the grooms as “sex 

starved beasts” (Pandey and Kant 2003; Rahman 2009). Rough figures46 and unsubstantiated 

sources (Pandey and Kant 2003, 7; Rahman 2009) are used to emphasize the extent of human 

trafficking for marriage in India. On the global front, such guess-estimates (Surtees and Craggs 

2010) about trafficked women also impart a false sense of scale; hamper anti-trafficking 

initiatives (Doezema 2010); and act as barriers in uncovering trends and patterns of these 

marriages. For instance, Blanchett’s 2003 report, Bangladeshi Girls Sold as Wives in North 

India, details the modes through which Bangladeshi women are duped by agents or other women 

into leaving the country to go to India for work, and are instead sold from one agent to another to 

become the “purchased wives” or “kharidan awrat” (ibid, 7) of rural Indian men from the 

province of Uttar Pradesh. The report debates the thin line dividing trafficking for marriage and 

traditional marriages, in which monetary transactions are socially sanctioned through bride price 

or dowry, by querying if the “same act of transfer [constitutes] as both, marriage and trafficking 

in a girl” (ibid, 10). Blanchett resolves this epistemological dilemma problematically, by 
                                                
46 “Empower People: Rescuing girls from bride trafficking,” Two Circles.Net, February 27, 2011, accessed 
September 7, 2011, http://twocircles.net/2011feb27/empower_people_rescuing_girls_bride_trafficking.html.  



 51 

concluding that since marriage customs vary between the rich and the poor, the yardstick of the 

moral values and human rights of the former cannot be applied to the poor; and hence, such 

cross-border alliances constitute bride trafficking, with the women being “cheated” or “trapped” 

in a “bondage” type of existence (Blanchett 2003). 

Another much cited and circulated report, Female Foeticide, Coerced Marriage and 

Bonded Labour in Haryana and Punjab (Pandey and Kant 2003), commissioned by an anti-

trafficking NGO (Shakti Vahini in India), examines the trafficking of women and young girls for 

coerced cross region marriages, sex trade, and bondage in farm labour, in the two north Indian 

provinces of Haryana and Punjab. Though this report recognizes the distinction between 

voluntary migration and trafficking, it contends that all cross-region marriages are coerced and 

all cross-region brides are trafficked, since the strategies used by both traffickers and marriage 

agents to net their female “victims” involve deception and commodification. The report makes 

the case that, therefore, such marriages should be declared illegal and void. However, the 

authors’ collapsing of trafficking – whether for marriage, sex trade, or the bonded farm labour of 

the women – into a single category prevents them from painting a clear image of both the scale 

of this practice and the level of the women’s exploitation. The report depicts the husbands as 

“sex starved beasts” (ibid, 3) and the women as “sex slaves” (ibid, 16), who “are sold and resold 

at various places to various persons” (ibid, 22). It also makes truth claims about the magnitude of 

this trafficking, by asserting that “there are about 5-10 thousands [sic] women forced into 

marriage by coercion or trade in Haryana,” and that “[e]very year, thousands of young women 

and girls in northern India are lured or sold into involuntary marriage” (ibid, 7), with a 

significant majority being “sold and resold to several persons successively” (ibid, 9). The report 

stresses the imperative to rescue the women from their forced marriage scenarios. It also puts 
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forward a culturally naive suggestion that rescued women should be repatriated to their home 

communities, despite noting later on in the report that “girls stigmatized by early sexual activity, 

[and those] who may return with a child… are often rejected by their families and communities 

when they try to return” (ibid, 14). The report is problematic on several counts. The current 

study, by using the research findings, argues in Chapter Five that this report – and the anti-

trafficking group in general – sensationalizes the issue by relying on guess-estimates and victim 

narratives to homogenize all cross-region marriages under the overarching umbrella of forced 

marriage. The claims of the brides being sold from one man to another or being tricked into 

sexual slavery through promises of marriage are also repudiated in this thesis, as both the brides 

and their parents underscored the strategic voluntary nature of these cross-region matrimonies in 

their interviews. Examples of the brides arranging marriages for their own sisters, either into 

their husbands’ extended kinship groups or in the same conjugal villages, similarly belie claims 

around the trickery and deception of the women.  

The report Paro: A Woman Sold in Mewat (Rahman 2009) frames its study specifically 

around the trafficking of women for marriage in the Meo Muslim dominated District of Mewat 

in Haryana. This report makes sensationalist statements, such as that Meo men “can only think 

below their navel” (Rahman 2009, 15); that they are lustful and unable to control their sexual 

appetite (ibid, 3); that married brothers in a joint family set up usually have a “kept” woman to 

pander to their sexual needs (ibid, 1); and that the Meo “import” women for sex (ibid, 17). Not 

stopping at that, it claims that the buying and selling of women is a historical practice in the area; 

that women’s commodification is socially approved, with even the local parents undertaking the 

sale of their daughters as a way to earn money (ibid, 35); and that half the local women are sold 

two or more times to men in the Meo community (ibid, 21). According to Rahman, this “bestial 
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behaviour” (ibid, 9) – intrinsic to the Meo – does not spare the “imported” brides, as these “sex 

slaves” (ibid, 9) live a life worse than hell (ibid, 13); are sold by their husbands like cattle, time 

and time again (ibid, 9); and are used as baby-making machines in the night, and as workhorses 

in the agricultural fields in the daytime (ibid, 2). However, the extensive interviews conducted 

during this study with Meo villagers, activists, and NGOs, in both the Mewat and Alwar regions, 

disprove these claims about the sale of local women or the historicity of the commodification of 

Meo women. Moreover, there is a very clear Islamophobic undertone to this report: its 

monochromatic representation of the subaltern Meo men and the Meo community toes the 

overarching representational techniques employed by Hindutva ideologues about the Muslim 

Other. The tropes of hypersexual Muslim men, with their violent and barbaric nature and 

regressive stance towards women, are similarly pulled up to buttress claims about Meo men 

abusing these migrant “trafficked” women.47 The fact that the author is a Muslim male – and 

thus, a native informant – causes this report to support Hindutva’s claims about “vile and virile 

Muslim masculinity” (Anand 2011, 50) posing a threat to the Hindu nation, society, and its 

females. Moreover, such representations problematically validate pre-emptive violence against 

the Muslim male “Other” as a legitimate containment strategy. 

Rahman’s assertions about the large-scale trafficking and ill-treatment of women by Meo 

men are disputed by this study’s research. Overall, the findings, as detailed in Chapter Four, 

reveal that the reasons for cross-region marriage are rooted in a complex set of socio-economic 

reasons, and that the foreclosing of matrimonial options in the women’s natal regions pushes 

them into accepting cross-region proposals. Chapters Five and Seven, in particular, dismantle 

discursive representations circulated by the anti-trafficking group about these brides as mute 

                                                
47 For more on Hindutva stereotypes about the Muslim Other, read Anand, 2005.  
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victims, by showcasing various ways through which they demonstrate their agency and 

resistance. 

The Discourse of National Integration and Assimilation 

The other school of thought argues that the “trafficking, buying of brides and bride price 

marriages are … analytically distinct phenomena” (Kaur 2004, 2598) from the vast majority of 

cross-region marriages, in which the wedding ceremony is conducted in the woman’s village and 

no money changes hands between the groom and the woman’s family (Chaudhary and Mohan 

2011; Kaur 2004). While contesting the scale of trafficking, these scholars agree that instances of 

trafficking for marriage do occur, and that such brides experience abuse, neglect, 

overexploitation of their labour, and/or regulation of their basic freedoms, including association 

and movement. They argue that variances in the modes through which the cross-region alliances 

take place, either through marriage agents, traffickers, brides themselves bringing in other 

women, or through husbands or relatives of the brides, should be recognized as separate and 

distinct categories, in order to distinguish trafficking from marriages conducted with the 

approval of the women’s families (Chaudhary and Mohan 2011). These scholars (Chaudhary and 

Mohan 2011; Kaur 2004, 2010; Mishra 2013) argue that the very fact that an overwhelming 

majority of these women are in monogamous relationships and often arrange the marriages of 

their close female relatives with other men proves that the women are not sold and resold from 

one male to another or “discarded after a while or passed into prostitution” (Kaur 2004, 2598). 

This group of scholars provides descriptive accounts of the women’s difficulties in 

adjusting to alien cultural practices, food and dress habits, work practices in agriculture and dairy 

rearing, and having to speak a new language (Ahlawat 2009; Chaudhary and Mohan 2011; Kaur 

2004; Mishra 2013; Mukherjee 2013, 2015). These works draw linkages between girl 
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dispreference and female feticide causing the male marriage squeeze in North India, and the 

poverty of natal families, increased dowry demands of local grooms, patriarchal pressure to 

marry off adult daughters, and the prevalence of hypergamy as push factors for such non-

customary marriage migration. There is a consensus that North Indian men seeking cross-region 

alliances are social misfits in their communities; rejected by same-caste women and their 

families locally due to old age, unemployment, physical handicap, mental impairment, 

alcoholism, poverty, illiteracy, or unemployment, their only hope for securing a wife is by 

offering a “no-dowry demands and all wedding expenses paid” marriage proposal to a poverty-

stricken family in a distant province of India (Chaudhary and Mohan 2011; Kaur 2004). 

This body of work can be categorized as “national integrationist” because of their claims 

that these marriages “unit[e] rural, illiterate Indians across boundaries of region, language, 

religion and even caste” (Kaur 2004, 2601). Despite raising a red flag about the so-called 

“acceptance of such [inter-caste] marriages in rural Haryana” (Ahlawat 2009, 46), which “places 

so much value on caste, gotra and village exogamy” (ibid, 49), they side-step examining the 

repercussions of transgressing caste endogamy on cross-region brides. In fact, Mukherjee 

contradictorily states that “it is heartening to know that the rigid caste and sub-caste boundaries 

are ruptured” (2015, 86) through these obvious inter-caste alliances, despite noting also that the 

villagers “contemptuously” raise doubts about the caste identity of these brides through 

comments like “who knows where these women come from? What is their caste?” (ibid, 86). She 

acknowledges that the brides “did not seem happy” (ibid, 87) about their marriage, but the 

reasons causing the women’s unhappiness are left unexplored.  

Chaudhary and Mohan’s paper, based on a study of just one village in Western Uttar 

Pradesh, notes that eight out of nine cross-region marriages there are inter-caste in nature. Apart 



 56 

from a brief comment about a bride facing “caste prejudice,” with the conjugal family members 

attempting to use the authors to confirm her “low caste” status, the authors conclude that such 

marriages neither “appear to disturb caste structures within the village” (2011, 334), nor disrupt 

the “structural basis of caste and its hierarchies in the village” (ibid, 337). Similarly, Mishra, in 

her study of five villages in the Rohtak District of Haryana, concludes that the inter-caste nature 

of these alliances is “accepted as normal” (Mishra 2013, 71), due to a shift in the “customary 

rules of caste endogamy, gotra exogamy, territorial exogamy and hypergamy” (ibid, 72), caused 

by the skewed sex ratios in the area. She asserts that these alliances are not dispensed the “same 

violence that local inter-caste marriages face … because these are “driven by circumstance…. 

[and] do not affect the local caste authority” (ibid, 74). These authors’ contentions that the caste 

assimilation and ethnic integration of these brides erode regressive caste ideology, and reshape 

gender dynamics for the better in rural India (Chaudhary and Mohan 2011; Kaur 2004; Mishra 

2013), are contested by studies that prove that religion and caste play a determining role in 

marriages. One survey from 2014 revealed that the numbers of inter-caste marriages in both rural 

and urban India stood at a mere 5.4 percent, a figure unchanged from a previous survey done in 

2004–5.48 

Further, the current research findings, as detailed in Chapters Four and Six, demonstrate 

that the men, particularly from the dominant-peasant caste groups of Jats and Ahirs, strategically 

undertake cross-region matrimonies to bypass destabilizing local hierarchies of caste. The vast 

geographical gap between the two regions facilitates easier fabrication of higher caste identities 

for the brides, who are overwhelmingly drawn from the lower castes. This then provides 

                                                
48 S. Rukmini, “Just 5% of Indian Marriages are Inter-Caste: Survey,” The Hindu, November 13, 2014, accessed 
February 3, 2015, http://www.thehindu.com/data/just-5-per-cent-of-indian-marriages-are-intercaste/ 
article6591502.ece. 
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legitimacy to the dominant peasant-castes in asserting their vociferous resistance against local 

inter-caste matrimonies. The narratives of the brides, detailed in Chapters Six and Seven, belie 

assertions of their assimilation and integration into conjugal caste groups or communities. 

This school of thought also asserts that the children of such unions are accepted 

unequivocally within the caste brotherhood and do not face discrimination in later finding 

marriage partners themselves. However, other scholars observe that cross-region couples “live 

on the margins” of society, since they are “dissociate[d]” by their caste or kin group solely 

because of the inter-caste nature of their marriage (Mukherjee 2013, 43); that their children 

experience inter-generational stigmatization (Blanchett 2003; Mukherjee 2013); and that, as 

parents, they are later forced to marry their children off among similar families (Blanchett 2003; 

Kaur 2010). Notwithstanding this evidence, Mishra, for instance, dismisses reservations voiced 

by other scholars (see Chowdhry 2011; Kukreja and Kumar 2013) on the caste acceptability of 

such children on the grounds that it is “misleading to generalise … on the basis of a few brides” 

(2013, 75). Ironically, she builds her conclusion on a small sample of seven cross-region brides, 

whose children have not faced problems in getting married, to report that none of the children 

from such marriages face caste-based discrimination. This methodological flaw is also evident in 

other works that either use small samples (one village, in the case of Chaudhary and Mohan 

2011; two villages for Kaur 2004, and three for Ahlawat 2009), rely on secondary sources (Kaur 

2012), or base conclusions on anecdotal proof, as in the case of Kaur (2010), who uses 

conversations with a shikhara49 owner, local journalists, and a filmmaker friend, to make 

sweeping generalizations about all cross-region brides, their experiences, and/or the status of 

their children. In the case of Mukherjee’s work, her methodological strategy appears both 

                                                
49 Shikhara is a wooden boat used in Kashmir for a wide variety of purposes, including for tourism.  
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haphazard and ad-hoc: local shopkeepers, traders, and locals, found shopping in the markets in 

Rewari Town in Haryana, are relied on to identify some villages with families involved in cross-

region marriages, after which elected village representatives in these villages are roped into 

identifying specific families with cross-region brides (2015, 84). The author acknowledges 

encountering a lack of trust, doubt, and a guarded attitude from the interviewees (2015, 84). 

However, instead of laying blame on a problematic recruitment strategy that does not take into 

account existing asymmetrical power relations present in villages, due to caste/class hierarchies, 

she ascribes the “sketchy” information gleaned during interviews to the “physical space of the 

narrow lanes and small houses [and] the familial atmosphere” (ibid, 84).  

In sum, the scholarly work on cross-region marriages in North India appears to bypass 

interrogating the intersecting and overlapping roles of the political economy, caste, ethnicity, and 

religious difference of these brides and grooms. These differences work to create migratory 

flows and alter gender relations in communities that are polarized along caste, ethnic, and 

religious lines. It is here that the theoretical insights from works on intra-Asia cross-border 

marriage migration prove to be as useful in situating contemporary non-customary marriage 

migration in India within the global context, as they are in identifying weaknesses and 

limitations in works on India.  

Intra-Asia Marriage Migration: Literature Review 

India and the countries in East and Southeast Asia, where cross-border marriage 

migration is taking place on a large scale, are marked with many socio-economic and political 

commonalities. First, the receiving countries in Southeast and East Asia, very much like India, 

are confronted with a male marriage squeeze due to a female deficit and societal dis-preference 

for girls. Second, all the source countries, like India, underwent a drastic makeover of their 
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economy around the same time period, from the mid to late 1980s to the early 1990s, with the 

adoption of structural adjustment programs at the behest of the World Bank and the International 

Monetary Fund. Third, these marriages are almost entirely undertaken by rural “farm bachelors,” 

who are confronted with a shortage of local women to meet their (unpaid) productive and 

reproductive labour needs on the farmland and in the household. Fourth, discourses of racial and 

ethnic purity, central in matrimonial alliances undertaken locally, are often breached in cross-

border weddings in these countries.  

The rich vein of scholarly work on marriage migration recognizes the imperative to 

situate such non-customary marriages within the intersectionality of political economy; 

prevailing patriarchal ideologies; gender norms and expectations; and discourses of racism, 

ethnic purity, and nationalism in the sending and receiving countries. This literature discusses a 

wide range of topics, such as societal norms and expectations for unmarried women (Belanger 

and Linh 2011); agency and the motivations of women to become marriage migrants (Nyugen 

and Tran 2010); routes and modes of marriage matchmaking, including the role of commercial 

brokers, bride mediators, and traffickers (Duong, Belanger, and Hong 2007; Wang and Chang 

2002); gatekeeping mechanisms of receiving country governments (Turner 2008); citizenship 

rights of marriage migrants (Hwang 2015; Toyota 2008); adjustment problems of marriage 

migrants (Cheng 2013; Freeman 2011); and questions of racial or social “othering” and 

assimilation within receiving societies (Lee, Seol, and Cho 2006; Nakamatsu 2005), amongst 

others. 

Scholars warn against a simplistic reduction of migration motives. They suggest that 

reasons for marriage migration are complex and fluid, and need to be understood as part of 

people’s coping strategies in the larger contexts of globalization and structural adjustment 
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programs in the sending countries (Hsia 2004, 2008), and the citizenship regimes of the receiving 

countries (Chao 2002; Constable 2005a, 2005b; Freeman 2011). Without romanticizing or 

glossing over women’s vulnerability within the patriarchal ideology and citizenship regimes of 

the receiving countries, researchers recognize the dominance of the ethnically chauvinistic and 

racialized rhetoric of the women’s poverty and victimhood in receiving ethnic groups, regions, 

and countries. This rhetoric impedes an alternate interpretation of poor women’s marriage 

migration strategies (Constable 2005a; Nakamatsu 2005a) as something other than just another 

form of “patriarchal bargain.”50 

Feminist scholarly works on international marriage migration recognize that “marriage-

scapes … are shaped and limited by existing and emerging cultural, social, historical, and 

political-economic factors” (Constable 2005a, 4). They note that “hierarchies of class, race, 

sexuality, ethnicity, nationality and, of course, gender operate at various levels” (Pessar and 

Mahler 2003, 816), in creating and reinforcing systemic and structural inequalities, and thus in 

influencing migratory flows of women for marriage or labour transnationally. The conceptual 

model of “gendered geographies of power” advanced by Mahler and Pessar (2001, 445) 

emphasizes that gender operates on multiple intersecting social and spatial levels, or at scales of 

the body, the family, and the state, to reconfigure or reaffirm gender ideologies and relations; 

that the social location of an individual within “power hierarchies created through historical, 

political, economic, geographic, kinship-based, and other socially stratifying factors” both affects 

their access to resources and shapes their agency; and that gendered social agency results in 

individuals undertaking initiatives, within the constraints of these operative power hierarchies 

                                                
50 According to Deniz Kandiyoti, who coined the term, the “patriarchal bargain … may exhibit variations according 
to class, caste, and ethnicity. These patriarchal bargains exert a powerful influence on the shaping of their gendered 
subjectivity and determine the nature of gender ideology in different contexts. They also influence both the potential 
for and specific forms of women's active or passive resistance in the face of their oppression” (1988, 275). 
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and scales, to improve their lives (Pessar and Mahler 2003). 

Intra-Asia Marriage Migration in the Context of Structural Adjustment and Citizenship 

Regimes 

It is noteworthy that migratory flows of women for labour or marriage from certain Asian 

countries started occurring on a large scale after these countries adopted Structural Adjustment 

Programs. Following the debt crisis of the 1980s, many countries in the Global South, including 

those within East and South-east Asia, were forced to restructure their economies at the behest of 

the World Bank and International Monetary Fund in order to meet their balance of payment 

crisis. The emergence of “neoliberal citizenship,” in which the contract between the citizen-

subject and the nation as a welfare state was replaced by allegiance to the marketplace and an 

emphasis on the individual’s ability to compete within it (Stasiulis and Bakan 2005, 20–22), 

impacted women far more because of their ascribed gender roles (Bahramitash 2005; Spar 1994). 

In countries like the Philippines, Indonesia, Sri Lanka, Thailand, and Vietnam, women 

essentially “picked up the tab” of the neoliberal reforms, by undertaking economic migration as a 

household survival strategy, moving from less developed to more developed regions within 

countries and between countries in the region or to the Global North.  

This feminization of migration, or globalization of reproduction, in which gender role and 

gender ideology work to constrain migrant women’s livelihood opportunities to sectors that 

utilize their reproductive labour, occurs on the strict terms of the receiving countries (Stasiulis 

and Bakan 2005). Piper and Roces (2003) make a case for placing female labour and marriage 

migration in the same analytical category because of active state government interventions in the 

private realm of intimacy and marriage, in South Korea, Japan, and Taiwan, to handle labour 

crises in their rural farming sectors caused by the outmigration of women to cities, skewed sex 
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ratios, low fertility rates, and aging populations. With many of the receiving countries employing 

restrictive work visa regimes or restrictions on employment opportunities, marriage migration 

emerges as a repackaged extension of the commodification of reproductive labour (Piper and 

Roces 2003). Women opportunistically enter into matrimony with men in countries like Japan, 

South Korea, or Singapore, where their entry as workers is regulated and constricted by 

immigration policies to narrow, gender-role defined sectors, such as sex work, domestic work, or 

care work. Marriage migration allows the women a “side-door entry” (Tseng 2011, 39) to wider 

employment opportunities in other sectors, through residency and naturalization of citizenship in 

receiving countries. However, they enter on compromised terms, as the grooms hold the 

advantage – temporary residence or partial citizenship rights in the receiving countries are 

dependent on the continuation of the marriage (Constable 2005a; Freeman 2011; Hwang 2015).  

In Vietnam, the 1986 adoption of neoliberalism, or Doi Moi, has increased rural poverty, 

widened urban and rural income disparity, and caused the massive outmigration of rural men and 

women to its cities. A large number of rural and poorly educated women undertake marriage 

migration to South China and Taiwan (Belanger, Lee, and Wang 2010; Wang and Chang 2002), 

as a coping strategy to overcome natal poverty. Significantly, over 64 percent of the international 

marriages emanate from the rural areas of the Mekong Delta region, which has the highest level 

of poverty in the country (Nyugen and Tran 2010). In fact, 67.5 percent of Vietnamese women 

marrying Taiwanese men cite economic reasons are behind their strategic marriages (Wang and 

Chang 2002, 99).  

In China, rapid integration into the market economy from the mid-1980s, which caused a 

widening economic disparity between its provinces, has led women from its remote interior and 

underdeveloped provinces like Guangdong to marry men situated in the industrialized and more 
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developed coastal provinces (Fan 2002). Spatial hypergamy, though common previously, has 

significantly increased as “(d)ecollectivization of the rural economy … removed the commune 

shelter and … increased household opportunities as well as risks” (Fan 2002, 623). The 

prohibitions on Chinese migrant workers in economically prosperous Taiwan, which shares 

cultural and ethnic traits with Mainland China, has made marriage-migrants the biggest export to 

the country (Lu 2008).  

In the case of the Philippines, neoliberal restructuring of its economy exacerbated gender 

and class inequalities and created widespread underdevelopment and unemployment (Stasiulis 

and Bakan 2005, 56–57). The crisis in reproductive care work51 in the Global North, along with 

the Philippine government’s active encouragement of its citizens to undertake migration to meet 

its balance of payment crisis,52 have made Filipina reproductive labour – either as nurses, 

domestic workers, nannies, bar girls, or wives – its biggest export, with the numbers reaching up 

to 70 to 80 percent of all migrations to the Global North.53 Very much like with labour migrants, 

remittances by female marriage migrants bolster family incomes and offset the costs of services 

like education, healthcare, and utilities that earlier were the responsibility of the state.  

There is a general consensus that although economic destitution or backwardness are 

primary motivators for women to enter such marriages, other reasons also play a big role, 

including: responsibility of offspring to take care of elderly parents; circumvention of barriers to 

reach employment opportunities; need to break out of patriarchally defined expectations and 

                                                
51 Crisis in reproductive care work denotes the inability of families to take care of children or the elderly. In the 
Global North, the retreat of the state from providing subsidized or free child-care and the simultaneous entry of 
women into the work sector has created this reproductive care work crisis. The shortfall would have traditionally 
been picked up by women, due to their traditional roles. Instead, this tab is now picked up by Third World women, 
who migrate to the Global North to work as care givers, nannies, and domestic workers. For more, see Ehrenreich 
and Hochschild, 2002; Stasiulis and Bakan, 2005. 
52 Balance of payment crisis refers to the inability of a country to either repay its debts, or pay for essential imports 
required by the country. The fiscal deficit in meeting payments sends the country into an economic crisis.  
53 Note that these women from the Philippines also go to the Middle East for work. See Nadeau, 2007 for more. 
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rigid gender roles; failed relationships or widowhood; need to escape the stigma of “past 

indiscretions”; and cultural fantasies about the economic riches of receiving countries. Nicole 

Constable terms this contemporary form of marital mobility between citizens of different 

countries at a global scale, whether intra-Asia or between Asian brides and Western men, as 

“global hypergamy” (2005a, 10). This concept of global hypergamy is further tied in with 

“spatial hypergamy,” or a “hierarchy or a chain of [specific] geographical locations” (ibid) 

desired in marriage migration arrangements. In such strategic global hypergamous matrimonies, 

women might marry up the geo-economic hierarchy, but might be disadvantaged in other ways 

through their marriages to men who are social or “economic losers” locally. Constable labels this 

“marrying down” in an otherwise economically more prosperous region or country as 

“paradoxical hypergamy” (2005b, 167). 

Challenges to Narratives of Victimhood 

The demand for wives by desperate bachelors has spawned an entire commercial 

marriage brokerage industry in Southeast and East Asia. Driven by the lure of high profit 

margins, commercial marriage agencies set up offices in source countries, sending locators to 

scour the countryside for potential brides (Wang and Chang 2002, 102). The institutionalization 

of transnational marriage mediating has raised concerns about the commodification of marriage 

and about women being sold as goods, at premium prices, to desperate suitors (Tseng 2015). In 

studying the modus operandi of traffickers, scholars acknowledge that quantifying the number of 

women trafficked for marriage is tough, as women “can be deceived or forced into marriages that 

then get legalised” (Hugo and Nyugen 2007, 378) to enable national border crossings that can 

only occur with legal marriage certificates in hand (ibid, 376).  

Discourses of deception and commodification of women through commercial marriage 
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brokers or traffickers are challenged by the narratives of women who actively choose to 

negotiate with marriage brokers or traffickers to undertake marriage migration (Fan 2002; 

Freeman 2011; Tseng 2015). This allows them to negotiate their future citizenship in desired 

countries through marriage, yet it also makes them vulnerable to exploitation and abuse at the 

hands of the mediators or their future husbands. In the case of marriage migration within the 

national confines of China from impoverished regions to richer and more industrialized coastal 

areas, Zhuang notes that often peasant women choose “to be sold as wives through, for instance, 

‘matchmakers’ who profit from the sale” (1998, 6). This calculated risk-taking by the women in 

deliberately transforming themselves into market commodities not only muddies the boundaries 

between victimhood and agency, it also runs counter to discourses of passive victimhood about 

these brides. Tseng, in her study of Vietnamese women’s marriages to Taiwanese men, terms 

this “active submission as agency,” wherein the women “enter the transnational marriage market 

by actively submitting to the patriarchal roles of the business through the act of ‘performing 

docile’” (2015, 118).  

Critical space is created for the women, within the constraints of patriarchal ideology, to 

exercise their subjectivity (Hsia 2008). The women recognize their value as providers of 

reproductive labour. Additionally, there is leverage in them potentially leaving the marriage to 

return back home for good; the men fear being humiliated within their local communities for 

their inability to make these marriages last, which the women can use to their advantage. The 

fees paid to the marriage-brokers would also be lost in such a case, as there is no “money-back” 

option on a failed marriage arrangement. The threat of divorce is thus employed by the brides to 

negotiate their gender roles and the gendered expectations coming from their husband or in-laws 

(Freeman 2005; Wang 2007). Hsia cites the use of prepaid phone cards and mobile phones by 
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Vietnamese migrant brides in Taiwan, allowing them to stay connected with other migrant brides 

and avoid constant monitoring by their husband or in-laws (2008). Others cite household poverty 

as a reason that enables the brides to enter the local workforce, and, in the process, acquire 

economic independence and acquaintances with local women and peers through social 

networking (Tang and Wang 2011, 436–37). Such examples of the brides’ manoeuvres within 

the hidden and intimate spaces of family life to contest hegemonic controls (Freeman 2011; Tang 

and Wang 2011) contradict reductionist imageries either about their passivity or about them as 

opportunistic economic climbers. The migrant brides’ resistance against being labelled waii 

xinniang (foreign bride) or Japanyu (Japan-bound), as these discursively represent them as 

“materialist bloodsuckers” or as sex workers using the mantle of marriage to “prostitute” 

themselves (Hsia 2008, 131), and the creation of a network of foreign brides, called TransAsia 

Sisters Association, Taiwan (TASAT), which actively works to promote immigrant movement in 

Taiwan, also throw out stereotypical representations of the brides as either mute victims of 

trafficking or victims of domestic violence (Hsia 2008, 137).  

Brides as the ‘Other’: Politics of Exclusion and Assimilation in Host Countries 

Scholarly works on intra-Asia marriage migration recognize that discourses on gender, 

ethnicity, and nationality are interwoven in mono-ethnic or ethnically homogenous societies like 

Japan, Taiwan, or South Korea, and create national anxieties about the lowering of national stock 

or the dilution of racial characteristics through inter-ethnic international marriages (Chen 2015). 

In South Korea, Chosenjok (ethnic Korean) brides from Northeastern China are preferred by 

South Korean rural bachelors as a way to ensure “same blood” marriages (Freeman 2011). 

Similarly, Taiwanese men favour Vietnamese or Mainland Chinese women because of their 

shared ethnicity, patriarchal values, and Confucianism (Tsay 2004, 185). In Japan, discourses of 



 67 

race and class, and around the country’s colonial encounters, are intimately intertwined with 

stereotypes about the Asian brides and their treatment by the locals. On the one hand, the 

continuation of the Japanese colonial imaginary portrays Asian women as submissive and readily 

available to satisfy the sexual desires of Japanese men; on the other hand, the nosun brides 

(foreign brides of Japanese farmers) are depicted as “cunning-scavengers” (Suzuki 2000, 142), 

who calculatedly undertake these “marriages of convenience” to escape poverty and attain social 

mobility and economic affluence (Nakamatsu 2005a, 405–406). Such racialized discourses 

reinforce the homogenous, middle class, and racially superior image that the Japanese people 

tend to have of themselves (Suzuki 2005). These ethno-nationalist and classist discourses extend 

to other receiving countries such as Taiwan and South Korea. The depiction of the women’s 

natal countries or regions as “low income” or poor and backward strengthens the problematic 

representation of migrant brides as “gold diggers,” and as “inferior others” who face problems of 

“adaptation” or “acculturation” due to dissimilarities in economic background or a lack of 

educational qualifications (Nakamatsu 2005b; Roces 2003). This also affirms the superiority of 

self for both the men and the communities of the receiving countries – versus the poor and 

uncivilized “other” foreign wives (Chen 2013). 

In such marriages, class and race intersect to create “desire” on different scales, as racist 

and/or ethnocentric discourse is not extended to “white” or highly educated professional female 

marriage migrants when they marry middle or upper class men (Pan 2015). Thus, the politics of 

exclusion and assimilation within the receiving communities creates a graded division or 

hierarchy of incoming brides based on their nationality, ethnicity, race, and/or class. This 

differential or partial citizenship not only places the incoming brides at the bottom of social 

hierarchy, it also legitimizes their racial discrimination and othering in nationalist discourses 
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celebrating ethnic homogeneity and superiority (Cheng 2013; Freeman 2011; Toyota 2008; 

Wang and Belanger 2008). Discourses of ethnic nationalism, particularly in South Korea and 

Taiwan, legitimize the discrimination of bi-racial or bi-ethnic offspring on the grounds of their 

racial inferiority and ethnic dilution: this impacts their social interactions, educational 

attainments, and marriage prospects (Cheng 2013, 158; Shin 2011). In Taiwan, with one in every 

nine child being born out of a cross-country marriage, fears of low-class and less educated 

Vietnamese brides posing “a threat to an imagined normal, high quality, homogeneous 

Taiwanese society” (Wang and Belanger 2008, 99) have made the country offer incentives like 

sterilization, in order to reduce the birth of children in its bid to ensure good “population quality” 

(renkou sushi) (ibid).  

Implications of Scholarly Gaps in the Study of Indian Cross-Region Marriages 

As demonstrated above, scholarly works on intra-Asia marriage migration underscore the 

importance of the intersectionality of neoliberal economy, patriarchy, and discourses of race and 

ethnicity in analysing the factors causing such migratory flows of women, as well as their status 

in receiving countries. In light of this literature, existing works on cross-region marriages in 

India appear to offer only simplistic and reductionist analyzes of motives governing both 

women’s migration and their treatment in their husband’s community.  

These works on intra-Asia marriage migration lay bare the inadequacies in the anti-

trafficking scholarship on cross-region marriages in India, through their use of concepts like 

“active submission” and “voluntary trafficking” to describe strategies the women employ to 

overcome poverty and accommodate patriarchal expectations around single young women’s 

sexuality and marriage. The inability of Indian scholarly works to incorporate these complex 

ideas results in simplistic categorizations of the brides as trafficked or passive victims, and a 
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failure to bring out the complicated distinctions between various forms of marital arrangements 

that include trafficking, broker-mediated marriages, and voluntary migration for marriage. 

Further, the depiction of all cross-region brides as commodities that are sold and re-sold from 

one exploitative male to another silences the brides’ counter-hegemonic narratives of resistance 

and subjectivity.  

Works on intra-Asia migration also reveal inadequacies in the national integrationist 

school of thought, which similarly erases women’s subjectivities and resistance strategies: they 

place undue emphasis on the assimilation of the brides into the caste of their husband, and report 

that adoption of affinal family caste customs occurs with the willing compliance of the incoming 

brides. This discourse also ends up overlooking “everyday forms of resistance” (Scott 1985) and 

the “patriarchal bargains” (Kandiyoti 1988) that the brides might perform within the confines of 

their home and roles.  

Despite Haryana being in the limelight for the gender-regressive stance of its caste 

councils, or Khap Panchayats54, increased caste contestations between dominant-peasant caste 

groups and Dalits, and brutal upper-caste violence against couples in inter-caste relationships,55 

no scholarly work has attempted to situate these marriages within this charged context. The 

recent spread of cross-region marriages amongst Hindus in the neighbouring province of 
                                                
54 A Khap is a cluster of villages united by caste and geography. Khaps are formed by the same gotra or clan 
families from several neighbouring villages. These are non-elected, non-judicial clan or gotra councils that are 
solely governed by men from the same gotra. Khap Panchayats are prevalent in Haryana, western Uttar Pradesh, 
and parts of Rajasthan: these have been used to consolidate Jat power and position. 300 Khaps constitute the Sarv 
Khap Panchayat, and hold sway over 25,000 villages across Haryana, Punjab, Western Uttar Pradesh, Rajasthan, 
and parts of Madhya Pradesh. Khap Panchayats, or caste councils of the dominant castes, regulate social behaviour 
within the caste and the village, and between caste groups, through the use of decrees of social boycotts and other 
forms of exclusionary punishments. All caste groups, including the Dalits, have to toe the line of a particular 
dominant caste Khap in their region without choice. These all-male dominated patriarchal bodies are used 
strategically by dominant caste groups to maintain or re-assert their domination and hegemonic superiority in a 
village or community. 
55 Vishal Joshi, “Dalit locality attacked, water supply cut after inter-caste marriage in Haryana,” The Hindustan 
Times, April 15, 2013, accessed April 21, 2013, http://www.hindustantimes.com/india/dalit-locality-attacked-water-
supply-cut-after-inter-caste-marriage-in-haryana/story-MFjl6c9WiHan6JoqU8fW2O.html.  
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Rajasthan56 is also ignored by scholars, as is the study of these marriages amongst the Meo 

Muslims. Such marriages are an intriguing development amongst the Meo, as the community 

boasts one of the best CSRs in various censuses and does not appear to suffer from a bride 

deficit. Only two works, so far, have referenced cross-region marriages amongst the Meo, and 

these are also solely from an anti-trafficking perspective (Pandey and Kant 2003; Rahman 2009). 

The Meo, very much like the caste Hindus, have restrictions on marrying outside their 

community with other Indian Muslims.57 Lastly, just one study to date (Mukherjee 2015) has 

undertaken research in a natal region. However, it suffers from the failure to examine the “push” 

factors or socio-economic compulsions causing the brides and their families to accept marriage 

proposals from North Indian men. 

The creation of totalizing narratives of these brides, most of whom belong to socio-

economically marginalized caste groups, as “integrated,” “assimilated,” or “trafficked,” and such 

marriages as either “bride-trafficking” or “normal” is, at best, misleading. This edifice is 

weakened and ultimately condemned by two fault lines: theoretical and empirical. The 

theoretical weakness within the existing literature lies in its tendency to homogenize all brides 

within an overarching category of Indian women, while ignoring the attributes, such as caste, 

religion, or ethnicity, that distinctly shape the trajectory of their experiences, gender relations, 

and dynamics of power.  

The portrayal of all cross-region brides as trafficked and the singular emphasis on anti-

trafficking initiatives against cross-region marriages conveniently sidesteps examining the 

                                                
56 Dailybhaskar.com, “Runaway brides: Rajasthan grooms face monetary exploitation by middleman, con brides as 
women become ‘hard to find,’” Dailybhaskar.com, June 30, 2013, accessed March 7, 2014, http://daily.bhaskar.com 
/news/RAJ-JPR-runaway-brides-rajasthan-grooms-face-monetary-exploitation-by-middleman-con-brid-4306651-
NOR.html. 
57 The Meo prefer marrying within their community, within the limits of caste endogamy and village and clan 
exogamy. Marriage with other Indian Muslims is frowned upon and invites clan censure (Jamous 2003, 11). 
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impact of intersecting ideologies of patriarchy, caste, and neoliberalism on the poor rural women 

undertaking such alliances. The constant reinforcement of such stereotypes runs the danger of 

problematizing cross-region marriages and all involved parties, including the parents of the 

woman and the “buying” groom, in monochromatic hues wherein all socio-economic 

complexities are erased or ignored. These marriages become embedded in discursive structures 

as cases of trafficking or trade in human beings without recognizing the agency or subjectivity of 

the women in making the conscious decision to marry these men. Such narratives not only 

reinforce the colonial trope of an objectified and voiceless victim suffering from male violence 

(Mohanty 2003), they also unleash fervour to rescue “bride-victims” caught in so-called hyper-

exploitative “slave-like” conditions. 

The study of marriage migration as a social phenomenon “outside the realm of political 

economy and the operation of modern market forces” (Palriwala and Uberoi 2008, vii), or as 

unaffected by gendered geographies of power with multiple intersecting hierarchies and scales, 

fails to bring out the relationship between material economy, caste, and local forms of patriarchal 

ideology, in light of the compromised livelihood and/or matrimonial options for socially and 

economically disadvantaged groups of women. The role of political economy in pauperizing 

certain communities is looked at only perfunctorily, as illustrated by statements such as that a 

“surplus of women … is created by poverty and landlessness in an economy dominated by 

agriculture” (Blanchett 2003, 9). By alluding that contemporary cross-region marriages are an 

extension of similar alliances undertaken during the colonial period, by a very miniscule 

percentage of men from the dominant-caste of Jats (Kaur 2010, 16), neither the large-scale nature 

of current marriages nor the difference in socio-economic and political context from the colonial 

era to the contemporary time are acknowledged. 
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Underscoring the importance of “assimilation” or “incorporation” of the brides into the 

families and communities of their husbands and their gradual “adjustment” to caste customs, 

such as language, dress, food, and other habits of dominant culture, results in the failure to ask a 

crucial question: on whose terms are these adjustments or incorporations made to occur? The 

emphasis on national integration fails to interrogate: i) whose idea of nation and national identity 

is being reified, and ii) who is being asked to shed their identity. Scholars have critiqued the 

concept of national integration, which draws heavily from modernization theory’s notion of a 

homogenized nation state, because its imposition of dominant cultural ethos occurs along with 

the forcible suppression of difference and the assimilation of minorities and marginalized groups 

(Teltumbde 2010, 31–32). Though modernization theory projects the notion of peaceful 

assimilation of disparate groups as part of a nation-building exercise, in reality, it seeks to create 

a disciplined body of citizens out of peasants, ethnic and religious minorities, and other 

marginalized groups. Its aim is to homogenize, and not to accommodate difference, resulting in 

marginalized groups being unable to articulate their separate and distinct identities. 

With reference to India, the “problematic of integration” – termed as internal colonialist 

and paternalist (Saha 1986, 287–88) – has been critiqued because the supposedly voluntary 

cultural assimilation of visible minorities and Dalits occurs on terms set by dominant caste 

groups and Hindu supremacists. Hindutva, or chauvinistic Hindu cultural nationalism, articulates 

its assimilationist ideology by projecting a notion of India as a country of one people, one 

religion, wherein hierarchies of caste and differences of ethnicities are subsumed under a 

monolithic Hindu identity with the attendant forcible assimilation of minorities. This Hindu 

supremacist ideology argues that “all differences of ritual, belief, and caste are irrelevant” (Basu 

et al. 1993, 08–09) in the face of an overarching “Hindu solidarity” (ibid). Similarly, the 
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unquestioning celebration of national integration, and of the adjustment or gradual incorporation 

of the cross-region brides, without discussing the violence – literal and/or metaphorical – 

contained in this supposedly peaceful ethnic cleansing, runs the danger of reinforcing Hindutva’s 

belief in a homogenized Hindu nation state. 

The pervasive invisibility of caste discrimination allows sweeping generalizations to be 

made, particularly that the bringing in of wives from other regions or castes has “become 

acceptable” (Chaudhary and Mohan 2011, 336). This thwarts interrogating the role of “caste” in 

shaping gender relations in conjugal families and communities for incoming low-caste or Dalit 

brides. Normalizing and equating caste violence with gender oppression – as a form of 

oppression that all incoming brides have to deal with in any marriage – means that the unequal 

and oppressive power relations embedded within caste-marked identities, and which intersect 

with patriarchal structures, are not excavated. Instead of dismantling and exposing the sham 

rhetoric of “caste integration” or “caste accommodations” made by dominant castes, who are the 

biggest perpetrators of local caste violence, such scholarship runs the danger of being accused of 

masking, legitimizing, and even reinforcing the caste violence that the brides experience. Its 

failure to situate these caste-transgressive marriages within the “ax[e]s of patriarchy … [and] 

caste oppression” (Rege 2006, 74), and persistence around seeing the brides as “somehow 

unmarked or disembodied from their caste or religious identity” (Rao 2003, 2), results in such 

scholarship, perhaps not intentionally but consequently, offering a modern justification of caste 

oppression.  

The associated methodological failure of the existing scholarship lies in its inability to 

deploy research methods that interrogate the brides’ position within the intersection of caste, 

class, and patriarchy, or to use research tools that bring forth the women’s agency in voluntarily 
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choosing to undertake marriage migration with awareness about their potential trafficking, 

deceptions, and/or their vulnerability to abuse and exploitation. This failure also results in 

invisibilizing the brides’ negotiations, or everyday resistance strategies, within the intersecting 

oppressions of patriarchy, caste, and gender, that they undertake within the intimacy of their 

marriages. The collapsing of data on women trafficked for forced marriage, labour, or the sex 

trade into a single number, without disaggregating it, not only imparts a false sense of scale to 

this trade, but also acts as a barrier in the uncovering of trends and patterns of trafficking for 

marriage.  

Theoretical Synthesis: Situating Cross-Region Marriages within Intersectionalities 

Contrary to scholarship on cross-region marriages in India, the literature on international 

marriage-scapes offers a rich and nuanced analysis of the multiple interlocking oppressions of 

patriarchal ideology and capitalist globalization that are shaping women’s migratory decisions. It 

also conclusively demonstrates the discursive roles of race, ethnicity, and class in determining 

these women’s status and inclusion within the receiving nation, communities, and husbands’ 

families. The rich vein of literature on international marriage migration, however, falls short in 

discussing caste as an analytical category, primarily because caste ideology and the social 

hierarchies based on it are a particularly Indian phenomenon affecting both Hindu and Muslim 

religious communities. The investigation of gender relations and gender identity within India can 

only be undertaken if these are located within political economy and understood in relation to 

other identities (such as race, ethnicity, caste, class, among others) and the processes that shape 

those identities (Bannerji 2011). This thus underscores the need to adopt a theoretical synthesis 

consisting of Marxian political economy, Dalit feminist theory, and postcolonial feminism, to 

obtain a nuanced and thorough analysis of the intersecting roles of caste, class, patriarchy, and 
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political economy vis-à-vis cross region marriages in India.  

Political Economy Framework: Accumulation by Dispossession 

A political economy framework is necessary to contextualize current-day cross-region 

marriages within material changes taking place in India, in order to determine the reasons for the 

increased incidence of cross-region marriages taking place between men from economically 

prosperous regions of India and women from economically marginalized parts of India. From the 

early 1990s onward, as was elaborated in Chapter 1, India wholeheartedly embraced the 

neoliberal capitalist economic model, and it is within this context that David Harvey’s 

elaboration on the political project of “accumulation by dispossession” (2005, 154–65) becomes 

particularly useful. According to him, neoliberalization is a political project that “restores and 

strengthens the power of economic elites” (2005, 19), and that – unlike in earlier periods of 

capitalism – ensures people become asset rich without attendant economic growth. 

Harvey reworks Marx’s concept of primitive accumulation to frame this theory on 

accumulation by dispossession. Marx first articulated the concept of primitive accumulation to 

describe a set of processes within England that allowed the separation of producers from means 

of production, and the seizure and conversion of assets into capital. These included the expulsion 

of peasants from their lands and their transformation as wage labourers, the concentration of 

capital and assets in the hands of the few, and the privatization of commons, to list a few. 

However, within contemporary capitalism, accumulation occurs “without production” (Harvey 

2005, 162), i.e., the freed-up labour is not harnessed as wage labour to create more capital 

through expanded production. According to Harvey, the various processes that constitute 

accumulation by dispossession include the: 

commodification and privatization of land and the forceful expulsion of peasant 
populations…; conversion of various forms of property rights (common, collective, state, 
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etc.) into exclusive private property rights…; suppression of rights to the commons; 
commodification of labor power and the suppression of alternative (indigenous) forms of 
production and consumption; colonial, neocolonial, and imperial processes of 
appropriation of assets (including natural resources); monetization of exchange and 
taxation, particularly of land; the slave trade (which continues particularly in the sex 
industry); and usury, the national debt and, most devastating of all, the use of the credit 
system (2005, 159). 

Since such accumulative processes are ongoing and present within the capitalist system, these are 

best described as “accumulation by dispossession” instead of as primitive or original. The state 

“with its monopoly of violence and definitions of legality” (2005, 145) becomes a major actor in 

facilitating the accumulative process through the neoliberal project, which is presented as the 

“only alternative” to deal with “orchestrated crises” (ibid). Structural adjustment programs clear 

the path for the devaluations of “capital assets and labour power” (2005, 150), to be set in motion 

through multiple processes of privatization; state redistributive programs; financialization; and 

management of crises. Under this project, dispossession of land as a capital asset becomes key to 

the acquisitive nature of the capitalist process. The critical distinction from earlier phases of 

capital accumulation is that, here, capital assets are more valued than the freed-up labour: the 

devalued capital assets are bought up at low rates and then “profitably recycled back into the 

circulation of capital” (ibid). What is also distinctive about neoliberalization is that it also 

destroys “social relations … ways of life and thought [and] reproductive activities” (Harvey 

2007, 3). As Martin (2002) argues, it financializes everything, not even sparing “daily life.” 

Similarly, Glenn Coulthard, in making use of the lens of Marxian primitive accumulation in his 

discussion of Indigenous-settler colonialism, argues that “non capitalist social relations are 

transformed or integrated into market ones” (2014, 77) through these processes of accumulation 

and dispossession. He argues that predatory capitalism facilitates and intensifies the continual 

dispossession of Indigenous people because it works “in relation to or in concert with axes of 

exploitation and domination configured along racial, gender, and state lines” (ibid, 14; emphasis 
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original). This conceptual understanding about the neoliberal accumulation process, and its 

interaction with other forms of historical and contemporary exploitative and unequal power 

relations, is transferable to the Indian context, where the restoration of power to the dominant 

racial, religious, or caste groups appears to exacerbate the marginalization of the racial, religious, 

and caste “others.”  

Hartsock elaborates on Harvey’s theory by arguing that contemporary capital 

accumulation is best understood as the “feminization of primitive accumulation” (2011, 26), 

which she classifies as a “new moment of primitive accumulation” (2011, 5). Glassman also 

contends that women’s unpaid reproductive and productive labour constitutes a fundamental 

“extra economic” element within this accumulative process (2006, 617). This process of capital 

accumulation “typically undermines whatever powers women may have had within household 

production/ marketing systems and within traditional social structures [by] relocat[ing] 

everything [to] male-dominated commodity and credit markets” (Harvey 2005, 170). The 

transformation of the welfare state to a market driven one converts low class women into 

“disposable workers,” who have no option but to resort to flexible, casual, informal, and/or risky 

labour practices in order to survive. For instance, the cost of social reproduction is highly 

gendered: cuts to social spending, privatization of services, and a rise in food prices result in the 

downloading of costs of caring on to women’s unpaid labour within the household (Jackson and 

Rao 2009, 64–65). Migration by men to urban centres in search of livelihood increases the 

number of female-headed households; such households are marked by a heightened degree of 

poverty, malnutrition, mortality, illiteracy, school drop-outs, child labour, and precarious low-

wage and casual livelihood options. Capital not only “exacerbates… patriarchal relations of rule” 

(Mohanty 2003, 231), it also intensifies gender disparities and unequal gender relations (Kapadia 
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2002, 30–36).  

The process of dispossession, which creates “landless free labourers” (Hartsock 2011, 

19), disproportionately impacts women who are evicted from their lands, deprived of livelihood 

options, and denied access to resources. Gender norms differentially impact men and women, 

resulting in greater job losses for women (Elson 2010, 206). In fact, “[w]omen who lose their 

jobs may disappear altogether from the labour-force statistics” (Elson 2010, 206), with their 

labour transmuted as invisible, “free,” and surplus. With its devaluation legitimized by social and 

gender norms (Hartsock 2011; Mies 1999), the accumulative process then seizes upon this 

“devalued” feminine labour for further accumulation, through the informalization and 

casualization of their work. For example, when big agro-corporations seek contract farmers, for 

example in the Dominican Republic (Raynolds 1998), they are very particular in signing 

contracts with “married” small peasant farmers, knowing quite well that these farmers will use 

the “free” labour of their wives (ibid.), by ideologically constructing it as a “‘natural extension’ 

of their familial duties” (Mohanty 2003, 158). This “privatization” of women’s work is what 

Maria Mies calls the “housewification” of female labour, wherein their labour is made cheap, 

flexible, and docile (1998). On the other hand, Hartsock terms this process the “virtualization” of 

women workers, a transformation that includes the “housewification, flexibilization, 

casualization, devalorization, and feminization” of labour (2011, 27).  

The accumulative processes of privatization and commoditization, as outlined by Harvey 

and other theorists,58 are manifested in contemporary India. As discussed in Chapter One, the 

imposition of Structural Adjustment Reforms after 1991 resulted in: the alienation of producers 

from means of production and the creation of a reserve army of dispossessed and landless 

                                                
58 See Coulthard 2014; Glassman 2006; Hartsock 2011; and Harvey 2005 for more.  
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people, who could provide cheap, flexible, and disposable labour for the accumulative process; 

the transformation of the Indian State into a broker for global capital, in its coercive 

appropriation of land through state-managed acquisitions and corporate land grabs; the large-

scale privatization of public services, including the imposition of user fees and removal of 

subsidies and tariffs, as part of the commoditization and financialization process, exacerbating 

structural and systemic inequalities for socio-economically marginalized sections of the Indian 

population, such as its women, and the Dalits, Adivasis, and Muslims; and the reinforcement of 

class power, by putting wealth and political and economic power into the hands of a thin slice of 

rural and urban elites.  

In this light, the political economy framework provides important analytical tools to fill 

notable absences in existing scholarship about the multiple dispossessions that the rural poor 

have to contend with, enabling them to be viewed as a contributory factor in the increased 

incidence of non-customary marriage migrations within India. It also fills a critical lacuna 

regarding the economic source of women’s oppression and exploitation and the erosion of 

gender rights in India. This framework allows a teasing out of the contradictions inherent in the 

devaluation of female labour on one hand, and its housewification, which renders it invisible, on 

the other. These are of particular relevance to this thesis, as the centrality of women’s free and 

unpaid productive and unproductive labour in North India’s rural economy appears to be the 

biggest motive propelling men to transgress societal taboos.  

However, this analytical framework overlooks the centrality of caste oppression in 

shaping relations of production and subordination in India. It ignores that caste exists both as an 

institution and an ideology in India; that caste and class often overlap in India; that caste 

stratification reinforces and maintains class inequalities; that caste identity is often central in 
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resource appropriation and the extraction of labour; and that the intersection of caste with gender 

reinforces multiple inequalities for Dalit women. It is here that the incorporation of Dalit 

feminist theory overcomes this theoretical gap, in unpacking the ideology of “systemic 

casteness,” and in bringing forth the dynamics of gender relations, violence, and social control 

exercised by caste ideology.  

Caste as a Category of Analysis: The Role of Dalit Feminist Theory 

Dalit feminism emerged in the mid-1990s within India as a “politics of difference” (Rao 

2003, 1), as Dalit women, beginning to form autonomous organizations across India such as the 

National Dalit Women’s Federation and All India Dalit Women’s Forum, asserted the need to 

revision feminist politics and the feminist agenda in India (Rege 1998). Drawing immensely 

from Dalit theory,59 specifically in its understanding of the caste oppression placed upon the 

Dalits, the expropriation of their labour by the upper castes, and the use of violence as a 

deliberate tactic to subdue and coerce them into accepting their own continual exploitation, Dalit 

feminists allege that the concerns and voices of the more than sixteen percent of India’s total 

female population that comprises historically oppressed Dalit women (Census of India 2011c) 

are either sidelined or silenced by upper class/caste women, who dominate the feminist 

movement in India. 

Their biggest critique of feminist sociological research in India is around its failure to 

interrogate the intersectionality of patriarchy, caste, class, ethnicity, and gender in looking at 

how these shape low caste women’s everyday reality. Sharmila Rege pointedly sums up the 

                                                
59 Dalit feminism, however, differs from Dalit theory on some very vital points, by arguing that the latter ignores the 
patriarchal oppression that Dalit women suffer at the hands of all men, including Dalit men; that it overlooks that the 
sexual violence done to Dalit women’s bodies is used to quell resistance against upper castes; that it gives sole 
primacy to caste based oppression, while ignoring and/or marginalizing the question of gender; and that it disregards 
the fact that multiple patriarchies oppress Dalit women. 



 81 

omission by asking the (rhetorical) question: “who is the Indian woman” (2006, 24) that the 

Indian feminists postulate about? Dalit feminism asserts that mainstream Indian feminism should 

be labelled “Brahmani” or “upper caste feminism” (ibid, 3), for its failure to situate gender 

subordination within caste ideology; for universalizing Indian women and their experiences; for 

giving primacy to patriarchy, while questioning women’s subordination; and for failing to 

interrogate “hierarchical, multiple, changing structural power relations of caste, class and 

ethnicity” (Rege 1998, WS45). Dalit feminist thought thus forces a radical shift in feminist 

discourse, by stressing the imperative to “critically interrogate the complex histories of caste and 

gender oppression” (Rege 2006, 4), instead of treating them as disparate categories or 

homogenizing women’s experiences by collapsing their location in the caste hierarchy (Guru 

1995; Rege 1995). It argues that the concept of “multiple patriarchies” (John 2005; Rao 2003) 

operating within and between different castes should be used in foregrounding any analysis of 

Dalit women’s status and experience. 

This denouncing of hegemonic Brahmanical Indian feminism and its essentialist 

representation of Indian women parallels the postcolonial feminist60 critique of Western 

feminism. Postcolonial feminist work, central in the deconstruction and dismantling of 

hegemonic Eurocentric knowledge formation about “Third World subjects” – in particular, 

female subalterns – has questioned the Western feminist idea of a global sisterhood of oppressed 

women, and that includes all women, based on their exploitation due to patriarchal ideology 

(Mohanty 2003). The homogenizing and universalizing tendencies of Western feminist 

scholarship – particularly in its view of “Third World” women, with its mistaken and flawed 

                                                
60 Postcolonial feminist theory emerged broadly as a reaction, both against postcolonial theory’s failure to address 
gender issues and against the homogenizing and universalizing tendencies of Western feminist scholarship towards 
“Third World” women. 
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assumption of women as a coherent group – which erases hierarchies of race, class, location, 

sexuality, and other identities, are problematically echoed by Indian feminists, who similarly 

collapse caste in their assumption of a universal sisterhood of all Indian women, made to suffer 

as victims of patriarchy (Pawar and Moon 2008, 90). This “universalisation of what in reality 

was the middle class, upper caste women’s experience” (Rege 1998, WS42) has not only left the 

Brahmanical caste system unscathed, it has also marginalized alternate discourses on the 

interconnectedness of caste with other ideologies in shaping women’s subjectivity.  

Using Dalit feminist theory to study cross-region marriages, gender relations within 

conjugal families and communities, and intra-gender relations within households helps reveal the 

epistemological violence of scholarly work on cross-region marriages in India in its ability to 

make reductive assumptions about the brides. The theory demonstrates how the interlocking 

oppressions of political economy, patriarchy, caste, and ethnicity are negated in such analyzes of 

marriage migratory flows of women from marginalized and dispossessed communities and 

underdeveloped regions of India. It also assists in sharply articulating how the extension of the 

hegemonic “Brahmanical” feminist “universal sisterhood” approach to cross-region brides, and 

the related assumption that these brides are “an already constituted, coherent group with identical 

interests and desires, regardless of class, ethnic or racial location or contradictions” (Mohanty 

2003, 21), create methodological flaws in such research and result in faulty analysis. Assuming 

the sameness of their experience erases the many variations in the experiences of cross-region 

brides and renders their differential access to power within conjugal homes invisible.  

Crisis of Representation: Postcolonial Feminism Challenges Hegemonic Discourses 

The integration of postcolonial feminist theory, which makes a case for recognizing 

differences of class, race, caste, location, age, and sexuality and for looking at the colonial 
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encounter vis-à-vis women’s lived realities, provides greater depth in the analysis of cross-region 

marriages. The theory recognizes the continuing legacy of colonial representational strategies on 

“Third World” women’s bodies, questions hegemonic representations of the colonized female, 

and deconstructs ideological imperatives behind such totalizing narratives. It argues that the 

“border-crossing” of certain women’s issues, such as female feticide, forced marriages, or 

trafficking of women – issues that are of serious concern due to their violation of gender rights 

and the harm done to the female body – from the “Third World” to the West, occurs with greater 

ease and frequency precisely because these appear “different" and “exotic” (Narayan 1997, 100), 

and because the West, including Western feminists, is more familiar with them. Tapping into 

colonial tropes makes these Western feminists responsive to conducting research or opening 

purse strings for the cause of “liberating” and “rescuing” their long-suffering “Third World” 

“sisters.” Such asymmetrical representational strategies work to block thorough inquiry about the 

role of such intersecting ideologies as global capitalism, patriarchy, and race, amongst others, in 

heightening women’s subordinate status. Instead, what occurs is “cultural muscle-flexing” about 

the relative moral superiority of Western culture as compared to “native” culture (Narayan 1997, 

18). The “oppressiveness of the entire cultural tradition” (ibid, 85) is picked out as the primary 

cause for women’s exploitation and their commodified status.  

The depictions of cross-region marriages in the dominant media and in research are a 

direct throwback to the colonial period, wherein certain “representational strategies” were 

harnessed to justify domination by evoking spectres of oppressive traditions and cultures, and of 

exploitative native men abusing the native women. The legacy of such imperial tropes centring 

on the “rescue of the brown woman by the white man” (Spivak 1994, 93) continues on in the 

contemporary period through INGO (international non-governmental organization) and 
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“Western” intervention strategies that reproduce the “rescue” paradigm, and also through 

Western feminist scholarship and feminist political engagement. The postcolonial feminist 

framework assists in unpacking dominant discourses of the brides that name them solely as 

“victims,” as “trafficked,” and as a monolithic suffering mass of brown bodies that need rescue. 

In the specific context of North India, where prejudice against people from East India abounds,61 

the framework provides tools to analyze dominant representations of migrant brides, largely 

drawn from communities from East India. Such analysis should question: are the women 

“othered” within conjugal homes and communities, and if so, what forms does this “othering” 

take? Does the tag of the “other” fade with time, or does it haunt the women’s families inter-

generationally? Instead of re-inscribing dominant perceptions onto them, such a focus brings out 

the negotiations women undertake on a daily basis, including their resistance strategies, within 

the intimacy of marriage and in relations within their conjugal family and community.  

The “border-crossing” of the phenomenon of cross-region marriages follows a similar 

trajectory to that of the “dowry deaths” dealt with in detail by the postcolonial feminist Uma 

Narayan (1997); however, the lack of context creates a distorted understanding of such 

marriages, the brides, and their husbands. Narayan uses the term “death by culture” (ibid, 86) to 

refer to such epistemic violence wreaked on “Third World” women. A similar distorted and 

reductionist analysis overlooks and negates the agency of the brides in either making pragmatic 

decisions to agree to such marriages or in their negotiations within the intimacy of the marriage. 

Such discursive strategies exclude counter-hegemonic narratives by erasing the subjectivity of 

                                                
61 The labour flow from the East Indian province of Bihar to Haryana and Punjab, following the Green Revolution – 
a World Bank funded strategy introduced in India in the mid-1960s to improve agriculture production through the 
use of hybrid high yielding varieties of seeds – has played a key role in the creation and circulation of the notion of 
East Indians as “Biharis.” Employed as a pejorative term, it is connotative of poverty, low caste status, primitive 
savagery, and deceitfulness. 
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the brides (Mohanty 2003, 23). For instance, cross-region brides, lumped into one homogeneous 

“agency-less” mass of brides by the anti-trafficking school of thought, appear to “voluntarily” 

acquiesce to their own domination. Postcolonial feminists would challenge this assumption by 

asking: “do they docilely accept self-policing? Or do they adopt a ‘culture of subversion’ and 

practice ‘concealed forms of rebelling’”? (Rosa 1994, 86, quoted in Mohanty 2003, 164). They 

would stress the imperative to recognize and then dismantle dominant epistemologies about 

“Third World” female subalterns that show them as a silent, homogenous mass suffering from 

male violence and patriarchy. 

Conclusion 

The integration of the political economy, Dalit feminist thought, and postcolonial 

feminism theoretical frameworks not only rectifies methodological blind spots in the scholarship 

on cross-region marriages, it also allows the unpacking of the ideology of “systemic casteness” 

and of the reticence to examine caste as a variable factor in altering the status, subordination, and 

oppression of cross-region brides. This approach pushes theoretical boundaries in 

reconceptualizing the agency and subjectivity of the brides, in their undertaking of negotiations 

within the intimacy of marital relations and under the constraints of patriarchal and caste 

ideologies. It also facilitates the excavation of the “hierarchical, multiple, [and] changing 

structural power relations of caste, class and ethnicity” (Rege 1998, 45), and how these shape the 

trajectory of “low-caste” cross-region brides’ individual and collective experiences. Most 

importantly, the intersectional approach and framework acknowledges that economic 

exploitation and market fundamentalism are central to the disenfranchisement of low caste 

women (Rao 2003, 4).  

The next chapter provides details on the research methods and research tools employed to 
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gather fieldwork data on cross-region marriages. It discusses the rationale for the author’s choice 

of specific research locations in the conjugal and natal regions, in order to best understand the 

status of the brides and the push and pull reasons behind these marriages. The use of various 

research tools like the survey, interviews, and focus groups, and the methods used for 

undertaking the content analysis, are also detailed in this chapter. 

 



 87 

Chapter Three. Getting Down To Research 

“Tell me, what will I gain from this furious writing you are doing in your notebook? Will my 
reality change? Will I wake up tomorrow morning and find that everyone treats me nicely? Tell 
me, what is the point of doing all this?”62 

Doing research work is messy (Lee and Fielding 2009, 529), and it is messier still when 

the inquiry involves vulnerable participants who not only regard the research as intensely 

intrusive, but also develop ambivalent feelings about their participation. The use of appropriate 

research tools and research methods becomes critical in ensuring that the participants’ 

frustrations and unrealistic expectations are dealt with in a sensitive manner. In a study like this 

that seeks to be privy to the feelings and inner thoughts of the participants, the success of the 

research process and the research outcomes is entirely dependent on the trust that they are able to 

place in the researcher.  

This study deals with epistemological concerns such as the nature of knowledge 

formation about cross-region marriages and brides in India; how poverty constrains and 

compromises life choices for poor Dalit women in neoliberal India; how caste ideology reshapes 

itself to adapt to changing social relations; and how patriarchal and caste power are maintained 

over the women through the strategic articulation of these particular two discourses, among 

others.  

Activist-scholars advocate for carefully designed and conducted micro-level quantitative 

and qualitative empirical research projects to avoid gross generalizations, uncover trends on 

trafficking, in particular, with more valid numbers, and obtain insights about individual 

experiences (Weitzer 2014, 15). This micro-level research study, consisting of surveys and 

interviews conducted in select regions in India’s conjugal and natal (receiving and sending) 

                                                
62 Hindu bride BHn5, interview and translation by author, 8 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
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regions, follows this recommendation. Instead of working with a set of established assumptions, 

the author of this study seeks to delineate a well-rounded perspective on these marriages, through 

the extensive interviews conducted with a wide range of actors, including the brides, their 

parents, their husbands, marriage-brokers, and villagers. This inclusionary process was designed 

carefully, to ensure the testimonies of those interviewed are taken seriously and given their due 

recognition.  

Keeping these ethical and conceptual concerns in mind, the author adopted a multi-

pronged approach for this study. At one level, collaborations with local activist NGOs, along 

with the use of risk mitigation strategies, eased potential ethical concerns about the participation 

of marginalized and/or vulnerable people. On another level, a triangulation of quantitative and 

qualitative research methods, including surveys, one-on-one semi-structured interviews, focus 

group interviews, and participant observations, was adopted to ensure a holistic understanding of 

the cross-region marriages.  

This chapter details the research process and includes information about the author’s 

choice of research locations in the conjugal and natal regions, the collaborations with NGOs, and 

the research instruments employed in the study. It also discusses the processes used in recruiting 

the participants, the training of the research assistants, and the ethical concerns that guided the 

entire research process.  

Research Locations 

The fieldwork locations were: 1) regions of India that had experienced a male marriage 

squeeze, and that showed a history of “sourcing” brides beyond the customary pool of eligible 

local women belonging to the same caste and ethnicity; and 2) regions within India from where 

such brides were coming (see Figure 1, for map of India).  
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Receiving or Conjugal Communities 

The two North Indian provinces of Haryana and Rajasthan were selected for the study 

based on a range of criteria. The author’s study of existing sources on bride deficits and resultant 

“bride sourcing” from other regions, such as newspaper articles, NGO reports, and scholarly 

works, revealed that this practice is prevalent in Haryana, Punjab, and Western Uttar Pradesh. 

Haryana was selected as a site of inquiry because the largest body of scholarly work and media 

articles on such marriages has emerged from there. Rajasthan, on the other hand, started figuring 

in these types of reports fairly recently. It was hoped that a comparative analysis of Haryana and 

Rajasthan could reveal commonalities and differences in marriage strategies, experiences of the 

brides, and the circulation of knowledge regarding such marriages within caste groups in general. 

The choice of the two provinces was also predicated by the fact that in the 2011 Census 

of India, Haryana had the lowest Child Sex Ratio (CSR) in the country, at 830 (Census of India 

2011b). Its Districts of Jhajjhar, Mahendargarh, and Rewari ranked in the top three of the ten 

Districts with the worst CSR in India, while Sonipat and Rohtak, in the Jat heartland, were not 

far behind, ranking 6th and 9th, respectively (ibid). The province of Rajasthan came in at a close 

5th, with its CSR declining from 946 in 2001 to 888 in 2011, with 928 females per 1000 males 

(Census Population 2011). In Haryana, the CSR went down from 964 in 2001 to 834 in 2011 

(see Appendix H). Finally, the 2011 Census showed the percentage of never married men in 

Haryana, corrected for the 10+ age group, stood at 40.9 percent compared to 28.9 percent for 

women, and in Rajasthan, it was 39.8 percent for men versus 29.7 percent for women (Census of 

India 2011c).  

Further, an overwhelming majority of previous scholarly works (see Ahlawat 2009; Kaur 

2008; Mishra 2013) on cross-region marriages have singularly focussed on the Rohtak District in 
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Haryana (see Figure 2). As mentioned in Chapter Two, these studies suffer from a lack of 

methodological rigour to inform their analysis; an absence of details about research methods; 

small samples of brides and villages, ranging from only two in the case of Kaur’s (2004) study to 

five in Mishra’s (2013) study; a lack of quantitative data about these marriages and the socio-

economic status of the grooms; and a strong reliance on secondary sources to arrive at 

conclusions about the status of cross-region brides in marriages and conjugal communities 

(Ahlawat 2009; Kaur 2004). These factors made Rohtak a natural choice for the fieldwork. The 

Districts of Rewari, in Haryana, and Jhunjhunu and Alwar, in Rajasthan, were selected because 

several media reports had highlighted the trafficking of women for marriage in those areas. 

All of the selected Districts within the two provinces, with the exception of Jhunjhunu in 

Rajasthan, surround the National Capital Territory of Delhi (commonly referred to as NCT), and 

are part of the greater National Capital Region (NCR) of Delhi (see Figure 3).63 With the 

exception of Mewat, since India embraced neoliberal reforms in 1991, all other regions have 

witnessed tremendous shifts in their agrarian economy, including increased urbanization, 

industrialization, and real estate speculation, that have all benefitted the land-owning elites. 

Resultantly, these shifts have also led to increased caste contestations between the dominant-

peasant caste of the Jats, who own the majority of the land in the area, and the Dalits, who 

comprise the majority of the marginalized landless agricultural wage labourers. The unleashing 

of these multiple processes has resulted in complex inter-caste and gender dynamics, both of 

which impact marriage practices. 

                                                
63 The National Capital Region of Delhi, or NCR for short, refers to a circle of urban area around the Union 
Territory of Delhi that is drawn from the neighbouring provinces of Haryana, Uttar Pradesh, and Rajasthan. This 
also includes regions that are either being developed or urbanized in a phased manner. Under the Delhi Master Plan 
– 2021, regions surrounding Delhi are to be developed in a planned manner through efficient transport systems and 
economic opportunities, in order to reduce infrastructure overload in the NCR. See Delhi Development Authority 
(DDA), 2007, for details.  
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Another focus of this study was to examine whether girl dis-preference and the practice 

of bride sourcing was localized to just one caste group or one religion in the two provinces, by 

comparing the Hindus and the Meo amongst the Muslims. Meo Muslims are the majority 

population group in the Mewat District of Haryana. Despite this group boasting the best Child 

Sex Ratio (CSR) in Haryana in various censuses, Meo men appeared to be choosing cross-region 

marriages. As this was perplexing, the research focused on one Block, Punhana (see Figure 4), 

which has the best CSR in Haryana, to excavate the reasons for their choice. The inclination of a 

local NGO working on women’s issues to collaborate in the research was another precipitating 

factor in this choice. Additional fieldwork was also conducted in ten randomly selected Meo-

majority villages in the Alwar District of Rajasthan.  

The willingness of grassroots NGOs working on issues of gender justice and caste 

oppression to collaborate on this research was the third determining factor. The sensitivity of the 

subject required local allies to allay villagers’ fears about the researcher’s motives. Their 

fieldworkers, being local and able to speak the dialect, could carry out the survey exercise in the 

project areas and provide assistance during the qualitative phase of the research.  
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Figure 1. Map of India showing the location of 
Haryana, Rajasthan, West Bengal and Odisha. 
Source: Govt. of India website. 
 

 
Figure 2. District map of Rohtak, with the research 
Blocks of Rohtak, Sampla, and Lakhan Majra. 
Source: Rohtak govt. website. 
 

 
Figure 3. National Capital Region of Delhi, spread 
over surrounding Districts from Haryana, Rajasthan 
and Uttar Pradesh. It shows the research locations 
of Rohtak, Rewari and Mewat in Haryana. 
Source: Govt. of India website. 

 
Figure 4. District map of Mewat with Punhana 
Block. 
Source: www.onefivenine.com. 
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Natal Communities or Source Communities 

Why were some regions more “popular destinations” for cross-region marriages than 

others? What socio-economic compulsions caused the women’s families to agree to such 

alliances? How did the marriage agents or the traffickers operate in the natal regions? To answer 

these questions, the author relied on a pattern of data repetition from the survey conducted with 

cross-region brides in the conjugal areas, to determine the study’s selective focus on the two 

natal, or source, provinces of Odisha and West Bengal in East India.  

For the purposes of maintaining research integrity, clusters of 10 villages each from the 

Tufanganj I, Tufanganj II, and Dinhata II Blocks in Cooch Behar, West Bengal (see Figure 5), 

and the Bhograi and Jaleswar Blocks of Balasore District in Odisha (see Figure 6) were selected 

for quantitative and qualitative research. Data repetition from the conjugal area survey data 

revealed these areas as hubs for cross-region marriages. The survey also revealed that many 

marriages in these clusters had been arranged by a couple of bride-turned-mediators or their 

husbands. Focusing on these villages allowed the role of marriage agents to be examined in 

depth for uncovering: a) whether the women were trafficked; b) the process through which the 

marriage was negotiated with the women’s family members; c) any use of deceit or coercion vis-

à-vis parents or the brides-to-be; and d) the post-marriage support, if any, offered to the brides or 

their natal families. 
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Figure 5. Map of Cooch Behar District indicating 
the location of Dinhata-I, Dinhata-II, Tufanganj-I 
and Tufanganj-II Blocks. 
Source: Cooch Behar Govt. website. 
 

 
Figure 6. Detailed map of Balasore District 
indicating the location of Bhograi and Jaleswar 
Blocks. 
Source: Govt. of Odisha website. 

 

Ethics Approval And Ethical Concerns 

Since the research involved human participants, ethics approval for conducting this 

research was obtained from the General Research Ethics Board (GREB) at Queen’s University in 

Kingston, Ontario, in accordance with the Tri-Council Guidelines (TCPS) and Queen’s ethics 

policies. As part of the “procedural ethics” requirement, written informed consent forms for the 

rural participants were reformulated as oral consent forms to overcome concerns about 

comprehension, illiteracy, and known widespread resistance in rural areas against signing 

documents.64 These oral consent forms, read out loud to the participants, were short in length and 

                                                
64 A majority of rural folk shy away from either signing or affixing their thumbprint impression (for those who are 
illiterate) on any piece of paper. Their concern is not unfounded, as there have been many scams both in rural and 
urban India, where people have been made to sign papers after being provided with false information; these papers 
have then been misused for getting land transferred out of their names or for taking out bank loans on their behalf. 
Resultantly, there have been numerous instances where villagers have had their land or assets seized by banks based 
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precisely laid out the risks they faced by agreeing to be interviewed. For all other participants, 

written consent forms were used.  

The project identified two groups of participants at risk from participating in the study. 

The first set comprised the cross-region brides, who, due to their caste, ethnicity, and hierarchical 

positioning in the conjugal family and community, faced multiple repercussions ranging from 

emotional distress, to physical or mental violence from other family members for participating in 

the study, and/or social ostracism or ridicule from community members. Traffickers and 

marriage agents were the second “at risk” group, as they, by disclosing their “unlawful” 

strategies of obtaining brides, including falsehoods, coercion, deception, or outright trafficking, 

were risking facing ire from the people they had mediated for, as much as actions taken by anti-

trafficking activists.  

A series of risk-mitigation strategies were undertaken at the interview and data analysis 

levels. Interviews with the brides were mostly conducted during the daytime, as then their 

menfolk were not around to regulate them. All the interviews were conducted in places that the 

interviewees themselves identified as “safe” spaces: these varied from agricultural fields to 

community halls. A business card with the contact details of the collaborating local NGO was 

given to all interviewees in each particular region for use in case the interviewee faced threats or 

emotional distress. The NGOs, being local and working in the same region, could address the 

women’s concerns or needs immediately. For the analysis, all identifiers were stripped and 

alphanumeric codes were assigned to the interviews. However, alphanumeric codes for the 

villages where qualitative research was conducted were not assigned, as it was felt that such 

                                                                                                                                                       
on such “defaulted loans.” Additionally, in the villages, relief measures from the State aimed at the rural poor often 
get appropriated by the elites through falsified “authorization papers.” Any insistence on obtaining signatures thus 
makes people very suspicious. They then refuse to have anything to do with anyone who wants their signature. 
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coding could potentially reveal the location of the interviewee(s). All translators and interpreters 

had to sign a confidentiality clause, in order to protect the identity of the people interviewed and 

the confidentiality of the information disclosed during the interview process. 

Research Timeline 

The research was undertaken in four phases. The first phase, from March to July 2011, 

involved a survey of cross-region brides in all villages of the four administrative units, called 

Blocks or Tehsils, in the Districts of Rohtak and Mewat in Haryana. The second phase, from 

September to December 2011, extended the survey to other conjugal communities in Rewari, in 

Haryana, and in Alwar and Jhunjhunu, in Rajasthan, and to one natal region of Balasore, Odisha. 

Barring Mewat, qualitative research involving multiple methods was also conducted in all the 

research regions, which had already undergone quantitative research, during this time frame. The 

third phase, from July to August 2012, involved conducting interviews and focus groups in select 

areas of Rohtak, in Haryana, and in the Alwar and Jhunjhunu Districts, in Rajasthan. The fourth 

and the final phase, lasting from May to October 2014, comprised: a) repeating the survey of 

brides in selected Blocks of Rohtak, Haryana; b) qualitative research in one Block of Mewat, 

Haryana; and c) quantitative and qualitative research in the natal District of Cooch Behar in West 

Bengal.  

Research Collaborators 

This research project had two sets of research collaborators. At the formal level, the 

grassroots NGOs that conducted the surveys and provided translators and fieldworkers during the 

interview phase of the research acted as collaborators (see Appendix L). At the informal level, all 

the participating brides should also be recognized as active collaborators and participants in the 

research project. Without their active involvement, at times taken at great risk of violence to 
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themselves from either their husbands or conjugal family members, the research would have 

simply ended at the survey level. As well, snowball sampling of the exact number of cross-

region brides in each area was taken with a greater degree of accuracy precisely because many of 

the brides voluntarily acted as locators and referred other brides to the fieldworkers. Some of the 

women also took it upon themselves to facilitate the interviews of other brides in a common safe-

space setting, while still others chose to phone their natal families in order to request that they 

too participate in the research and be forthright in answering intensely personal questions. 

Research Assistant Training 

Thirty-one nominated male and female employees of the collaborating NGOs in both 

source and receiving regions worked as research assistants for the study. They conducted the 

survey and set up interviews and focus groups. As they were all drawn from local communities, 

the author was cognizant that they had “local affiliations and interests to protect” (Devereux and 

Hoddinott 1992, 27), and could thus potentially compromise the research. Consequently, training 

and supervision was vital, since the “validity of the research project hinge[d] substantially on the 

quality of their work” (Barrett and Cason 2010, 82). 

The training was conducted in phases: April 2011, for those in Rohtak and Mewat; 

October 2011, for Rewari and Alwar; and September 2014, for Cooch Behar in West Bengal. 

Time constraints meant the fieldworkers in Odisha had to be briefed extensively over the phone. 

They also received a detailed set of written instructions on research protocols. The only team that 

was left out of the training process was that of Jhunjhunu, Rajasthan, primarily because the 

collaborating NGO did not deem it necessary. This had serious implications for the data 

collection completed in this region, some of which will be discussed later in the chapter.  

The research assistants were trained in research protocols and strategies, such as survey 
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collection techniques; consistency in data collection and observation; confidentiality regarding 

the collected information; and the ethics of working with vulnerable groups of research 

participants. Simulation training was also used wherein mock scenarios were acted out to enable 

them to make “critical judgment calls in the field” (Rogers-Dillion 2005, 437) on their own, and 

to deal with potentially hostile or fearful participants during the survey phase. Constant 

monitoring and supervision by the author, maintained primarily through telephone calls with the 

Research Assistants, ensured that any gaps or problems were quickly identified and remedial 

action taken to prevent flawed research outcomes. 

These safeguards resulted in fewer inaccuracies in the data collection in all regions, 

except in Jhunjhunu, as noted above. In that region, the baseline survey had glaring gaps, with 

many columns in the survey form either left blank or filled with incorrect information. Some of 

the data was based on conjecture, rather than on actual field visits by the fieldworkers. 

Consequently, despite the survey being re-done in Jhunjhunu upon discovery of these issues, it 

was left out of the overall analysis due to the loss of trust and the absence of mechanisms to 

monitor the veracity of the re-collected data. Also, the qualitative research phase could not be 

carried out on the same scale as in other regions.  

Pilot Testing 

The primary survey, covering a vast number of villages across the conjugal and the natal 

provinces, called for a tremendous investment of time and energy from the fieldworkers and a 

huge outlay of funds to cover transport and research costs. A feasibility study was therefore 

critical, both for testing the practicality of various research protocols and methods and for 

determining whether the survey could be conducted on a large scale, as envisioned.  

A trial feasibility run of the study’s research instruments for the conjugal regions – the 
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survey, questionnaires, recruitment scripts, and oral consent form – was done in early April 

2011, in a small sample of three villages of the Sampla Block in Rohtak, Haryana, in 

collaboration with the local participating NGO, SAHYOG. Although van Teijlingen and 

Hundley warn about “the possibility of making inaccurate predictions or assumptions on the 

basis of pilot data,” and state that “completing a pilot study successfully is not a guarantee of the 

success of the full-scale survey” (2001, 02), the pilot testing proved useful on several counts. 

First, it helped identify problems related to accessing the research participants and also their 

willingness to be researched. Second, the triangulation process for identifying cross-region 

brides was put to the test. Third, it helped gauge the limitations of the survey design, including in 

terms of the sequencing, wording, and comprehensibility of the questions. Fourth, the 

questionnaires for the one-on-one interviews were tested for sensitivity of language, vagueness 

in phrasing, sequencing and repetitiveness. Fifth, the efficacy of the research ethics factors 

planned for, such as the interview setting, the recruitment script, and the oral consent, was also 

appraised.  

As a consequence, pilot testing gave the author an opportunity to tweak and modify the 

survey form and the interview questions. The oral consent form was reduced as the women 

showed signs of apprehension and anxiety if reading it took too long. Lastly, the sequencing and 

the phrasing of interview questions were improved with the deletion of those that appeared 

superfluous or repetitive.  

Interpreters And Translators 

The conjugal communities in Haryana and Rajasthan spoke dialects derived from Hindi, 

the author’s mother tongue, such as Haryanvi, Bagri, and Mewati. Since the participants 

understood Hindi, the questions were asked in Hindi, after which they often replied in their 
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dialect. Here, the need for interpreters was not felt. In West Bengal, the author could understand 

and speak Bengali, the language spoken there, but still felt the need, at times, to rely on the 

interpreters as the villagers spoke a regional dialect of Bengali that was difficult to follow. In 

Odisha, interpreters were used for the qualitative research. 

Since “intepreters bring their own assumptions and concerns to the interview and the 

research process” (Temple and Edwards 2002, 6) and can inhibit participants from freely 

articulating their views and thoughts, having the “right” interpreters as collaborators was crucial. 

Acting as gatekeepers, they could filter out information they considered useless or problematic. 

The drawback of using locals is also that “[t]aken-for-granted assumptions … shared by 

interpreters and research participants [could] act as blinders, preventing interpreters from probing 

certain topics and/or limiting the depth and detail that participants offer in response to interview 

questions” (Williamson 2011, 383). Being privy to the innermost thoughts of the participants 

also carried the danger of breaching the confidentiality clause. The interpreters, almost all young 

males, and provided by the collaborating NGOs, were given a context to the study and had to 

sign a confidentiality clause. In retrospect, their young age was an advantage as they could relate 

to the “marriage crisis” and were sympathetic to the interviewees’ predicament, despite their 

male identity.  

Survey 

The survey model has been derided for its tendency to bring out generalizations, without 

enabling the researcher to look “more closely at the complex, differentiated underlying social 

reality” (Cilliers 1998, cited in Olsen 2004, 5). However, for this study, the paucity of data, 

either about the exact numbers of cross-region marriages or the socio-economic background of 

the grooms and brides, made it a vital research instrument. Existing scholarly works have either 
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relied on small samples ranging from one to five villages (Chaudhary and Mohan 2011; Mishra 

2013), or have made conclusions “not supported by rigorous empirical research and a sound 

evidence base” (Sanghera 2005, 5).  

With these gaps in knowledge formation, a close-ended baseline survey was designed for 

the cross-region brides in the conjugal regions. The survey exercise was extensive as it covered 

226 villages over a vast geographic spread to quantify the number of such brides and obtain 

information on the socio-economic position of conjugal families (see Appendix M). This 

exercise was repeated in two clusters in the natal regions – here, all families with a daughter who 

had married out of her birth province were surveyed. The survey gathered data about livelihood, 

landholdings, caste, reasons for marriage, and birth order of the bride, amongst other aspects, to 

get a clear picture of the socio-economic status of such families (see Appendix N).  

It is important to note that the category of land ownership was deliberately left out of the 

survey questionnaire for Mewat, as it is a very politically sensitive question for the Meo. Prior to 

the partition of India in 1947, the Meo were major landowners in the region. However, a 

majority of their lands were forcibly appropriated by the Hindu castes during Partition. There is 

general disquiet and distrust about divulging land ownership information, as the Meo fear that 

the Hindu caste groups could potentially use this data to facilitate future appropriations.  

Survey Participants – Conjugal and Natal Communities 

In the conjugal regions, the entire cohort of brides who fell into the category of being 

married outside of the customary marriage region – i.e., who were non-locals and marked as 

“outsiders,” with labels such as “non-Haryanvi” or “non-Rajasthani,” because of their different 

ethnicity, language, culture, or birth region – were considered part of the sample group. This 

cohort also had to self-identify as non-Haryanvi or Rajasthani by birth to be included in the 
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study. A total of 1216 cross-region brides across 226 conjugal villages in Haryana and Rajasthan 

participated in the Phase One of the survey. Data collection for the first phase occurred in two 

rounds: the first round, lasting from April to July 2011, covered Rohtak and Mewat in Haryana, 

while the second round, in Alwar, Jhunjhunu, and Rewari, was done in October and November 

2011. The second phase of the survey was undertaken from April to September 2014. It focused 

only on the three Blocks of the Rohtak District in Haryana that had been surveyed in the first 

phase in 2011, in order to assess the change in numbers. Here, all villages in the three selected 

Blocks were revisited, and a total of 584 cross-region brides participated.  

In the natal communities, all families in each of the selected villages whose daughter(s) 

or female ward(s) had married outside of their customary marriage region, or into another that 

was distinctly different in language, ethnicity, and cultural practices, were surveyed. In Odisha, 

fifty families were surveyed in November 2011, while in West Bengal, 91 families were 

surveyed during the period of September to October 2014, with the total reaching 141. 

Recruitment Strategy for the Survey 

For the survey to be conducted in Haryana and Rajasthan, a number of strategies to 

identify the exact number of cross-region brides were employed. Social visibility of the brides 

was an issue as, oftentimes, families would deny the presence of a cross-region bride even 

though it was common knowledge in the community. Consultation in the pilot phase with 

fieldworkers from two NGOs, SAHYOG in Rohtak and Mewat Social and Educational 

Development Society in Mewat, resulted in a diverse group of people in each village being used 

as locators. For instance, PDS65 shop owners were a wealth of information, as they knew exactly 

                                                
65 As introduced in Chapter One, Public Distribution Shops, also known as Fair Price Shops, are a part of the 
Government of India’s effort to supply food grains and other essential items at subsidized rates to the poor in rural 
and urban India. Each family eligible for subsidized items has to have a Ration Card that lists all family members. 
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which families in the village had brought in a bride. Self Help Groups (SHGs) for women,66 run 

either by NGOs or the government’s Department of Rural Development Agency (DRDA), 

formed another source as many brides and/or family members were part of these SHGs. Village 

watchmen, or chowkidars,67 were the third source of verification. The fourth were community 

health activists called ASHA (Accredited Social Health Activist) and Anganwadi workers.68 

ASHA and Anganwadi workers are local women trained and employed to work in their 

communities. This triangulation of sources helped in locating brides in a particular village with 

greater accuracy.  

The brides too served as locators by referring other brides either from the same village or 

neighbouring ones. The use of locators and chain referrals, “particularly applicable when the 

focus of study is on a sensitive issue, possibly concerning a relatively private matter, and thus 

requires the knowledge of insiders to locate people for study” (Biernacki and Waldorf 1981, 

141), allowed fieldworkers to gain immediate access to the women without accompanying 

distrust. However, the fieldworkers were also trained not to solely rely on chain referrals, as this 

approach can potentially exclude some participants (Biernacki and Waldorf 1981). A similar 

approach of using “locators” and chain referrals was adopted in natal communities, with families 

often leading the surveyors to others. Moreover, fieldworkers in selected West Bengal villages 

                                                                                                                                                       
Any new addition to the family is entered on the Ration Card by the shop owner. This card is also recognized as 
identity proof for school admissions, marriages, and driving licences, amongst other things. Consequently, all 
families try to ensure that the Ration Card is updated with entries about new family members.  
66 Self Help Groups (SHGs), in this instance, refers to microfinance support groups, usually comprised of ten to 
fifteen women, who get together to pool money on a regular basis and then take out loans at a much lower rate of 
interest than that offered by informal moneylenders. 
67 Chowkidar is a term used for men who are hired to act as watchmen for a neighbourhood or an entire village. Due 
to the nature of their job, they keep tabs on the movement of people in the particular village or area designated as 
being under their guard.  
68 Anganwadi workers are also trained health workers, but they work solely with women as well as children below 
the age of six years. Their work involves providing health and nutritional information to pregnant and lactating 
women and nutritional supplements to the malnourished and the poor. The Ministry of Women and Child 
Development oversees their work.  



 104 

had greater success in identifying families, because of their auxiliary health work for the NGO.  

Given the specific sets of people required for the survey, targeted or stratified sampling 

seemed to be the logical choice, as the sample groups were identifiable, small in number, and 

could not be overlapped with other participant categories. This method has also been 

successfully employed by other researchers working with specific groups of research participants 

who have been rendered invisible or vulnerable in the larger society (see Faugier and Sargeant 

1997; Watters and Biernacki 1989).  

Fieldworkers contacted survey participants and filled in their replies on the survey sheet. 

This was done to ensure a high response rate, and to overcome illiteracy and comprehension 

concerns. The survey timing was staggered in each area to avoid times of peak agricultural 

activity, during which most respondents would be working in the fields.  

Individual Interviews 

The research used semi-structured and open-ended interview formats for each category of 

participants (see Appendix O). This method, preferred by feminist researchers, is less intrusive, 

more flexible, and provides a platform for a diversity of marginalized voices, allowing them to 

articulate their concerns and share their experiences with the researchers. The structure allows 

the exploration of a theme to occur on the interviewee’s terms, as they have the freedom to 

navigate and shape the direction of the interview. This freedom to stray from a regimented 

question and answer structure also imparts, to the interviewees, a sense of control over this 

intensely intrusive process. Apart from the important acknowledgement of the interviewee’s 

agency, this process results in a greater unearthing of data and information that might not have 

emerged otherwise through a more structured style of interviewing. Crucial insights into the 

interviewee’s state of mind are uncovered, and topics of discussion deemed important by the 
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interviewee are accommodated with ease. Further, the knowledge gained about subjugated lives 

through this process allows advocacy and social justice to occur.  

Interviews were conducted as open-ended dialogues, where the spontaneity in 

conversation allowed the participants to bring up themes that were not originally planned for. To 

give an example, brides from East India discussed the pejorative ethnic labels that the conjugal 

communities used to deride them. An interview guide put together for the study (see Appendix 

Q, for detailed questionnaires used for different participants) helped the author follow the broad 

themes contained in the questionnaires, but, by and large, the interviews were conducted as 

informal chats.  

The interview process was fraught with complex power dynamics despite the use of 

reflexive and feminist strategies. The privilege borne out of the author’s class, caste, education, 

profession, and location could not be totally erased, particularly in the interaction with the brides. 

While much effort was taken to destabilize this privilege, by building rapport so that the 

“conversation [could] unfold as a collaborative moment of making knowledge” (DeVault and 

Gross 2006, 181), responses varied depending on the degree of trust participants were willing to 

repose. 

It is here that a brief mention about the role of silence as an “oppositional discursive 

practice” (Lewis 1993, 36) is in order. In interviews, the author experienced silence being 

adopted and operationalized by the brides, in order to regain power over a process that probed 

their poverty, marginalization, and marriage. The women’s silences were also indicative of their 

precarious and/or vulnerable status within conjugal households. According to Lewis, “the active 

discourse of silence … is politically grounded as well as politically contained” (1993, 31). She 

stresses that the politics behind women’s silences need to be explored, as these subversive acts 
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provide clues to their inner state and their relationship to others around them (1993, 21–22). 

Additionally, Nagar-Ron and Motzafi-Haller contend that the “interview is an event … where 

resistance and subversion” are “articulated” (2011, 657), and, through it, “hegemonic narratives 

are adopted and resisted and appropriated and refashioned” (ibid, 654). Read in this manner, the 

women’s silence, given as answers to certain queries, whether about their married life or their 

status in the household or community, thus provide revelations at multiple levels, including: their 

subjectivity, the contradictions of their existence, the appropriation of their voices by the 

dominant patriarchal discourse, and their resistance against their gendered subordination (Lewis 

1993, 29–36). Instead of construing these silences as coming out of a lack of knowledge, they 

should be interpreted as a conscious resistance strategy (Abu-Lughod 1985), and “as a tool to 

resist the very discourses that imposed the silence[s] in the first place” (Bhattacharya 2009, 360). 

Interview Participants 

In the conjugal regions, cross-region brides comprised the biggest sample group. The 

selection was primarily predicated by their willingness to be interviewed (indicated by a question 

in the conjugal region survey; see question 24 in Appendix M). This was followed by two 

separate qualifiers, namely, 1) duration of marriage (newly married brides to those whose 

marriages were of a longer duration), to investigate whether there were variations in adjustment 

and coping strategies; and 2) predominance of women from one geographic region, to look at 

whether the absence or presence of larger numbers of women from the same natal location 

altered feelings of isolation and solidarity on one hand, and gender relations and dynamics 

between the brides and others in the community on the other. 

Apart from the willingness of the brides to be interviewed, four separate qualifiers 

determined the choice of villages, namely: i) the predominance of brides from one geographic 
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region or ethnicity; ii) the majority of marriages having been arranged by one or two marriage 

agents; iii) whether a village had either the largest or smallest number of brides; iv) remoteness 

or proximity to a town or highway, a factor that could alter the exercise of controls over a newly-

wed bride’s movements by the conjugal family, as much as shape her strategy to return back 

home if the marriage did not appear to be working out. 

The author’s original plan was to interview only 20 brides from the conjugal regions, but 

this number expanded to 116 by the end. Leaving out some brides became ethically problematic, 

as many women viewed the interview as a process that valued and legitimized their suffering and 

experiences. Brides who were not selected would sometimes feel resentful, due to their feeling 

that their non-participation implied that their reality was not valuable for the research. This posed 

tremendous ethical concerns; as a consequence, in any selected village, all cross-region brides 

who had expressed their willingness to be interviewed were contacted.  

Their husbands, in-laws (father-in-law and/or mother-in-law), and other family members 

who were sharing the same roof, such as the husband’s sister, or husband’s brother or his wife 

comprised another category. Neighbours, friends of the brides, and village elders, both men and 

women, formed the third category. The fourth consisted of villagers, either men or women, who 

clearly identified either as “marriage agents” or “marriage brokers.” Brides acting as go-

betweens or brokers to facilitate marriages within their natal region or conjugal families also 

came under this category. The fifth group comprised families facing difficulties in getting their 

sons married locally, who were either contemplating contacting a broker to arrange a bride or 

had done so already. The sixth group consisted of caste council members of the Jat caste group, 

which regulates and mediates social interactions within the caste group and with other caste 

groups. The seventh group comprised officials as well as activists, scholars, and religious leaders 
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working to ameliorate the status of women in conjugal areas and specific communities.  

On the other hand, in the natal communities, six villages each were randomly selected in 

each of the two clusters. Interviews were conducted both individually and in groups. Individual 

interviews were with brides who had decided to break off their marriage and return home for 

good, and brides who were visiting their natal families, as well as available family members, 

including: the bride’s father, mother, or both parents, and/or the brother or sister. No extended 

family members from the natal families were interviewed due to their reluctance. They were 

wary of expressing their (often negative) opinion about these marriages, because they feared it 

would lead to misunderstandings and animosity between family members. Only one grandmother 

was interviewed, and that was because she was the primary caregiver for the young bride. 

Villagers, including neighbours and community leaders, were also interviewed to assess 

community reactions to the men from other parts of India who were seeking brides from within 

their community. Lastly, local marriage agents who had liaised with marriage agents from North 

India also participated in this phase of the fieldwork. A total of forty-five interviews were 

conducted in both the clusters.  

The Site of the Interview 

According to Elwood and Martin, “interview locations provide an important opportunity 

for researchers to make observations that generate richer and more detailed information than can 

be gleaned from the interview content alone” (2000, 653). Location choice was usually left to the 

participants. Interviews were mostly conducted in participants’ homes, a pragmatic and a 

political choice since such a location carries “potential as a strategy for disrupting power 

hierarchies between researcher and participant” (ibid, 652). In the case of the brides, this location 

revealed information such as the degree of freedom they enjoyed; the power dynamics and 
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gender relations between them and conjugal family members; and whether the conjugal house 

was perceived as a “safe” space as an interview site. This last aspect was particularly important 

as some questions discussed domestic violence, abuse, and/or neglect. 

The bride’s home as the interview site usually also posed several challenges, especially if 

it was a “joint” family set-up with several generations residing under the same roof. Here, female 

relatives would hover to monitor the brides’ responses, and negotiations had to be undertaken 

with these “gatekeepers” to find a way of achieving the necessary privacy for interviewing the 

brides. Oftentimes, diversionary strategies and subterfuges were used so that interviews with 

brides could be conducted in private. Research assistants would engage conjugal family 

members in conversation and divert their attention away from the conversation. Sometimes, 

interviews were held in the agricultural fields, far away from the village and prying relatives. 

Despite these measures, there were times when interviews had to be abandoned mid-way because 

of the disruptions and intimidatory tactics employed by family members to silence the brides. 

Such occasions were then transformed into “opportunit[ies] for participant observation” (Elwood 

and Martin 2000, 656).  

Focus Group Interviews 

Focus groups, also called group interviews (despite past linkages with marketing 

strategies), are advocated by feminists as a powerful epistemological research method. As the 

focus is placed on the dynamics between group participants and not between the researcher and 

participants, this type of interview decentres power and shifts it to the participants. The process 

of eliciting information is thus “more egalitarian and less exploitative” (Montell 1999, 44), as it 

“involve[s] the interaction of group participants with each other as well as the 

researcher/moderator” (Wilkinson 1998, 112; emphasis original). However, others contend that 
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“it is still the researcher who initiates the exercise and who determines the selection of 

participants, the identity of the moderator and the agenda for discussion (Goss and Leinbach 

1996, 122). A related problem can also occur when data from one-on-one interviews and focus 

groups is treated “as commensurate” (Wilkinson 1998, 113). 

The author used focus groups for this study primarily because “the ways participants 

respond to and interact with each other can provide richer and more complex data that can reveal 

taken-for-granted categories and beliefs’’ (Montell 1999, 47). In a few one-on-one interviews, 

participants such as villagers – either men or women belonging to the same caste group as the 

grooms, or the women’s neighbours – were reticient to discuss themes that they felt either 

rendered them vulnerable or potentially stigmatized them. Forming focus groups in the conjugal 

villages allowed such participants to discuss contentious subjects, such as the strategies used by 

the conjugal family members to “control” the brides, and share problematic stereotypes about 

natal regions and communities without risk of censure or shame. Groups of brides, on the other 

hand, due to perceived strength in numbers, discussed racism, social isolation, and caste-based 

discrimination.  

Seventeen focus groups were moderated in the conjugal communities in Haryana and 

Rajasthan, and four in the natal communities in Odisha and West Bengal (see Appendix P). The 

composition varied from four to twelve participants. Some individuals would walk in to 

participate at their leisure, while others, based on the time commitment, would walk away to 

attend to agricultural or domestic chores. Participant groups typically decided on the location. 

Usually, it consisted of an open and relatively quiet space in a neighbourhood, where charpois 

(wood frame beds strung with interlaced rope) would be set out and people would sit down to 

talk. At other times, the open enclosure in front of a participant’s house would be the preferred 
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location. A tea shop in a market place was the most innovative and public space to be used for a 

focus group during this study. 

The recruitment process varied in conjugal communities as the politics of caste, gender, 

and class had to be carefully weighed. Researchers recommend homogeneity in group 

composition for obtaining the richer data of group interaction as it creates a “comparative 

element in research design” (Sprague 2005, 159; see also Montell 1999). Consequently, 

homogenous groups, based on gender, caste, or ethnicity, were usually organized. This allowed 

the participants to share opinions without fear of censure or harassment from other participants, a 

common drawback of the dynamics of focus groups. Sometimes, individuals who had 

participated earlier in the research were roped in to bringing together similarly interested 

villagers. In doing so, the author was fully aware of their role as potential gatekeepers who, in 

the selection process, could bar those with opposing or contrarian views from being part of such 

groups. A couple of focus groups emerged organically: in one instance, when a couple of women 

called out others from the neighbourhood to discuss their collective experience as brides; and in 

the other, when the author was visiting a bride’s sister in her natal village, and village women, 

including mothers of cross-region brides and brides visiting home, dropped by to talk about such 

marriages.  

There were two exceptions to this recruitment strategy, in which group participants (one 

group each of men and women) belonged to different caste and class groups. In both of these 

groups, the group dynamic reproduced existing unequal power relations and led to attempts from 

the dominant caste participants to control conversations and silence oppositional narratives. In 

speaking of such potentialities, Wilkinson raises an important cautionary note, suggesting that 

“group participants can collaborate or collude effectively to intimidate and/or silence a particular 
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member, or to create a silence around a particular topic or issue, in a way that could not occur in 

a one-to-one interview” (1998, 116). The author certainly found that, in the case of these two 

above-mentioned mixed class and caste groups, silencing of narratives of caste discrimination, 

against both the local Dalits and the cross-region brides, occurred due to the dominance of the 

upper caste members. 

In the case of men and women from dominant caste groups, focus groups served as sites 

for the performance and posturing of certain beliefs, especially from people holding a privileged 

position in the rural community. Though the focus group setting has been touted as “one of the 

best methods for a feminist cultural critic” (Montell 1999, 54), this author’s experience shows its 

use must therefore be contextualized and its composition, in terms of gender, class, race, or other 

forms of privilege, understood and analyzed.  

Participant Observation 

Participant observation is critiqued for the ethical dilemmas this research method raises. 

Given the very nature of the method, informed consent from those being observed cannot be 

obtained. It is also difficult to decide when to stop observing and when to intervene in a situation 

that goes against a researcher’s moral position. Notwithstanding these ethical quandaries, the 

study adopted this research method to obtain nuanced insights about people’s attitudes and 

behaviours. The everyday interactions of the conjugal family members, the village women, and 

other community members with the brides could be observed without bringing notice to the use 

of this method. Take, for example, the instance of one particular family that was in the process of 

obtaining a bride for the eldest son. The author’s use of participant observation did not interrupt 

the family’s discussions and deliberations. Witnessing the family’s decision-making process and 

their contacting of an “agent” to negotiate the price and the type of woman they wanted as their 
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daughter-in-law enabled the author to “formulat[e] new research questions and hypothes[e]s 

grounded in on-the-scene observation” (Dewalt and Dewalt 2002, 8) – in particular, about 

women’s commodification.  

Being conversant in the local language also gave the author an edge in decoding casual 

conversations and “non-verbal” or “culture-based cues” (Haniff, quoted in Labaree 2002, 105–

106) that “othered” the brides. It also allowed for observing the subtle ways in which the new 

brides were monitored and their movements regulated. Overall, this method provided an 

important glimpse into the myriad ways caste-based discrimination was exhibited by the family 

members or the village women against the brides, such as by having them use separate dishes or 

a cooking hearth reserved for only their use.  

Content Analysis 

Given that the author seeks to investigate the lived experiences of cross-region brides 

within their non-customary migratory marriages, Dalit Feminist Standpoint Theory, which draws 

substantially from Feminist Standpoint Theory, emerged as a natural choice for undertaking 

content analysis. The main tenets of Feminist Standpoint Theory are that the specific social 

location of the women, particularly for those from marginalized backgrounds, gives them a 

consciousness about their lives that the non-marginalized lack; that their experiences are 

valuable; and that any interrogation of power relations should begin first by examining the lives 

of the marginalized. It thus focuses on bringing out the “relations between the production of 

knowledge and practises of power” (Harding 2004, 1), and foregrounds the significance of social 

and historical factors in shaping relations of power and the lives of the marginalized. It also 

stresses that conducting and analysing “research from women’s lives will generate less partial 

and distorted accounts not only of women’s lives but also of men’s lives and of the whole social 
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order" (Harding 1993, 56). In the Indian context, according to Sharmila Rege (2006), one of the 

theorists advocating the use of Dalit Feminist Standpoint Theory, Dalit women have an 

“epistemic privilege” about their everyday reality, as they suffer, on a daily basis, from the 

multiple and intersecting oppressions of caste, class, and gender. Those holding the vantage point 

of privilege, whether of caste, class, or gender (or all), may not grasp Dalit women’s reality, as it 

is rendered invisible for them due to their privileged social location (Rege 2006). Feminist 

Standpoint Theory has been critiqued for essentializing the experiences of certain categories of 

women, and for enforcing “difference” (Hekman 1997); however, Rege cautions against the 

slavish fetishization of Dalit women’s standpoint through “the imagined authenticity of 

homogenized Dalit women’s voices” (2000, 493). Instead, she argues that Dalit Feminist 

Standpoint should go beyond “naming the difference” to analyze the “social relations that 

convert difference into oppression” (1998, WS 40). 

A majority of the Hindu cross-region brides from this study were of a Dalit caste 

background (see Appendix G and Appendix K). With the continuing history of caste-based 

oppression against the Dalits in India, these women were already attuned to the myriad ways in 

which caste discrimination operated – whether covertly or overtly – in the everyday reality of 

their existence. The use of Dalit Feminist Standpoint Theory allowed for the vocalization of the 

specific experiences of these Dalit brides, in particular, and of the cross-region brides, in general, 

who were also multiply marginalized and othered in their conjugal communities on various 

counts, including their undesired ethnicity, religious identity, and/or colour. This epistemic 

insight is further enriched in the thesis, through the author’s interrogation of the asymmetrical 

relations of power created and reinforced by neoliberal capitalism in India, and critical analysis 

of the production of knowledge by anti-trafficking groups, which discursively frame all cross-
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region brides as victims of trafficking.  

The simultaneous use of Critical Discourse Analysis, in the case-study of cross-region 

marriages, provides deeper insights about the strategies used by elite groups and institutions to 

create and disseminate knowledge claims that contribute to the reproduction of power structures, 

or social inequality, whether related to caste, ethnicity, or gender. According to van Dijk, Critical 

Discourse Analysis lays bare “the role of discourse in the (re)production and challenge of 

dominance. Dominance is defined here as the exercise of social power by elites, institutions or 

groups, that results in social inequality, including political, cultural, class, ethnic, racial and 

gender inequality” (1993, 249; emphasis original). Critical Discourse Analysis thus facilitates 

interrogation of the various discourse masters that circulate particularized knowledge about the 

cross-region brides – whether it is at the village level, where the conjugal families, caste groups, 

and general villagers create, reproduce, and enact dominance over the brides through stereotypes, 

ethnoracial epithets, and misrepresentations, or in the national and international arenas, through 

scholarship and activist literature that denies or conceals structures of power inequality inherent 

in caste ideology and/or circulates discourses citing the trafficking and victimhood of the women 

through extensive use of media.  

Conclusion 

To date, this study has been the first large-scale research project undertaken in both the 

conjugal and natal regions of India, and, in particular, in the Meo community. This research was 

predicated by the necessity to obtain a wider perspective on the phenomena of cross-region 

marriages, and to ascertain if particularized knowledge formations about these non-customary 

marriages or the women were valid. The breadth of its scope – covering 246 villages with 329 

exhaustive one-on-one interviews with a range of actors, including the brides, their parents, the 
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husbands, and mediators, among others – was designed to rectify omissions and deficiencies in 

earlier studies that were confined to small sample groups (Chaudhary and Mohan 2011; Kaur 

2004; Mishra 2013), or relied on secondary sources (Kaur 2012).  

The conceptual synthesis provided the freedom to incorporate multiple subjectivities, to 

recognize manifold forms of women’s agency and resistance against their own subordination, 

and to deconstruct dominant representational strategies and knowledge formation around cross-

region brides and their experiences. The rationale behind the author’s use of overlapping 

theoretical frameworks and modes of analysis was to obtain deeper insights about the impact of 

the layered and intersecting oppressive ideologies of neoliberalism, patriarchy, caste, and 

ethnoracism on, and their shaping of, women’s subordination within non-customary and multiply 

transgressive cross-region marriages.  

The next chapter goes on to examine the factors precipitating the rise in these non-

customary cross-region marriages within India. It seeks to contextualize these marriages within 

the socio-economic and political contexts of the conjugal and natal regions that create the 

necessary push and pull factors for these matrimonies. 
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Chapter Four. The Push and Pull of Dispossession and Accumulation: 

Situating Cross-Region Marriages within the Matrix of Caste, Class, Religion, 

and Neoliberalism in India 

This chapter traces the social, economic, and political processes that have, in tandem, 

created the perfect “push” and “pull” factors for the emergence of non-customary marriage 

migration between rural North India and economically marginalized regions of India. This 

changed marriage-scape that ruptures historically established marriage traditions, particularly 

among the conjugal regions of Haryana and Rajasthan, has appeared in conjunction with the 

structural changes occurring in the Indian economy. The chapter contends that the gradual 

unfolding of neoliberal capitalism in India since 1991 has accentuated the existing fractures 

within Indian society based on caste and religion. Consequently, marriage – arguably the most 

intimate realm of relationships – has been drastically reshaped for lower classes of people from 

certain caste groups and religious identities, leading to the emergence of the multiply 

transgressive cross-region alliances found in both the conjugal and natal regions.  

Today, in the conjugal region of Haryana, the dominant-peasant caste groups of the Jats, 

Yadavs, and the Ahirs together comprise over 40 percent of its population, with the Jat caste 

alone making up one quarter of the state’s population. As previously discussed, M.N. Srinivas 

first used the term “dominant” caste to refer to the caste that was numerically, economically, and 

politically strong in a village (1987), while some theorists insisted that the dominance of a caste 

arose primarily out of their economic power, rather than their sheer number (Dumont, 1970). 

Today, the term refers to a caste group that owns the majority of lands.  

Of the three dominant-peasant castes in the two regions of Haryana and Rajasthan, the 

Jats are the most powerful as they own over 86 percent of Haryana’s fertile agricultural land. The 
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Jats are also a dominant socio-political caste in Rajasthan, even though they comprise 14 percent 

of its population.69 Together, the three dominant-peasant caste groups exercise considerable clout 

in Haryana’s and Rajasthan’s society and politics, and they dominate employment in 

bureaucracy, police services, and the judiciary system. Their dominance as the majority 

landholders coupled with a consolidated caste vote bank has led them to wrest significant 

concessions and privileges for their communities from successive provincial governments. 

The Meo are a study in contrast to the dominant-peasant Hindu caste groups in these two 

provinces as they are marginalized on several counts. The emergence of the socio-economic and 

political dominance of the Jats, Ahirs, and Yadavs and the concomitant decline in fortunes for 

the Meo can be traced back to the colonial period. It was at this time that significant changes 

occurred in landownership and caste-specific occupations, in conjunction with the colonial 

state’s use of the ethnic and religious “divide and rule” policy. The social identification of the 

Meo religious identity as “Muslim” in a Hindu majoritarian society, along with increased 

religious intolerance on one hand, and their rejection by the mainstream Muslim community for 

not being “Islamic” enough on the other, have set the tone for their experience of other forms of 

discrimination. Their socio-economic marginalization, evident through Meo-majority areas 

ranking low in all development indices, stems from the indifference of political classes, wilful 

neglect by bureaucracy, and prevailing anti-Muslim prejudice. They also lack political clout 

despite being numerically dominant in one geographically contiguous region of Rajasthan and 

Haryana that has, since historical time, been known as Mewat. In contemporary India, it is 

spread over parts of the Districts of Alwar, Bharatpur, and Dholpur in Rajasthan, and Mewat and 

                                                
69 Maninder Dabas, “Will OBC quota for Jats help revive Congress fortunes in the north?,” DNA, December 23, 
2013, accessed February 3, 2015, http://www.dnaindia.com/india/report-dna-special-will-obc-quota-for-jats-help-
revive-congress-fortunes-in-the-north-1939416.  
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Faridabad in Haryana. 

Despite the vast gap on all counts between the dominant-peasant Hindu caste groups and 

the Meo, they have, it appears, one thing in common: a significant proportion of their men are 

breaching centuries-old customary marriage norms to go in for cross-region marriages. A 

comparative study is necessary to analyze the context for the bride deficit and the emergence of 

non-customary marriages amongst these two disparate groups. What factors are responsible for 

the male marriage squeeze that grips the Hindu caste groups? Is it the same for the Meo 

Muslims? Who are the men from the Meo, and the Jats, Yadavs, and Ahirs that are being rejected 

in the local marriage market? And, what factors, social or economic, make these men more 

vulnerable than others within their groups, causing them to be declared “ineligible” locally?  

Many scholars argue that the female deficit in North India exists primarily due to 

patriarchal discrimination against the girl-child (Dasgupta et al. 2003; Jha et al. 2011; John et al. 

2008). Discussions on the ensuing bride shortage, or the “male marriage squeeze,” present the 

deficit as cutting across the entire spectrum of North Indian society, and argue that it is the 

biggest contributor to the rise in the numbers of men from North India seeking brides from 

outside their local and customary marriage pools. Further, the male marriage squeeze is 

homogenized as a problem being confronted by all men from rural North India (Kaur 2004; 

Mukherjee 2015).  

This chapter goes beyond accepting, at face value, the claims about widespread female 

foeticide causing the emergence of cross-region marriages. Instead, it delves into the deeper and 

more complex set of motives that have caused the female shortage and cross-region marriages in 

some communities and not others. The research findings reveal that the bride shortage does not 

cut across all caste groups among the Hindus; instead, it is particularly endemic amongst men 
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from the dominant-peasant caste groups.  

Contentions about female foeticide as a major contributory factor are also contradicted by 

this study’s fieldwork evidence, gathered among the Meo community in the Mewat and Alwar 

Districts of Haryana and Rajasthan. Moreover, according to the Census of India 2011, the 

research area of the Meo-majority Punhana Block, in the Mewat District in Haryana, boasts both 

the best child sex ratio and juvenile sex ratio in Haryana (Sangwan 2014). Prima facie, then, the 

Meo do not appear to suffer from the bride deficit that plagues the dominant-peasant castes in 

Haryana and Rajasthan. Nor do they appear to face a crisis of “patrilineal inheritance,” wherein 

daughters demand a share of parental land, a factor laying the foundation for girl dis-preference 

and sex-selective abortions amongst some groups. The caste-class conflict between dominant-

peasant castes and the Dalits, with the added scenario of inter-caste marriage amongst them 

adding more fuel to the fire, is also absent here. This then creates a puzzling research question: if 

the Meo community is not confronted with a female shortage, why then has the practice of cross-

region marriages with mainstream Muslims – shunned a mere generation ago – taken root? What 

other reasons precipitate the willingness of the Meo to breach their customary marriage practices 

and risk social ostracism? 

In examining these questions, the chapter demonstrates that the contemporary “bride” 

crisis faced by the two distinct but disparate communities of the Meo Muslims and the dominant-

peasant caste groups in Haryana and Rajasthan has been created out of a corrosive configuration 

of British colonial legacy; the rise of religious fundamentalism in India; anti-Dalit sentiment 

among the dominant-peasant Hindu caste groups, the Jats, Yadavs, and Ahirs; post-independent 

institutionalized discrimination against minority groups; and various processes of neoliberal 

capitalism active in contemporary India. 
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The intersectional analysis also reveals that, although the routes to the bride-deficit, or 

male marriage squeeze, as a societal crisis are different for the Meo and the dominant-peasant 

castes of the Jats and Ahirs, they share one striking similarity: not all males from these two 

groups are rejected in the local marriage market. Instead, these are predominantly men from the 

lower classes of these two groups, such as the landless labourers and marginal landowning 

peasants, who have been rendered “ineligible” as grooms locally and are thus forced to seek 

cross-region alliances. They suffer from higher rates of poverty and illiteracy, and have 

precarious livelihood strategies.  

However, two critical differences divide these “rejects.” First, the Meo, as a Muslim 

community, are actively discriminated against by the Indian State, unlike the Jats or the Ahirs, 

who, as dominant-peasant castes, are courted by ruling parties and politicians for their deep 

pockets and numerical strength. Second, since the colonial period, the dominant-peasant castes 

of the Jats, Yadavs, and Ahirs have been the most active in unleashing discrimination and 

violence against the Meo in the area. Ironically, despite this, ineligible grooms from these two 

communities are united along class lines in their inability to find local brides.  

The chapter shows that the heightening of caste-based atrocities against the Dalits in 

Haryana and Rajasthan reveals a latent insecurity amongst their aggressors, the dominant-peasant 

Hindu castes, in their bid to hold on to their newly acquired socio-political dominant caste status. 

This comes in light of the affirmative reservation policies of the Indian State towards the Dalits. 

Despite the dominant-peasant caste tag, the economically depressed and landless men from these 

castes face rejection in a local marriage market already tightened with a bride deficit, due to 

norms of hypergamy, caste endogamy, and sex-selective abortions.  

The grooms and their families, despite knowing that the chances of securing a bride 



 122 

locally are slim, usually continue persisting in their search within the local caste or religious pool 

in the hopes that they might have a stroke of luck and get married. However, as the men become 

“older,” their chances of getting married to a local bride become even more remote. It is then that 

they usually take stock of the situation and realize that their only recourse is to remain single or 

transgress customary marriage norms to obtain a wife from another part of India. The dual 

stigma of being unmarried and unemployed confers a societally “immature” or emasculated 

status to the men here (Chowdhry 2005, 5192). This sidelines them from participating equally 

with other men in their community, thus creating a “crisis of masculinity” amongst them (ibid, 

5192). The ensuing identity crisis emerges as another factor precipitating the rise in non-

customary cross-region matrimonies.  

The second part of the chapter turns to the natal regions of Odisha and West Bengal, to 

interrogate the circumstances responsible for causing the women and their families to agree to 

cross-region proposals from North Indian men who have nothing in common with them. To date, 

very little to no in-depth scholarly work has been undertaken in the natal regions to examine the 

compulsions behind the rise in such marriages there. Though Mukherjee’s work (2015) is based 

on research in five villages in the Cooch Behar District of West Bengal, it too reproduces the 

scholarly amnesia on intersectional analysis, by simply dismissing, in very broad strokes, the 

compulsions of natal families in agreeing to such matrimonies, and attributing them to poverty 

and the dowry demands of the local men (87–88).  

In contrast, this chapter demonstrates that the contemporary processes of accumulation 

and dispossessions in India are highly gendered. The neoliberalism-induced gendered 

dispossessions are further accentuated by the systemic and structural discriminations and 

oppressions being driven by patriarchy, caste ideology, and religious fundamentalism in the 
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economically underdeveloped regions of India, that then shape the trajectory of “matrimonial 

dispossession” and attendant rates of cross-region marriage. Here again, the chapter 

demonstrates that the dispossessions, including that of matrimonial choice, are caste and class 

specific: women from the lower classes within the Muslim community and the Dalit caste groups 

of the Hindus are severely disadvantaged, as they have meagre or nil assets, suffer from low 

literacy rates, and bear an overwhelming burden as a result of structural adjustment programs.  

The integration of social relations into the market economy is exhibited by the increased 

dowry demands of the local grooms. The pre-existing asymmetrical patriarchal gender relations 

are intensified during matrimonial negotiations, as men demand higher dowries for women who 

are darker coloured. Despite India being a country where a majority of its population is of dark 

complexion, lighter skin tone is highly valued as it signifies a higher social and caste status. 

Assumptions are made that people’s dark skin is a consequence of doing manual labour in the 

harsh tropical sun, and that such physical labour-induced skin tone is the preserve of the Dalits. 

This financialization severely disadvantages darker-hued marriageable-age women from 

impoverished and asset-less natal families. They have to cope with the costs of neoliberal 

adjustment, dispossession, and accumulation by making compromised choices about their life-

partners and opting for the rejects from North Indian marriage markets.  

Chapter Overview 

The chapter is divided into five segments. The first segment examines the impacts of 

colonial rule; policies and reforms of post-independent India; and neoliberalism, in shaping the 

contemporary socio-economic and political status of the dominant-peasant Hindu castes and the 

Meo Muslims in Haryana and Rajasthan. It traces the trajectory of the concurrent rise and decline 

in fortunes for these two communities, by examining the machinations of identity politics and 
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caste vote-bank politics, and the politico-economic manipulations of the Hindu-majority 

governments working in tandem with the hardening of Hindu majoritarian ideology.  

The second segment of the chapter situates the bride-deficit amongst the dominant-

peasant Hindu caste groups in the context of the hardening of caste and ethnic identities, 

exacerbated class tensions expressed through the idiom of caste, and Dalit assertion. The 

marginalization of the Meo and the backlash by the dominant-peasant castes against the Dalit 

assertion in rural Haryana and Rajasthan is placed within the context of Hindutva ideology, 

affirmative policies of the state, and the neoliberalism-induced agrarian crisis. This provides a 

look at the necessary backdrop to the deterioration of the status of women amongst dominant-

peasant castes, as exhibited through the increased gender subordination and sex-selective 

abortions.  

In the third substantive section of the chapter, the widespread sentiment against the girl-

child among the land-owning caste groups is framed against the backdrop of contemporary inter-

caste love marriages between the dominant-peasant caste women and Dalit men, the Hindu 

Succession Act of 1956, which legally granted equal inheritance rights to women in terms of 

parental property, and the rise in the dowry economy that has made eligible brides’ families 

spend more than their means to meet the inflated dowry demands of men. Here, the tightening of 

the marriage market for local men is contextualized against their economic instability rather than 

the increased use of new reproductive technologies to identify and abort female foetuses. 

The fourth part of the chapter contextualizes the male marriage squeeze among the Meo 

against the backdrop of their “internal other” status in a Hindu majoritarian state. Here, the 

marginalization of the Meo in contemporary India is traced to the systemic and structural 

discrimination that Indian Muslims have had to contend with, both in the British colonial era and 
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in post-independence India. The transgressions contained in the cross-region matrimonies 

undertaken by the Meo are also placed against their syncretic religious background and 

adherence to Meo-specific marriage rules of endogamy and exogamy that prevent alliances with 

Indian Muslims in general.  

The fifth segment of the chapter turns to examine the natal regions. Here, the focus is on 

the two East Indian natal regions of Cooch Behar in West Bengal and Baleshwar in Odisha. This 

section fills the gaps in earlier studies, by showing that the twin forces of state-driven 

accumulation by dispossession and the spread of Hindutva have restricted the matrimonial 

choices of women from historically marginalized groups like the Dalits and the Muslims. 

Keeping in mind that poverty “merely exacerbate[s] the vulnerability of marginalized and 

disadvantaged groups” (Sanghera 2005, 07), this section examines the factors precipitating the 

choice of families, and the women themselves, to override concerns about the vast distance 

separating the two regions, the disparateness in customs, language, and food habits, and the 

absence of social policing mechanisms, and enter into marriage alliances with North Indian men.  

Fluctuating Fortunes: The Role of British Colonialism 

Far-reaching changes to the Indian society and economy, the repercussions of which are 

felt even in contemporary India, were set in motion during the period of British colonial rule. In 

particular, British colonialism imposed in India the concept of private property, specifically by 

abolishing caste-defined access to land; this led to the creation of classes of landlords, tenants, 

and labourers as “entities formally separate from the caste system” (Omvedt 1982, 20). Prior to 

this, the right to land ownership was not vested individually. Land was held communally, but 

tilled by individual cultivators who had rights to occupancy of the land, to its tilling, and to own 

a share of what was produced. The local tax collectors, who did not own the land, had only the 
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right to collect taxes and land revenue from the cultivators on behalf of the rulers.  

Under the colonial rulers’ new land tenure and taxation system, although there was a 

separation at the economic and social levels, the inter-linkage between caste and class continued, 

as the wealth and power of upper castes gave them an advantage in controlling land as legal 

owners (ibid, 20–22). The emergence of distinct groups of landlords who were removed from the 

actual cultivation of land led to the need for tenant farmers and agricultural labourers. Jats and 

other peasant caste groups rose to fill this need, thereby laying the foundation for their socio-

economic dominance in post-independence North India. 

The British also began employing people in factories, mines, schools, and the 

bureaucracy, drawing from castes traditionally prohibited from upward class mobility due to 

heredity-based occupational restrictions, which led to the emergence of new classes that did not 

reflect caste rankings (Omvedt 1982, 19). Until 1857, the lower castes and the “untouchables” 

were employed in large numbers by the British army. However, the groups’ active participation 

in the Rebellion of 1857 led the colonial masters to rethink and rework strategies to maintain a 

hold over their empire. The British colonial rulers utilized internal fissures in Indian society and 

pitted one caste group against another, in order to decimate threats against colonial rule under 

their new “divide and rule” policy.  

With this colonial “divide and rule” policy in place, anthropometric calculations were 

then used to create caste-specific military regiments, by projecting certain castes and ethnic 

groups as “martial.” In particular, starting from the 1860s, the Jats, recast as a “martial race,” 

were recruited in large numbers by the Imperial Army under this process (Chowdhry 2011, 22–

26). The army not only provided economic employment to the poorer sections of the Jat 

peasantry, it also heightened caste consciousness amongst them. Until that time, the Jats were 
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predominantly tenant farmers and agricultural labourers working for upper caste Rajput and 

Brahmin absentee landlords, who lived in the cities, off the income derived from their 

agricultural land. From the 1860s onwards, employment in the British army became the second 

largest source of employment for the Jats, who continued to maintain close ties with agriculture 

through the Jat women and their families. A similar trajectory occurred for the Ahir caste. 

Primarily pastoralist and cowherds in occupation, from the 1890s onward, they also found 

employment in British military regiments due to their newly endowed “martial” caste status, 

given by the colonial masters.  

The Punjab Alienation of Land Act, introduced in 1900 to bring land policy reform to the 

province of Punjab, created a new category of “agricultural castes and tribes.” Under this Act, 

the sale, transfer, or purchase of agricultural land in Punjab70 was restricted only to these 

agricultural castes and tribes, of which the Jats and Ahirs were a part. By emphasizing the 

salience of caste identity in land ownership, the Act led to the near-total exclusion of “non-

agricultural castes and tribes” as owners of land in this region. It thus facilitated the process of 

“class formation” (Jaffrelot 2011, 430) for certain regional caste groups. For instance, a thin 

section of rich Jats became the new rural elites. This thin stratum, operating as informal 

moneylenders, further consolidated their landholdings by alienating indebted small and marginal 

landowning Jats and other peasant castes from their land. This alienated peasantry had no 

recourse but to become tenant farmers or agricultural labourers for the rural elite Jats. However, 

class tensions between the Jat rich peasants and the Jat tenant farmers and labourers were 

dissipated through caste ideology by evoking concepts like brotherhood (biradari) and unity 

                                                
70 In the British colonial period, the province of Punjab included the present-day North Indian provinces of Haryana, 
Himachal Pradesh, and the Punjab of post-independence India, as well as the province of Punjab in Pakistan. 
Haryana, as a separate province, was carved out of Punjab in 1966. 
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(aika).  

Further, the Punjab Land Alienation Act of 1900, by labelling the Dalits as non-

agriculturalist caste groups, increased their economic marginalization in one stroke. They were 

now legally denied the opportunity to own agricultural land, thus making them more dependent 

on landowning Jat elites for agricultural wage work. The impact of this alienation from 

agricultural land resonates in contemporary Haryana, as an overwhelming majority of the Dalits 

in rural areas still continue to work as daily agricultural wage labourers in the fields of dominant 

caste landlords. Though the number of extractive patron-client caste relationships (i.e., the 

Jajmani system) may have declined, the unequal relations continue, due to the dominance of 

upper castes and other backward castes over landholdings and other assets that provide 

employment opportunities in rural India. 

Tracing the Trajectory of Meo Marginalization Under British Colonialism 

Prior to the colonial period, unlike the Jats, Yadavs, or Ahirs, the majority of whom did 

not own agricultural land and eked out a subsistence existence by working as tenant farmers or 

agricultural labourers in the fields of upper caste landlords, the Meo owned the majority of lands 

in the region known as Mewat. Before British rule, the Meo also ruled Mewat autonomously, 

while maintaining a nominal allegiance to the powers in Delhi. Mewat’s geographical proximity 

to Delhi, which made it vulnerable to constant warring over the throne there, allowed the Meo to 

strategically manoeuver it for their own interests.  

However, after the Rebellion of 1857 against the British, in which the Meo actively 

participated, Mewat was deliberately divided up by the colonial rulers between the Hindu 

princely states of Alwar and Bharatpur under British Paramountcy, with another part directly 

administered by the British. The Meo’s fierce resistance against colonial domination and 
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excessive revenue extraction by the British also led the colonialists to classify them as “the 

boldest of criminal classes” (Aggarwal 1971, 40) – and thus began the process of “othering” 

them. As Mayaram writes: “The nineteenth-century story for the Meos became one of growing 

impoverishment and indebtedness … in contrast to the Jats to whom benefits accrued from the 

canal-irrigated areas and who were consequently constructed as loyal peasants” (2003, 33) to the 

Imperial Crown. 

From the mid-1920s, state-sponsored policies further assisted the ideological 

transformation of the Meo as the “internal other.” In Alwar and Bharatpur, the Hindu rulers 

promoted sectarianism to divert public ire against their unjust rule, brutal taxation, and agrarian 

crisis. Peasant resistances against excessive revenue collection were projected as “Muslim” or 

“Meo,” even though Hindu peasant castes participated in some of these (Mayaram 2003, 110–

14). The Hindu rulers of the princely states of Alwar and Bharatpur invited and funded the Arya 

Samaj71 and Sanatan Dharam Sabha72 groups, to have them proselytize and hold public 

spectacles of Shuddhi,73 or purification ceremonies, to reconvert people back to Hinduism; 

replaced Urdu with Hindi,74 as the official language; removed state support of Muslim festivals; 

and closed down Urdu Madrasas (schools). These politically motivated attempts to create 

                                                
71 Arya Samaj, a Hindu reform movement started by Dayanand Sarawati in 1875, advocated the purging of various 
ills plaguing Hindu religion and society, such as excessive rituals, untouchability, caste system, and superstition, 
amongst others. It exhorted adopting values of a “pristine and pure” Vedic society.  
72 Sanatan Dharam Sabha, an orthodox Hindu revivalist group, emerged in the 1870s in North India. It adhered to 
the caste system and ritual dominance of Brahmins.  
73 Shuddhi, or purification ceremonies, were begun by Shraddhanand, a follower of Dayanand (founder of Arya 
Samaj), as a reaction against the “forcible” conversions of Hindus to Islam by Muslim conquerors. The Shuddhi 
ceremonies.sought to reconvert the Muslims back into Hinduism. These “purification” ceremonies played a big role 
in vitiating religious intolerance in Mewat. 
74 Language was one of the many ways through which schisms were attempted among the populace along religious 
lines during colonial times. Urdu was projected as belonging only to the Muslims, while Sanskritized Hindi, purged 
of Urdu words, was popularized as the language of Hindus, even though both were derivatives of Persian and 
colloquial Hindustani. This divide, a creation of Hindu fundamentalist groups, was used by the British colonial 
administration and princely states to further increase religious hostilities, by granting official status to either of the 
two languages. 
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“Hindu indigenization” and “Muslim otherness” made the Meo “more fiercely conscious of their 

Muslim identity” (Sikand 2010). It was at this juncture in the 1930s that the Tablighi Jama’at75 

(henceforth TJ), an orthodox Muslim religious movement, gained strength in its advocating of a 

return to pure Islam amongst the so-called Jahilliyat (ignorant of the faith) Meo. The Meo 

embraced the TJ as it gave them an oppositionally distinct identity, allowed them to resist Shuddi 

(conversions), and connected them with Indian Muslims.  

The politically cultivated religious divide wreaked havoc on the Meo during the partition 

of India in 1947, when they were violently targeted by Hindu caste groups like the Jats, Gujjars, 

and Ahirs with the tacit support of the Hindu princely states of Alwar and Bharatpur. Even the 

Indian army, through the Jat and Sikh regiments, participated in the killings (Sikand 2010). Oral 

history in the form of songs and ballads keeps alive the memory of their large-scale massacre, or 

Safaya (cleansing), through: violence done by mobs (Dhars) of caste Hindus; shootings by the 

Alwar princely state military; the razing of entire villages; forced conversions into Hinduism 

through Shuddhi (purification); rapes and the deliberate killing of Meo women and children; and 

the forcible occupation of Meo-owned land by the Ahirs (Moore 2001, 53–55; Mayaram 1997, 

175–92). During this time, close to half of the Meo population migrated to Pakistan, while their 

lands were appropriated by the Hindu caste groups of Jats and Ahirs, who had previously lived 

alongside them. 

Post-1947 Scenario: The Emergence of Jats, Yadavs, and Ahirs as Dominant-Peasant 

Castes 

The failure of the post-colonial Indian state and the Congress Party – the ruling political 

                                                
75 The Tablighi Jama’at was founded by Mohammad Ilyas in the early twentieth century. Tabligh, or the “call to 
faith,” was an Islamic revival movement that sought to instil the “true” values of Mohammad and Islam amongst its 
adherents. Today, it is the single largest Islamic movement in the world. Its laboratory was the Meo region of 
Mewat, where it tested several elements of its proselytizing methods. 
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party at that time – to intervene and help return forcibly occupied land to the Meo, taking it back 

out of the hands of the dominant-peasant caste groups of the Jats and the Ahirs, affected the 

collective psyche of the Meo and increased their economic vulnerability. Until 1947, the Meo 

had been made up of small and medium landowners who possessed most of the fertile land in the 

erstwhile princely states of Alwar and Bharatpur (now part of Rajasthan). Their strength in 

numbers, ownership of majority land, and replication of Hindu customs and caste structure, 

including caste endogamy, “enabled them to maintain their claim to a dominant status in the 

local social hierarchy even after having undergone a degree of Islamisation” (Sikand 2010). The 

partition of India, communal riots, and the seizure of their lands by the Jats, the Gujjars,76 and 

the Ahirs dealt a major socio-economic blow to the Meo, from which they were unable to 

recover in years to come.  

Following India’s independence, redistributive land reforms were undertaken in the 

1950s to end landlordism, impose a ceiling on landholding size, and confer land ownership rights 

to existing tenants. However, these reforms ended up once again largely benefitting sections of 

caste groups, like the Jats and the Yadavs in North India, employed largely as agricultural 

managers or tenant farmers for upper caste Brahmin and Rajput landlords. The displacement of 

the upper castes’ land by these groups marked the latter’s complete ascendance as dominant 

caste groups in rural North India. In the subsequent decades, these dominant-peasant caste 

groups, by forming formidable caste blocs in Indian politics, succeeded in blocking further land 

reforms meant to benefit the landless and marginalized Dalits. These land reforms and the Indian 

state’s subsequent affirmative reservation policy, put in place for the Dalits, differentially 

                                                
76 Originally a nomadic pastoralist caste group whose caste name derives from cow-herding, “gaucharana,” the 
Gujjars in Haryana and Rajasthan are now involved in settled agriculture apart from earning a livelihood from the 
sale of milk and its by-products. In Haryana and Rajasthan, this caste comes under the OBC category.  
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impacted the Meo: this undermined their dominant status further in this region and increased 

their economic vulnerability. 

Moreover, in the years following India’s independence, when the state was making 

significant investments in socio-economic sectors, Meo-dominated areas were strikingly 

neglected in government policy planning, development measures, and industrial expansion and 

infrastructure development. Significantly, “institutional discrimination”77 against the Meo 

resulted in the Green Revolution totally bypassing Meo-dominated regions – unlike other parts 

of Haryana – largely due to the lack of irrigation infrastructure and investment ability 

(Comprehensive District Agriculture Plan (C-DAP) District Mewat, n.d.).  

Capitalist advances in agriculture during the Green Revolution in the 1960s consolidated 

the economic and political dominance of the three dominant-peasant Hindu castes as much as the 

increases in differentiation between peasantry. It also accentuated class conflicts along caste 

lines. The success of the Green Revolution rested on the use of capital-intensive technology and 

agricultural inputs such as irrigation facilities, hybrid seeds, chemical fertilizers, and pesticides. 

The dominant-peasant caste rural elites were able to make capital outlays for these new inputs 

and also garner concessions and subsidies from the state in the agricultural sector. On the other 

hand, small and marginal farmers from these caste groups were driven into indebtedness and 

landlessness, because of their inability to repay loans taken out for investing in agricultural 

inputs and buying farm machinery. The dispossessed peasantry from the lower rungs of 

dominant-peasant castes either ended up as unfree or attached labour in the fields of their rural 

elite brethren or migrated to cities. 

                                                
77 Special Correspondent, “Discrimination responsible for low level of education among Meo Muslims says report,” 
The Hindu, May 23, 2011, accessed February 13, 2014, http://www.thehindu.com/todays-paper/tp-national/tp-
newdelhi/discrimination-responsible-for-low-level-of-education-among-meo-muslims-says-study/ 
article2041459.ece.  
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The Green Revolution also changed the nature of agrarian labour relations between the 

dominant-peasant caste groups and the landless Dalits. Earlier, both men and women Dalits had 

provided the bulk of the labour demanded as a right under the patron-client, or Jajmani, system. 

The increased mechanization of agriculture, influx of cheaper seasonal farm labourers from East 

India,78 and competition from the local alienated peasantry for wage labour not only depressed 

agricultural wages, it also lowered the bargaining power of the Dalit agricultural workers vis-à-

vis their traditional employers.  

Hindu Fundamentalist Ideology and Meo Marginalization 

On one hand, the Dalits79 faced harsher economic marginalization because of the changes 

in agriculture. On the other hand, the Meo, because of their Muslim identity, had to confront the 

emergence of Hindu fundamentalist ideology; this heightened their socio-economic vulnerability. 

From the early 1980s onwards, a disturbing trend of using Hindu majoritarian ideology to the 

detriment of Indian Muslims accelerated. It was in this period that political realignments 

occurred to deal with a profound crisis in Indian capitalism. Indian ruling classes turned to 

Hindutva,80 an anti-Muslim and anti-Dalit ideology that had taken shape in early twentieth 

century colonial India. It was earlier confined to a small stratum of the upper caste lower-middle 

class in Northern India, but now it spread to rural India. Dominant caste peasants, faced with 

increasing Dalit assertiveness and polarization within their own caste groupings, saw it as a 

workable ideology that could deflect anger away from their privileges. The late 1980s saw the 

Hindu majoritarian ideology being used by all shades of political parties. This “hate” ideology 

                                                
78 Seasonal agricultural male migrants came from Bihar and Eastern Uttar Pradesh on short-term contracts during 
the sowing and harvest seasons. Poverty and a lack of agricultural labour in home provinces provided the push.  
79 Dalits in Haryana and Rajasthan are overwhelmingly Hindu. 
80 Hindutva literally translates into Hinduness. As a term, it denotes a chauvinistic, right-wing, Hindu majoritarian 
nationalist ideology advocating for the formation of a Hindu nation. 
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did not leave the Meo untouched. The Meo regions of Haryana and Rajasthan faced polarization 

along the lines of their religious identity, and the active participation of dominant peasant Hindu 

caste groups against them.  

The growth of the Hindu Right was paralleled by the rise of similar right wing political 

formations among Muslims. These were supported by the Wahabi brand of sectarian Islamic 

fundamentalist ideology, and emerged as the protectors of Indian Muslims. With the Indian state 

becoming more Hinduized, such political formations started gaining traction with diverse groups 

of Muslims, including the Meo. However, under the auspices of the Bhartiya Janata Party 

(BJP),81 a virulent anti-Muslim campaign culminated in the destruction of the Babri Mosque, in 

December 1992. Large-scale rioting against the Muslims in India followed.  

The destruction of the Babri Mosque marked another key turning point in Hindu–Muslim 

relations in the Meo-majority Mewat region, after the first Hindu-led riots of 1947 that occurred 

against the Meo following the partition of India. After the Babri Mosque demolition in 

December 1992, religious tensions escalated, with the beleaguered Meo community receiving no 

help from the state, as “government administration itself had by this time turned completely 

communally partisan and blatantly anti-Muslim” (Sikand 2010). Hindu mobs looted Meo shops 

and villages, while Army troops sieged the region and targeted Meo villages for rampage.  

The combination of the rise of Hindutva in the lead-up to the destruction of the Babri 

Mosque and the subsequent targeted attacks against the Muslims by Hindu fundamentalists has 

worked to cause an increased polarization of identities along religious lines. Oftentimes, small 

incidents of looting, robbery, or road accidents are used as a pretext by the local Hindus to attack 

                                                
81 The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), or the Indian People’s Party, is a right-wing Hindu nationalist party with a 
fascist Hindutva ideology as its core principle. Vehemently anti-Muslim, it openly advocates the establishment of a 
Hindu Nation and the conversion of Muslims into Hindus.  
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the Meo. Since the parliamentary elections of 2014, in which the BJP came to power at the 

centre, BJP’s leaders have openly adopted an anti-Meo line by saying, “[t]ension lene ka nahin, 

tension dene ka waqt aa gaya hai,”82 which is loosely translated as “this is no more the time for 

Hindus to be worried, instead, the moment has come to spread tension and insecurity amongst 

the Meo.” These words acquire an even more sinister and menacing overtone for the Meo, given 

that both the provinces of Haryana and Rajasthan have come to be ruled by the BJP.83 State 

discrimination against the Meo has taken a new turn with the police force in Haryana blatantly 

displaying anti-Muslim sentiment in its actions, including conducting deliberate raids on small 

roadside restaurants run by the Meo for allegedly carrying beef, and stopping Meo truck drivers 

ferrying cattle on charges that the cattle will be slaughtered for meat.84 The Meo in Rajasthan 

have also begun facing the brunt of the Hindutva resurgence, as the authorities appear to wilfully 

neglect targeted violence against the beleaguered community.85 

It is significant that the spread of Hindu fundamentalist ideology in society paralleled the 

imposition of neoliberal reforms in the Indian economy in roughly the same timeframe. Both 

shared upper and middle class interests and sought to transform the relation between the state, 

society, and the individual by attributing society’s ills to the internal other: Hindutva scapegoated 

the Indian Muslims, and neoliberalism blamed the state for its welfare and interventionist 

policies in social and economic spheres. Not only did these two reactionary ideologies share 

                                                
82 Chander Suta Dogra.,“The storm after the calm,”,The Hindu, October 14, 2014, accessed October 23, 2014, 
http://www.thehindu.com/todays-paper/tp-opinion/the-storm-after-the-calm/article6153312.ece?css=print. 
83 The BJP was elected to power in the provincial legislature of Haryana in October 2014, and to that of Rajasthan in 
December 2013.  
84 Harsh Mander, “The Mewat Biryani raids have permanently damaged livelihoods of poor Muslims,” The 
Hindustan Times, September 29, 2016, accessed October 4, 2016, http://www.hindustantimes.com/columns/the-
mewat-biryani-raids-have-permanently-damaged-livelihoods-of-poor-muslims/story-9iIDje0po0GSf3RN 
ceoqMI.html. 
85 Ajoy Prasad Mahaprashasta, “Mob Violence, Police Action and Rising Communalism Haunt Alwar’s Meo,” The 
Wire, October 3, 2016, accessed October 4, 2016, http://thewire.in/69590/mewat-alwar-meos-gau-raksha/.  
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similar agendas around transforming the Indian state and society, they also drew from each other 

in gaining ground locally through the use of arguments about “levelling the playing field.” Both 

sought to depoliticize society by suppressing democratic dissent and social movements, or to 

minimize the role of the state by doing away with protectionism (for more, read Gopalakrishanan 

2006; Vanaik 2001). It is here that this chapter now turns to examine how the market reforms 

dramatically shook up rural agrarian society in Haryana and Rajasthan, thus laying the 

groundwork for the emergence of non-customary cross-region marriages within the two groups 

here. 

Neoliberalism Transforms Rural Economy 

Neoliberal market reforms in the early 1990s led to the imposition of Structural 

Adjustment Programs in India. In the agricultural sector, under the drive for fiscal austerity, the 

state reduced or totally withdrew institutional support, including subsides for water, power, 

fertilizers, and seeds, irrigation infrastructure development, research and development, and 

institutional access to credit facilities. By the mid-1990s, policy reforms in this sector were 

driven by the World Trade Organization (WTO). Trade liberalization led to a collapse in state-

regulated prices of agricultural commodities along with the reduction in import tariffs and the 

removal of barriers: the once heavily protected agricultural sector now had to compete with 

heavily-subsidized agricultural commodities from Western countries (Reddy and Mishra 2009, 

18–21).  

The contemporary agrarian crisis in the two provinces has been marked by the “declining 

profitability of agriculture, increasing risks, degradation of natural resources, steep fall in 

technological innovations in agriculture, and collapsing agricultural extension” (Radhakrishana 

and Chandrasekhar 2008, 12) on one hand, and the subsumption of a once relatively autonomous 
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agricultural sector by industrial and speculative capital on the other. The rising costs of 

agricultural inputs, withdrawal of institutional credit support, and increased reliance on informal 

moneylenders has dispossessed small and marginal peasantry from their lands, after which they 

seek employment as casual farm labourers, or in the tertiary sector in urban centres (Bhalla 1999; 

Chhikara and Kodan 2013). The number of peasants with marginal land holdings having to rely 

on wage work in the agricultural sector or on non-farm work during the non-agricultural season, 

in order to supplement their income, has increased since 1991 in Haryana alone. The period 

following the agrarian restructuring has witnessed the entry into the workforce of family 

members from marginal or small landowning peasantry as agricultural wageworkers, yet another 

indicator of agrarian distress, income depression, and economic unsustainability from agriculture 

(Bhalla 1999, 47). 

There has been a gradual decline in landholding size in Haryana and Rajasthan since the 

advent of neoliberal economic reforms. The number of peasants owning marginal landholdings 

has increased in both provinces, very much in line with the All-India figure of 83 percent in 

2005–6 (Chand et al. 2011, 7). In Haryana, small and marginal peasants who own less than 2.5 

acres account for 77 percent of rural households (Basole 2010). In Rajasthan, the figure has 

come in at 55 percent, with the state itself acknowledging that the number might be much higher 

(Rajasthan Agricultural Competitiveness Report 2012). There, 43 percent of land is now held by 

9 percent of farmers, with only 11 percent of farmland held by over 50 percent of landholders 

(ibid, 54). Tenant farming to supplement income has increased, with the landless, marginal and 

small peasantry owning less than 2 hectares of land, and comprising 42.88 percent of lessees in 

Haryana and 43.92 percent in Rajasthan (Haque 15). 

By 2013, in Haryana, the indebted farmer households as a percentage of total farm 
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households stood at 42.3 percent as compared to the national figure of 52 percent (NSSO 

2014).86 The story of indebtedness is similar in Rajasthan, with the number of indebted farm 

households in relation to total farm households standing at 61.8 percent (ibid). Though these 

figures are not broken down along caste lines, it can be deduced that the situation of caste groups 

that were historically economically marginalized has worsened with the onset of the agrarian 

crisis. There has been an increase in both tenancy farming and attached or unfree labour as a 

result of debt-bondage, or advanced wages, and the casualization of labour in agriculture due to 

the consolidation of landholdings in the hands of the rich dominant caste peasantry. Worse, the 

agrarian distress has led debt-ridden farmers to commit suicide all over India (Sainath 2013), 

with Haryana being one of ten provinces in India with the highest rate of farmer suicides 

between 2001 and 2011 (Chhikara and Kodan 2013).  

Rural unemployment has also increased, as vast tracts of fertile agricultural land are 

either converted for urban planning or rezoned for urban industrial complexes through state-

managed land grabs.87 Rohtak and Rewari have witnessed massive land acquistion by the 

provincial government for new Industrial Model Townships, expressways, dedicated SEZs, and 

luxury residential colonies that will be developed by private estate promoters.88 The District of 

Rohtak has witnessed the biggest real estate boom, with land prices surging five-fold in two 

years. In 2008, one acre of land cost Rupees 2.5 million, and by early 2015, the price had shot up 

to anywhere from 10 to 15 million Rupees – showing an increase of 300 percent to 500 percent 

                                                
86 This data is drawn from the findings of the National Sample Survey (NSS) 70th Round conducted in 2013. The 
National Sample Survey Organisation of India (NSSO) conducts socio-economic surveys every ten years. 
87 A study undertaken in one village of Rohtak District shows that marginal farmers whose land was acquired were 
forced to take up precarious tenancy farming. Earlier, they would supplement household income by undertaking 
casual wage employment in agricultural fields in the village. But with land acquisition, this stopped entirely. See 
Punam, 2015, for details.  
88 Times News Network (TNN), “Government to set up Japanese Township in Rohtak,” The Times of India, 
November 11, 2010, accessed September 5, 2011, http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/gurgaon/Government-to-
set-up-Japanese-township-in-Rohtak/articleshow/6904396.cms.  
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within 7 years.89 This illustrates how, within rural areas, existing caste and class inequalities 

have widened, with the land-rich dominant caste groups raking in profits from real estate 

speculation and land deals (Levien 2012, 942). 

Neoliberal market reforms have also hastened the transformation of rural rich peasant 

castes into a “provincial proprietary class” (Balagopal 1987, 1545) in most provinces of India, 

including rural North India, dramatically increasing their economic power and assets and also 

their political control over provincial politics. In Haryana and Rajasthan, this provincial 

proprietary class of the Jats and the Yadavs now has interests no longer confined to agriculture. 

Those of this class continue to farm on their land, largely through share-cropping, tenant 

farming, and the use of permanent and debt-contract labour; however, they use the surplus profits 

from agriculture to branch off into urban enterprises (trade, entertainment, real estate, and more 

recently, information and software technology and infrastructure development). 

This provincial proprietary class has been the biggest supporter of neoliberal reforms, as 

they have been able to benefit the most from the restructuring of the economy, whether it be 

from the setting up of Special Economic Zones (SEZs), rezoning of agricultural land for 

commercial or residential use, or growing of non-traditional, high value, gourmet crops for niche 

markets. They have both land and disposable capital to invest in such ventures. Their actions 

have also been paralleled by the ultra-coercive management of labour for these enterprises – in 

construction, in agriculture, and in SEZs. As this class has moved from the rural space to become 

a player in the urban space, their old ways of managing tensions through caste brotherhood 

                                                
89 Real estate developers are also reaping huge profits of over 400–600 percent through state-approved land grabs. 
The cost of acquiring one acre of land for Rs 2.5 million is offset by selling 20 developed plots for over Rs 100 
million. See Anup Roy, “High on real estate boom, Sampla farmers couldn’t care less,” Live Mint, June 30, 2008, 
accessed September 5, 2011, http://www.livemint.com/Politics/5PiCe9sFpvbKeHjhCk0UeN/High-on-real-estate-
boom-Sampla-farmers-couldn8217t-care.html.  
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(biradari) have not held much traction. As well, due to the oppressive labour regime, harking 

back to caste brotherhood does not sway the small peasantry or the landless amongst their caste 

groups, as their land has been appropriated and/or their labour exploited by the provincial 

proprietary class. This class has found in Hindutva an ideology that they can use to divert class 

tensions towards more identifiable ethnic groups, extendable from Dalits to Christians and 

Muslims. 

The advent of neoliberalism has thus borne another basket of setbacks for the Meo. As 

the Hindutva ideology has gained strength amongst members of dominant-peasant castes in these 

two provinces, the Meo – and Muslims in general – face continual onslaughts on their land, 

religious sites, and establishments (Choudhary 2014).90 Present-day Meo are predominantly 

small and marginal peasants, owning between 1 and 2 acres of land. Subsistence rain-fed farming 

is complemented with income from farm and non-farm rural labour, such as animal husbandry, 

goat rearing, and agricultural wage labour. Coming from being dominant landholders who were 

accorded respect and status amongst local communities prior to the partition of India in 1947, 

today the Meo are a ghettoized and poverty-stricken community in this region. Apart from 

agricultural wage labour, the only other occupations they hold are low-paying and unstable: they 

work as dumpster truck drivers or crane operators, or as daily wage labourers in the illegal 

mining quarries and brick kilns dotting the region. Villagers state that it has only been since the 

mid-2000s that other avenues of employment have opened up for Meo youth. Their close 

proximity to the National Capital Region (NCR) of Delhi has allowed them to take some 

advantage of the booming service, construction, and mining sectors, and find employment at the 

                                                
90 See also Ajaz Ashraf. “Why BJP and the rural distress are to blame for the violence of Jats,” Scrollin, June 10, 
2015, accessed June 13, 2015, http://scroll.in/article/732464/why-bjp-and-the-rural-distress-are-to-blame-for-the-
violence-of-jats.  
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lower rungs of these sectors.  

The spectacular economic and industrial growth witnessed in other parts of these two 

provinces has also totally bypassed Mewat, where there is none of the investment in real estate, 

in urban development, or in the setting up of industries. Inequity is visible even in compensation 

given by the provincial government for land acquisition: agricultural land in Mewat brings Rs 

1.6 million per hectare, while the neighbouring Hindu-predominant area garners Rs 5.5 million.91 

Systemic discrimination by the state in ignoring Meo-dominated regions is largely ascribed to 

the fact that the Meo are Muslims, and because they do not comprise a significant vote bank with 

deep financial pockets. As Maheswari wrote: 

The reason for the neglect is that politically the area is not of much relevance. The 
Mewatis comprise a mere 3 per cent of the Haryana population and do not count much in 
terms of votes. The district administration, taking its cue from the political bosses, shows 
total antipathy to the region. This can be seen from two facts; firstly, only 60 per cent of 
posts are normally manned. Absentism among employees is endemic, most employees 
think of Mewat as punishment posting (Kalapani) and their residences are outside the 
area. (2003, 86) 

The Sachar Committee Report on the socio-economic status of the Muslim community in India 

exhaustively details the deprivations of the Muslim community, including its poor representation 

in bureaucracy, lower rates of participation in the economic workforce, and second highest level 

of poverty (the first being the Dalits) (Chisti 2007). Though this report covers all Indian 

Muslims, the findings are applicable to the Meo in Mewat and Alwar. The Meo have been 

granted an OBC (Other Backward Classes) status in Haryana and Rajasthan, with the attendant 

affirmative reservation providing them access to state or state-funded educational institutions or 

employment in government or public sector jobs. However, the Meo have not been able to avail 

the benefits of this status, quite unlike the caste groups of the Jats, Ahirs, Yadavs, and Gujjars in 
                                                
91 “Discrimination against Mewati farmers in land acquisition by Haryana government,” Anhad, February 2012, 
accessed June 13, 2015, http://www.anhadin.net/article148.html.  
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Haryana or Rajasthan, who, since having acquired OBC status through their political clout, have 

used it to further their economic and political interests. In large part, the difference is due to the 

virtual non-existence of higher institutions of learning like colleges, universities, or polytechnic 

institutions in Meo-dominated areas. There are only 4 colleges for the entire region and no 

technical university. Moreover, with fewer numbers of secondary or senior schools in the larger 

Mewat region, illiteracy is rife. In the Mewat District, men’s and women’s literacy rates are 

69.94 and 36.60 percent, respectively, the lowest in the province of Haryana (Census of India 

2011a).  

This institutionalized discrimination against the Muslims in Haryana, evidenced by the 

state’s neglect of technical education, infrastructure development, and incentives for setting up 

factories, has also led this region to have a small industrial footprint: though fertile agricultural 

land has been acquired for SEZs, employment is limited to skilled labour, and even that is 

limited to only one industrial area (MSME-Development Institute n.d.). The situation is no better 

in Rajasthan, even though the District of Alwar has seen considerable post-neoliberal industrial 

expansion, especially after 1998 (Planning Commission 2006, 95–96). Meo-dominated areas 

there have been bypassed in favour of Yadav- and Jat-dominated ones, such as Bhiwadi, Behror, 

Neemrana, and Tijara, which have emerged as investment hubs for industry and real estate 

(MSME-Development Institute 2016). 

The implicit neglect of the Muslim community by the state has led to increased 

belligerence by the dominant-peasant caste group of Jats and Ahirs against the Meo in recent 

years.92 Oftentimes, clashes between the two communities revolve around land disputes, and 

even though the Meo are, in a majority of cases, the aggrieved party, they bear the brunt of the 
                                                
92 T.K. Rajalakshmi, “Targeted Attack,” Frontline, 28(21), October 8–21, 2011, accessed February 23, 2015, 
http://www.frontline.in/static/html/fl2821/stories/20111021282103700.htm. 
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dominant-peasant caste violence and police brutality.93 In that sense, the socio-economic status 

of the Dalits – who comprise approximately 20 and 17 percent of the population of Haryana and 

Rajasthan, respectively – resonates, in many ways, with that of the Meo, as this community too 

has come under siege through increased caste violence from the dominant-peasant caste groups. 

Caste Polarization and Dalit Assertion: Class Conflict Heightens Caste Violence 

In post-colonial India, constitutional provisions in the form of a 22.5 percent reservation 

of the total admissions in government or government-funded educational institutions and jobs in 

the state services and public sectors were extended to the former “untouchables.” From the 1960s 

onward, this affirmative reservation policy intensified caste-identity politics, in which the 

dominant-peasant castes sought to obtain similar benefits. As children of dominant agricultural 

castes secured education and sought reservation for themselves so they could obtain the 

increasingly scarce, but highly coveted, government jobs, they saw affirmative action for Dalits 

as a denial of their share of the pie (Kamat 1979, 354). The Dalits were sarcastically referred to 

as “ghar jamais,” or free-loading sons-in-law of the state, by dominant-peasant castes. What was 

missed in this discourse of “quota politics” is that only a slim section of educated Dalits 

benefitted from the Indian state’s affirmative reservation policies.  

In 1990, the dominant peasant Shudra castes strategically used their numbers and 

economic clout to politically leverage the state to have themselves declared “socially and 

educationally backward,” and achieved getting the implementation of a 27 percent national-level 

quota.94 Inclusion in the OBC category has allowed for extended reservation benefits for them 

                                                
93 People’s Union for Civil Liberties, “Unanswered Questions,” Outlook, September 19, 2011, accessed February 
23, 2015, http://www.outlookindia.com/website/story/unanswered-questions/278374.  
94 Several Backward Classes Commissions were established after 1947 to assess which caste groups could be 
deemed “socially and educationally backward.” The Mandal Commission, named after its chairman, B.P. Mandal, 
made a series of recommendations for affirmative action in 1980, for the Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and 
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(Jeffrelot 2011, 439–43 and 471–74). In Rajasthan and Haryana, the pitting of dominant caste 

group members of Jats and Ahirs/Yadavs against Dalits over the small pot of the reserved 

category of government jobs has intensified the former’s resentment in having to compete for 

positions they considered their prerogative.  

The contemporary neoliberal process of dispossession in India has exacerbated the 

economic precariousness of the Dalits. In Haryana, Dalits own a paltry 2 percent share of the 

land despite forming 20 percent of its population. With over 80 percent living in rural areas, most 

depend on farm and non-farm rural labour as their primary source of livelihood. In Rajasthan, the 

former untouchable castes constitute nearly 17 percent of its population, yet they hold very 

marginal ownership of land and are heavily concentrated in caste-relegated low-paying 

occupations or agricultural wage work. There is negligible social mobility for the Dalit caste 

groups in the remote and scattered hamlets, as oppressive caste traditions continue to maintain a 

stranglehold over these inhabitants. In both the provinces, although the extractive patron-client 

caste relationship (Jajmani system) might have declined, unequal relations linger due to the 

dominance of dominant-peasant castes over landholdings and other assets that provide 

employment opportunities. 

The agrarian crisis and the deepening of neoliberal reforms have forced overwhelming 

numbers of marginal and small farm households from the dominant-peasant castes to enter the 

hired agriculture labour market in direct competition with the landless Dalit groups. Dalit casual 

labour has therefore suffered a big hit, as rural landowning elites prefer to undertake permanent 

labour contracts with family members from the marginal peasantry within the dominant-peasant 

caste groups (Bhalla 1999, 48). Dalit women have been the worst hit, as the axes of caste, class, 
                                                                                                                                                       
Other Backward Classes (OBCs), through which 50 percent reservations in government jobs and educational 
institutions were provided to them. 
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and gender have ensured that the only feminized work available to them is low-paying and 

unstable, and involves long hours and bondage-like work conditions. In rural areas, 80 percent of 

Dalit women are employed in the farm sector as casual agricultural workers (Sabharwal and Rath 

2010, 85).  

In rural Haryana and Rajasthan, caste-based animosities have become more sharply 

etched as the historically subordinate Dalits, now more politicized and aware, are unwilling to 

follow humiliating rules about behaviour, dress, movement, or employment (Chowdhry 2011, 

383–85). The resultant blurring of caste boundaries – maintained earlier through dress codes, 

segregated housing within villages, and deferential forms of behaviour – has not only made 

distinguishing Dalits from upper castes difficult, it has also generated disquiet and resentment 

amongst the latter about perceived Dalit upward mobility and aspiration. The growing 

assertiveness of rural Dalits against low agricultural wages and forced free labour (or begar), and 

dominant-peasant caste encroachments on village common lands (or Shamilat), combined with 

their refusal to adhere to exploitative and demeaning caste practices, has led to head-on clashes 

between the two caste groups, with brutal consequences for the Dalits.95 

Increasingly, it is largely the marginal and landless peasantry from the dominant-peasant 

castes who are the face of caste violence against the Dalits in this rural class conflict between 

dominant-peasant landlords and agricultural wage labourers (Dalits). As the Dalits’ elite caste 

brethren have to now vie for their place within the shrinking pool of agricultural wage labour, it 

is not hard for them to cleverly dissipate class tensions within their caste groups, by diverting the 

ire of these have-nots to the local Dalits, who have been similarly crushed by neoliberal reforms. 

                                                
95 Times News Network (TNN), “Jats crush 3 Dalits under tractor,” The Times of India, May 16, 2015, accessed 
June 19, 2015, http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/Jats-crush-3-dalits-under-tractors-in-Rajasthan/articleshow/ 
47304040.cms.  
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The ideology of Hindutva, with its notion of a strong Hindu nation that seeks to maintain and 

consolidate the exploitative Brahmanical caste structure, is also evoked to oppose any Dalit 

assertion on the specious grounds that it weakens the cause of a united Hindu state or “national 

unity” (Sikand 2011). The marginalized and dispossessed lower classes of the dominant-peasant 

castes are thus strategically mobilized by the rural elites to reassert dominant caste hegemony 

over the Dalits, and “to show the community its place” (Teltumbde 2010, 73). In this context, 

what needs to be understood is that the identity crisis of the locally rejected unmarried men from 

the lower strata of the dominant-peasant castes also causes them to support and participate in the 

patriarchal and gender-regressive Khap Panchayats. Such active participation “offers an 

opportunity to the[se] unemployed/ unmarried men to demonstrate their masculinity under the 

surveillance of other men’s approval” (Chowdhry 2005, 5192).  

Furthermore, the very act of some Dalit youth entering into “love marriages” with 

dominant-peasant caste women is taken as a direct threat to the masculinity, privilege, and power 

of the dominant-peasant caste men. The Jats, in particular, have strategically used Khap 

Panchayats to interpret marriages or “associations” of their women with Dalit males as serious 

violations of caste and customary rules; they issue caste diktats, ranging from social ostracism, 

sanctions against entire “erring” low caste groups, or even the deaths of defiant couples, with 

unmarried dominant-caste males actively participating in acts of violence.96  

Inter-caste Marriages: Churning a Caste Turmoil 

While on one hand, there is a sharpening of caste and class identities, there are also 

                                                
96 Vishal Joshi, “Dalit locality attached, water supply cut after inter-caste marriage in Haryana,” Hindustan Times, 
April 15, 2013, accessed February 21, 2015, http://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/dalit-locality-attacked-
water-supply-cut-after-inter-caste-marriage-in-haryana/article1-1044879.aspx; Deepender Deswall, “Inter-caste 
marriages taking toll in Jatland,” The Times of India, April 20, 2013, Accessed February 21, 2015, 
http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/Inter-caste-marriages-taking-toll-in-Jatland/articleshow/19642268.cms.  
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counter tendencies towards the dilution of caste identities, which paradoxically have also led to 

hardening the caste divide in these two provinces. This is especially evident in urban areas where 

there is a weakening of caste norms, as increased urbanization coupled with wider educational 

and employment opportunities have facilitated interactions between young men and women from 

different castes at schools, colleges, and universities. The partial blurring of caste distinctions in 

these spaces has also led to “love marriages”97 between Dalits and upper castes. However, such 

alliances are vehemently opposed, especially those between dominant caste women and Dalit 

men, as these social upheavals threaten to destabilize the dominant caste hegemony.  

With dependence on land and landownership as major determinants for caste status, 

privileges, and hierarchy, dominant-peasant castes in Haryana perceive inter-caste marriages as a 

Dalit conspiracy to gain control over their land by making their dominant-peasant caste wives 

claim inheritance rights over paternal property.98 One elected village chief (Sarpanch) described 

it in this way: 

The woman in inter-caste marriage is the first to come and demand a share of parental 
property. For example, there’s a boy from a low caste, he is very shrewd and cunning. He 
sees an innocent girl from rich upper caste family. He’s from a low caste so he lures her 
into marriage deliberately with “sweet nothings.” Deep inside, he harbours greed for 
money and land.99 

The circulation of the idea of a Dalit “conspiracy” to deprive the dominant-peasant caste groups 

of their land through instrumentalist unions with their women is another causal factor for 

                                                
97 Most marriages in India are “arranged” by parents, who take factors like caste and social status into consideration. 
Individual autonomy and the choice or consent of their wards is usually bypassed by the elders, in favour of 
cementing an alliance with a “favourable” family in their own caste group. In this equation, love marriage, even if it 
occurs within a favourable caste or class, is interpreted as a direct rebellion against the traditional norm of arranged 
marriage. The increase in “love marriages” in India today is attributed by right-wing ideologues to the percolation of 
problematic Western ideas amongst India’s youth. 
98 Deepender Deswall, “Dalits flee Haryana village after upper caste attacks,” The Times of India, April 16, 2013, 
accessed February 21, 2015, http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/Dalits-flee-Haryana-village-after-upper-caste-
attacks/articleshow/19571623.cms.  
99 Satbir Singh Petwar, Sarpanch (elected village chief), interview and translation by author, 24 July 2014, Petwar 
village, Haryana.  
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increased female feticide amongst the small and marginal landowning families in these caste 

groups. 

The Hindu Succession Act: A Vital Clue for the Male Marriage Squeeze 

The insecurity of dominant-peasant castes can be traced to the Hindu Succession Act of 

1956 that granted equality to women in inheritance rights. This legislation, more than any other, 

threw these caste groups – who believed in patrilineal succession of property – into turmoil as 

they tried to grapple with legal claims made by married daughters. Since ownership over the 

majority of landholdings accorded these castes socio-economic dominance, the fear of the 

fragmentation of their lands, especially by non-dominant-peasant caste son-in-laws, had always 

been present, but became more pronounced with this new Act. As the secretary of an NGO in 

Rajasthan said: 

In this region, son preference is strong. The main source of income is agriculture. The 
question of who will own land after me – who’ll inherit it and cultivate it – it raises the 
spectre of son preference. There’s distaste of giving property to the son-in-law. He should 
not get it at all as the property rights really belong to the son.100 

As mentioned above, a thin minority of the rural dominant-peasant caste elites now owns a large 

proportion of the land, while a majority of the peasantry consists of small and marginal farmers 

with small landholdings. This section of small and marginal farmers from the dominant-peasant 

castes has had more to lose from the real or imagined fragmentation of their meagre landholdings 

through inheritance claims. Their anxiety about holding on to their small patch of land is further 

fuelled by their rural elite brethren, who transform their disquiet into an emotive issue with a 

“caste” twist: Dalit men seek to wrest control of their land through proxy and hence displace Jat 

or Ahir socio-economic dominance in rural society. 

                                                
100 Virendra Vidrohi, Secretary, Matsya Mewat Shiksha Evam Vikas Sansthan (NGO), interview and translation by 
author, 19 December 2011, Alwar city, Rajasthan. 
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Despite literally making women sign off their claims on asking for a share of the paternal 

property,101 these caste groups have lobbied unsuccessfully to have the Act rescinded several 

times (Chowdhry 2011, 261). Consequently, gender subordination of the women from the 

dominant-peasant castes has increased through “a variety of selective cultural and ideological 

controls,” through which they are made to “voluntarily” relinquish their inheritance claims. The 

valorization of sister–brother love, the transient status of a daughter in her natal family, the 

substitution of dowry for inheritance, and the assurances of the natal family and brothers’ 

continual “protection” of the bride in her new conjugal home are employed as “patriarchal 

constraints” to thwart any possible future claims from her. 

Furthermore, inheritance claims by daughters have caused an increased girl dis-

preference due to patriarchal fears that “after marriage, her husband can lay claims to 

property.”102 The spread of new reproductive medical technologies like ultrasounds and 

amniocentesis, introduced in India in the 1970s, has led to the detection and selective abortion of 

female fetuses (Jha et al. 2011; John et al. 2008). Sex-selective abortions in this region are 

further fuelled by increases in land prices, due to urbanization and industrialization and the 

higher compensation rates and incentives offered by the state or private developers for acquiring 

farmland (Punam 2015, 108–9). The prevailing sentiment amongst dominant-peasant caste 

groups here is that they would much rather face a female shortage in their communities than 

worry about future fragmentation via the daughter’s husband.  

Girl dis-preference is also attributed to the dowry economy prevalent here: the tradition 

of seeking hypergamous alliances, i.e., grooms socio-economically better placed than the bride’s 

                                                
101 Chander Suta Dogra, “Women’s right to inheritance still a struggle,” The Hindu, October 22, 2011, Accessed 
November 9, 2014, http://www.thehindu.com/todays-paper/womens-right-to-inheritance-still-a-struggle/ 
article5259283.ece.  
102 Focus group: Jat men FGMn1, interview and translation by author, 13 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana. 
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family, places a small pool of “eligible” men and their families in a better bargaining position to 

make astronomical dowry demands, such as for cars or motorcycles, as well as consumer 

durables such as refrigerators, washing machines, televisions, air-conditioners, and microwaves. 

Once acquired, these are then flaunted as visible symbols of the groom’s marketability and the 

family’s status within the caste sub-group, thus fuelling a vicious cycle for those within caste and 

kin networks to upstage such grooms by asking for even more blatant displays of dowry 

spending. The agrarian crisis affecting rural farmer households has worsened the plight of dowry 

providers with nil or marginal landholdings, as they have reduced income from agriculture and 

hence less disposable money to spend on dowries.103 The pressure to secure hypergamous 

alliances through bigger dowries is the second biggest cause for rural indebtedness in Haryana 

(Chhikara and Kodan 2013, 356).  

In this context, the use of slogans like, “spend Rupees 500 now and save yourself the 

headache of spending Rupees 500,000,”104 by clinics offering ultrasound services to check the 

sex of the foetus, tap into the insecurity of families who would otherwise have no choice but to 

seek to arrange hypergamous matrimonies by spending heavily on dowries. Despite India 

passing The Pre-Conception and Pre-Natal Diagnostic Techniques Act in 1994, which bans 

prenatal sex determination and sex-selective abortions, those who have mobile ultrasound units 

ply their trade, and doctors offer clandestine “affordable” abortion services to rural families 

burdened with an unwanted female foetus.105 Though, historically, both Haryana and Rajasthan 

                                                
103 See pages 61–81 of Ranjana Padhi’s (2012) book, Those Who Did Not Die, for an excellent summing up of the 
impact of the agrarian crisis on the expectations of dowry, the indebtedness of dowry providers in Punjab, and 
farmer suicides there.  
104 C.R. Jaychandra, “India terminated 10 mn daughters,” The Hindustan Times, January 9, 2006, accessed 
November 3, 2016, http://www.hindustantimes.com/india/india-terminated-10-mn-daughters/storyKeUZZpTIojP4 
GotY23JphI.html.  
105 Focus group: Village women FGWn7, interview and translation by author, 3 November 2011, Rewari District, 
Haryana; Focus group village women VWCn5, interview and translation by author, 13 October 2011, Rohtak 
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have had fewer women, it is only from 1981 that the sex ratio there started witnessing a sharp 

drop. By 2011, the two provinces had a highly skewed male–female ratio, with many regions 

having a CSR below 900 (Census of India 2011b). The dishonour of six out of ten Districts in 

India with the worst CSR for 0–6 years in the Census of 2011 went to Haryana, with Rewari and 

Rohtak coming out at 784 and 807, respectively (Chandramouli 2011). In Rajasthan, Jhunjhunu 

recorded the sharpest decline in the child sex ratio (about 7.5 percent) of any District in the 

province during the period of 1991–2011. 

With the discontinuation of the Caste Census after India’s independence, it has been hard 

to obtain hard data demonstrating a low CSR amongst certain caste groups more than others. 

However, assumptions on caste-specific girl dis-preference can be made based on Census of 

India 2011 data, which ranks the three Ahir and Yadav dominated Districts in the province of 

Haryana, namely, Jhajjhar, Mahendargarh, and Rewari, as 1, 2, and 3, respectively, in the ten top 

Districts with the worst CSR in the entire country; Sonipat and Rohtak, a part of the Jat 

heartland, are ranked 6th and 9th (Census of India 2011b). Similarly, L.S. Vishwanath, who links 

the trend of female infanticide amongst certain castes in Colonial India to present day census 

results, states that, “given the low female to male sex ratio in the Jat dominated Districts in U.P. 

and also in Punjab and Haryana, it is not difficult to surmise that this caste which resorted to 

female infanticide in colonial times is now practising female foeticide” (2007, 277).  

Fewer Brides and Economic Instability: Making Some Men More Ineligible than Others 

“There is a shortage of girls amongst the Jats. They get them aborted. So where will the brides 
come from? That is why I had to go to Bangal to get a wife.”106 

The common refrain in the villages is that the practice of sex-selective abortions is a 

                                                                                                                                                       
District, Haryana; Focus group: Village women FGWn1, interview and translation by author, 7 October 2011, 
Rohtak District, Haryana. 
106 Hindu husband HHn8, interview and translation by author, 11 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana. 
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major contributory factor in creating the contemporary marriage crisis there, and thus the need to 

seek wives from other provinces. Villagers also quip that the “shortage” of women is limited to a 

handful of castes. It is here that the study’s primary survey data provides a more accurate picture 

of the men in such alliances in the research areas. One of the questions in the conjugal region 

survey sought out details of the caste/religion of the men in cross-region marriages (see question 

4 in Appendix M). The result of their caste and religious profile is listed in Appendix A. A quick 

glance reveals that Jats and Ahirs amongst the Hindus together constitute 31.71 percent of the 

total men who have married outside of their caste and province. If the data is viewed District 

wise, an overwhelming 78.08 percent of such grooms from the Rohtak District are Jats, and 

49.20 percent from the Rewari District are Ahirs. Such numbers clearly demonstrate the presence 

of a female shortage in these two dominant-peasant castes more than any other caste group 

amongst Hindus.  

Appendix B catalogues the results from the conjugal region survey on the reasons why 

these men could not get married locally and hence had to enter into cross-region marriages. In 

the Rohtak and Rewari Districts, 50.86 and 79.36 percent, respectively, of such men cite not 

having a regular job or owning nil or less land as the sole reason for them being rejected in the 

local marriage market. This is corroborated by Appendix C, which provides a breakdown of the 

occupation of the men in cross-region alliances, revealing that a substantial number of these men 

work as labourers either in the farm sector or in agriculture-allied sectors, or are employed in 

jobs that are not secure or well-paying. Appendix D lists the size of the landholdings of men in 

cross-region marriages in selected areas of Haryana and Rajasthan. It further shows that a large 

proportion of such men in these two Districts are either landless or have marginal land holdings 

of less than 1 ha. These two categories alone comprise 65.06 and 88.89 percent, respectively, in 
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Rohtak and Rewari. If the category of small land holding (1–2 ha) is added to these numbers, it 

climbs to an overwhelming 82.18 and 95.25 percent, respectively, for Rohtak and Rewari. None 

of the men in cross-region marriages own large land holdings of more than 10 ha. Taken as a 

whole, data from Appendix A clearly shows that the marriage crunch is faced by a specific 

economic stratum of these caste groups, and is not widespread across the entire caste group. As 

one Hindu husband said regarding his own situation: 

I had no means of employment that could enable a woman to survive. Here, while 
arranging a match, the girl’s family looks at the employment of the man and the land and 
other assets to ensure that their daughter and her kids will be well looked after. That’s 
what each parent aspires to. I had very little land.107 

Going back to Appendix B, which lists the reasons for seeking cross-region marriages, 

27.05 and 6.35 percent of men in Rohtak and Rewari, respectively, cited “old age” or being 

“over age” as their reason for being forced to seek wives elsewhere. The men try to find a match 

locally within their caste marriage pool, but at around 30–35 years of age, it appears that an 

eligibility cut-off occurs and they are declared “too old” in the local marriage market. There is a 

hidden sub-text of other “rejection” causes buried within this category, as one man explained:  

The main cause of rejection is unemployment. If the man has a good job, then women’s 
families come to your doorstep seeking your hand, but if you are like me, then the only 
option is to get a wife from “outside.” I am 32 now. I had to keep looking for 6–7 years 
locally and then get a wife from Bihar. Usually, men get married by the time they are 21, 
and by the time you are 30, you are seen as too old here. Many offers came my way but 
the moment each looked at my financial situation, they would not pursue the marriage 
proposal.108 

As evident from the above interview excerpt, the primary reason for the men’s continual 

rejection by local families with eligible daughters occurs because they are either landless or have 

marginal land holdings, or because they do not have secure employment. The grooms and their 

                                                
107 Hindu husband HHn5, interview and translation by author, 8 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
108 Hindu husband HHn11, interview and translation by author, 3 November 2011, Rewari District, Haryana.  
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families, despite knowing that their chances of securing a bride locally are slim given the 

groom’s economic instability, persist in their search within the caste pool hoping that somewhere 

they might find a suitable woman. However, as the men get “older,” their chances of getting 

married locally become even more remote. It is then that they usually determine that they can 

either remain single or transgress customary marriage norms to obtain a wife from another part 

of India.  

Until recently, the tradition of atta-batta or adla-badla, a bride swap between two 

families, in which a family would swap its daughter for a daughter-in-law, was used by some 

families to tide a natural bride shortage. Today, female feticide, the rules of got, and village 

exogamy, caste endogamy, and hypergamy have all further contributed to the tightening of the 

marriage market for the economically disadvantaged stratum of these caste groups. One father-

in-law talked about this in his interview: 

We were compelled to seek a bride from outside as we are not well off. Our son was not 
educated nor did we have a daughter. Amongst the Jats, the custom of “adla-badla” also 
prevails: get your daughter married in exchange for a bride for your son from the same 
family. Since I did not have a daughter, I had no option but to marry [my son to someone] 
from another region. … I kept on searching locally for a bride until my son became 35 
years old. Failing to find one for him here, I then got him married in another region.109 

Tightening of the Meo Marriage Market 

Unlike other regions of Haryana or Rajasthan that have witnessed a continual decline in 

Child Sex Ratio (CSR), Meo-dominated areas boast the best CSRs in the country, with Mewat 

showing 906 females for 1000 males in the Census of 2011.110 According to the Census of India 

2011, Punhana, the Tehsil or administrative Block, one of the two primary research areas 

                                                
109 Father-in-law FILn2, interview and translation by author, 13 November 2011, Jhunjhunu District, Rajasthan.  
110 Sukhbir Siwach, “Backward Mewat tops in girl child numbers,” The Times of India, April 6, 2011, accessed 
September 17, 2011, http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/Backward-Mewat-tops-in-girl-child-numbers/ 
articleshow/7880427.cms.  
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covered for this thesis for information about the Meo (Alwar being the second), boasts the 

highest CSR of 917 girls to 1000 boys in Haryana. This figure is in line with previous censuses, 

in which the Meo-dominated regions of both Mewat and Alwar have consistently ranked high in 

terms of CSR. This is partly attributed to the Meo not having the financial means to pay 

ultrasound clinics and doctors for sex determination and sex-selective abortions. Low literacy 

rates amongst them are also ascribed to the favourable child-sex ratio.111  

Today, Mewat, colloquially referred to as the “colonial backwater” of Haryana, lags 

behind all other Districts of Haryana in almost all development indices. The “developmental” 

neglect of Meo-dominated regions in the neoliberal reform era has not caused an escalation of 

property prices due to real estate speculation, urban expansion, or state-led acquisitions, as has 

been witnessed in other research areas. This is significant because, very much like the caste 

Hindus discussed earlier, the Meo consider land to be patrilineal, as in to be passed from one 

male successor to another. Despite Muslim laws granting women inheritance rights, succession 

to their father’s property is usually denied to daughters under customary Meo laws (Shamsh 

1983, 166). Inheritance of property by widows is also frowned upon, and, in many instances, due 

to social pressure, women themselves forego their inheritance rights. With a negligible growth in 

the property rates in the Meo-dominant areas, girl dis-preference hasn’t raised its hydra head as it 

has in the regions where the dominant-peasant castes are more populous. 

It is here that a brief detour to explain the marriage traditions of the Meo is in order, to 

help examine if their marriage crisis is due to their existence as a distinct ethno-cultural entity 

amongst Indian Muslims. Notwithstanding the “Islamization” of their community that gathered 

                                                
111 Chitleen K. Sethi, “Low literacy translates into high child-sex ratio in Haryana Census,” The Indian Express, 
April 6, 2011, accessed September 17, 2011, http://archive.indianexpress.com/news/low-literacy-translates-into-
high-child-sex-ratio-in-haryana-shows-census/772378/0.  
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force from the 1930s onwards, the Meo still perceive themselves as a jati, replicate the Hindu 

caste system in their elaborate kinship system governing social rules, and adhere to traditional 

Hindu caste rules on marriage, including endogamy and hypergamy. Though Islam, as a religious 

ideology, advocates an egalitarian society, historically, Indian Muslims have reproduced the 

stratified caste edifice of the Hindus amongst them, in which social stratifications are echoed in 

caste hierarchy (Bhatty 1996). Certain groups, because of their foreign ancestry, are labelled 

“high caste” (Oonch Zat). Meanwhile others, either converts from the local population or those 

whose occupations are labelled impure or polluting, are bracketed under the “low caste” (Neech 

Zat) category (ibid. 1996, 249). The Meo, because of their Hindu origins, are considered Neech 

Zat Muslims.  

The Meo shun the Islamic practice of marriage between cross or parallel cousins, even 

though it is widespread amongst the larger Indian Muslim community. Only those families with 

a non-Meo bride, i.e., a woman from the larger Indian Muslim community, have an incidence of 

first cousin marriage, with many alliances undertaken between the sons of these brides and the 

women’s nieces. During the research for this study, this distinction was emphasized time and 

again by local Meos, who looked down on this practice by remarking that, “marrying first 

cousins is only done by ‘those’ people. We do not consider such alliances valid. In fact, we 

condemn them”112 (yeh vohi log karte hain. Hum main aisa jayaz nahin mana jaata. Boori nazar 

se dekha jata hai).113  

Lastly, though polyandry is permissible under Islam, a majority of the Meo men remain 

in monogamous relationships (Chauhan 2004; Shamsh 1983). This is significant as the 

                                                
112 Among the Muslims, marriage between first cousins is permitted. However, even though the Meo are Muslims, 
their customary marriage rules prohibit matrimony between first cousins. 
113 Focus group: Meo men FGMMn2, interview and translation by author, 30 August 2014, Mewat District, 
Haryana.  
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majoritarian Hindu discourse about the Muslims, in general, and the Meo in particular, attributes 

the cross-region marriages of the Meo men to the ability of Muslim men, under the Muslim 

Personal Law, to have four wives in India. A look at Appendix C, which covers reasons why 

men seek cross-region marriages, belies this misconception. Of the 817 cross-region marriages 

surveyed in the Punhana Block of Mewat in Haryana, only 19 or 2.32 percent of these men have 

entered into second marriages. Of these, 13 did not get along with their first wives, whereas 6 

others got married a second time as their first union was childless. 

The clue, instead, for why Meo men seek cross-region alliances is also found in 

Appendix C. An overwhelming 646 out of a total of 817 Meo men, i.e., 79.06 percent, cited 

poverty and economic destitution as the sole motive for them being rejected as grooms by local 

Meo families. This rejection factor is corroborated by examining the occupations of these men 

(see Appendix D). Wage-work, either in agriculture or the agriculture-allied rural sector, is listed 

as the main occupation by 57.65 percent, or more than half, of the Meo men from Mewat 

involved in cross-region marriages. Another 26.07 percent, or 213 men, listed agriculture or 

cultivation as the main source of their livelihood, bringing the total of these two categories to 

83.72 percent. Tellingly, none reported holding a government or private sector job, and nor was 

anyone employed in a factory. Two Meo men described the situation for them and their peers: 

Who goes out to marry? It is a man who has no land or the man who has a small patch. 
Employment is very hard to find here. If he has no land, he is rejected by most parents 
here. What will he feed his family with? There is almost no way that he can find a bride 
locally. Of course, there are Meo parents who marry their daughters to poor Meo men but 
they are more desperate than the men’s families.114 

I have just this small piece of land on which the house is built. Nothing else. I do work as 
an agricultural labourer on the land of big farmers here. Nobody was willing to marry his 
daughter to me. I became old just waiting for a match (rishta). When my hair turned grey, 

                                                
114 Ibid.  
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I had to take a loan and get a wife from Bihar.115 

In the Mewat District alone, the average size of landholdings is quite small, with the number of 

marginal and small landholdings pegged at a quite high 68.20 percent (see Appendix E). This 

number is significant as over 95 percent of Mewat’s population lives in villages and is dependent 

on income from either agriculture or an agriculture-allied sector. Dependence on rain-fed 

irrigation due to the near absence of irrigation facilities makes tilling the small handkerchiefs of 

land financially risky and tenuous. The percentage of people who are “below poverty level” 

(BPL)116 here is at 27.69 percent or more than one fourth of its total population (Rural 

Development Department, Haryana, n.d.). With such a high number of Meo living in rural areas 

and leading a hand-to-mouth existence, parents of marriageable-age daughters prefer to find 

grooms who can financially support their wives, either through agriculture or other secure 

sources of income.  

The high rates of unemployment amongst the Meo youth because of the high illiteracy 

rate, the lack of skilled training, and the lack of opportunities for higher educational attainments 

are once again traceable to the systemic neglect of this region by the state. The absence of 

technical colleges has meant that the Meo youth cannot be trained in trades or be absorbed by 

industries coming up in the nearby industrial hub of Bhiwadi in Rajasthan. One of the biggest 

non-farm employment opportunities for the Meo men in recent years has been in the construction 

sector and the illegal mining industry operating in this region. However, with the government 

clampdown on illegal mining mafias, this source of employment has also dried up for the Meo.  

With the Meo getting married at a slightly younger age – 15–16 years for girls and 19–20 

                                                
115 Meo husband MMHn11, interview and translation by author, 30 August 2014, Mewat District, Haryana.  
116 BPL is an acronym for “Below Poverty Line.” It is a benchmark used by the Government of India to define 
economically disadvantaged individuals and households based on purchasing power parity.  
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for boys (Chauhan 2005) – by the time a man turns 25, very much like with the Hindu caste 

groups, he is considered “old” for the local marriage market, and is thus tossed out of the 

candidate pool available to local Meo brides if he is unemployed or does not own an adequate 

piece of land. This narrative is echoed in the Meo-majority Blocks of Alwar, which similarly 

suffer from systemic underdevelopment and neglect by the state administration. One mother-in-

law described the situation for her son: 

My son is a rickshaw puller in Alwar city. He is not “padha-likha” [is not literate] and 
cannot get any other job. We have no land except this that the Sarkar [government] has 
given for building our home. Who would marry him here? We tried hard for many years 
and then had to get a wife from “outside.”117 

There is also extreme antipathy around giving daughters to men who are colloquially labelled 

“dooj baar,” i.e., getting married for the second time, due to the death of one’s first wife, 

desertion, divorce, or because the first marriage has not yielded any offspring. One Meo husband 

talked about how his second marriage (dooj baar) came about: 

I was married earlier. The woman and the kids died. I tried futilely to get married here for 
5 yrs. I asked relatives and friends to get me a match. But I could not succeed. Here, 
people do not entertain a marriage alliance with men who are getting married “dooj baar” 
[for the second time]. I would be rejected with families saying, “we will not marry our 
daughter to a ‘dooj baar.’” … So then I went to Bangal to find a wife.118 

Even though the “land of the Meo” is advantageously located close to industrial and service 

sector hubs in the National Capital region, the Meo have not been able to cash in on the spin-offs 

of urbanization and industrial growth, largely because of their Muslim identity. Institutionalized 

prejudice against Muslims and the deepening of the Hinduization of India have led to active 

discrimination against hiring Muslims in both public and private sector jobs.119 The 

                                                
117 Mother-in-law MILn9, interview and translation by author, 16 December 2011, Alwar District, Rajasthan.  
118 Meo husband MMHn2, interview and translation by author, 16 December 2011, Alwar District, Rajasthan.  
119 Ashwini Deshpande’s (2013) book, Affirmative Action in India, looks at examples of studies done on the hiring 
practices of private companies by using fictitious Muslim and Dalit names. See pages 35–38 for details on the 
discrimination experienced by the Muslims. As well, Harsh Mander’s (2015) book, Looking Away: Inequality, 
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“disadvantage” of being Muslim – magnified due to their lesser educational attainments and the 

saturation of the urban informal labour market with the displaced and dispossessed masses from 

other parts of India, who are joining the reserve army of labour in cities – has translated into 

fewer and lesser-paying jobs for the Meo. All of these factors, in combination, have tightened the 

marriage market for the unemployed, underemployed, landless, and marginal landowning Meo 

men who wish to secure Meoni120 brides.  

The Lament of the Poor: Distant Marriages of Loved Ones 

“Poverty is a powerful force that shapes people’s destinies. It torments the life out of you 
(garibee zabri cheez hai. Sataa kar rakh deti hai). If I was not poor, do you think that I would 
have been married here?”121 

It is here that a closer examination of the socio-economic conditions of the natal regions 

and the particular communities from which a majority of cross-region brides hail is imperative 

for understanding the push factors for such marriage migration. The conjugal region survey 

revealed that a significant number of the brides (n=355) came from the provinces of Odisha 

(n=51) and West Bengal (n=304) (see Appendix F for a detailed province-based listing of the 

brides’ natal regions).  

Since the mid-1990s, the processes of land grabs and accumulation, along with the 

coercive use of state machinery, has led to the large-scale dislocation and displacement of the 

rural populace, particularly in Odisha. The province has aggressively wooed both foreign direct 

investment and domestic capital by offering tax incentives, deregulations, and special 

concessions. It has signed 93 MoUs with foreign and domestic capital for steel, power, crude oil, 

                                                                                                                                                       
Prejudice, and Discrimination in New India, discusses the normalization of prejudice against the Muslims in 
everyday discourse in present-day India, bringing repercussions for their ability to find jobs and housing and even to 
seek justice. 
120 Meoni is a local term used to refer to a female Meo. 
121 Meo bride BMMn39, interview and translation by author, 31 August 2011, Mewat District, Haryana. 
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ports, SEZs, and cement, among other sectors.122 As well, the over 150,000 acres of land granted 

to such development programs has begun causing displacement and dislocation in rural Odisha. 

This is significant as over 87 percent of Odisha’s population is rural and consists largely of 

agricultural labourers and marginal farmers. Over 60 percent of its population depends on the 

agriculture and allied sectors for sustenance.  

West Bengal was ruled by the Left Front123 for thirty-four years, from 1977 to 2011. In its 

early years of rule, it undertook pro-poor rural land reforms under the title “Operation Barga,” 

under which it gave agricultural land to tenant farmers and sharecroppers. But by the early 

2000s, the Left Front had embraced the neoliberal agenda. It tabled the Bill on Land Acquisition 

for Special Economic Zones in the Indian Parliament in 2003, the passing of which in 2005 gave 

teeth to corporate land-grabs in the name of development. Big capital was attracted to West 

Bengal through offers of concessions and with forcible land acquisitions from the rural 

landowners who were undercompensated (Das 2015). Very much like Odisha, the state justified 

the use of excessive force against peasants protesting against acquisitions.124  

Both Orissa and West Bengal come under the “small landholding category,” defined as 

households owning less than 2 hectares of land. In Odisha, 54.28 percent of the rural households 

are landless as compared to 69.62 percent in West Bengal. However, in Baleshwar, Odisha, and 

                                                
122 BS Reporter, “MoU signed players invest Rs 2.15 lakh cr in Odisha,” Business Standard, December 1, 2014, 
accessed July 22, 2016, http://www.business-standard.com/article/economy-policy/mou-signed-players-invest-rs-2-
15-lakh-cr-in-odisha-114120100832_1.html.  
123 The Left Front, which came to power in 1977, comprised the Communist Party of India (Marxist), the Forward 
Bloc, the Revolutionary Socialist Party, the Marxist Forward Bloc, the Revolutionary Communist Party of India, and 
the Biplabi Bangla Congress. In later years, the Communist Party of India informally joined the Front.  
124 The mass uprisings of rural people in Singur in 2006 and Nandigram in 2007 against the government’s hasty 
acquisition of land for big capital led to the unleashing of state terror on the protestors, including police shootings, 
beatings, and sexual violence against women protestors. A People’s Tribunal on the events in Nandigram concluded 
that the terror was pre-planned to teach people not to protest against SEZs. See People’s Tribunal on Nandigram, 
“Nandigram Violence ‘A State Sponsored Massacre,’” Countercurrents, August 9, 2007, accessed February 17, 
2015, http://www.countercurrents.org/tribunal090807.htm.  
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in Cooch Behar, West Bengal, landless households stand at a staggering 81.05 and 83.80 percent, 

respectively (Socio Economic Caste Census 2011a). The landholding size has also declined, 

though not as dramatically as in some other provinces. The reduction is significant due to the 

small size of the landholdings. In Odisha, it has gone down from 1.89 hectares in 1970–71 to 

1.04 hectares in 2010–11, and in West Bengal, the figures dropped from 1.2 to 0.77 hectares in 

the same period (Department of Economic Analysis and Research 2014). Such fragmented small 

landholding agriculture is not viable for meeting household consumption. Simultaneously, across 

India, there is a trend of consolidation of landholdings into large pieces, in large part due to the 

land alienation of the marginal farm owners through debt bondage (Walker 2008). A significant 

proportion of Odisha’s landless and marginal farmers undertake tenant farming as a survival 

strategy. It has the highest rate of tenancy farming in the country with sharecropping as the main 

mode of tenancy contract. On the other hand, West Bengal shows a declining trend of tenancy 

holdings and leased-in areas; instead, casual wage income is now the biggest source of income 

for its marginal and landless. The agricultural wage in West Bengal for unskilled workers is 

Rupees 225 (Canadian Dollars 4.48)125 per day, or 5839 per month, whereas a semi-skilled 

worker fetches Rupees 6423 or 247 per day. In Cooch Behar, 57.2 percent of the rural population 

depends on casual wage labour for their primary income, and in Baleshwar that number is 51.2 

percent (Socio Economic Caste Census 2011b and 2011c). The high numbers of rural 

agricultural labourers and rural indebtedness are indicative of the increased pauperization of rural 

households. 

In both the provinces, the landless agricultural wage labourers have been hit the hardest 

                                                
125 The rate of conversion of one Indian Rupee to one Canadian dollar is Rs 50.20. The conversion rate was accessed 
on October 24, 2016, through XE Currency Convertor, at http://www.xe.com/currencyconverter/convert/?Amount= 
1&From=INR&To=CAD.  
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by dispossessions. They have not only lost avenues of traditional livelihood, but also 

compensation due to the lack of land ownership. The removal of subsidies on food and other 

social services has worsened access to food. Chronic food hunger and food insecurity emerged as 

a theme for many of the interviewed families, who often made statements like “we eat food just 

once at noon and then remain hungry till the next day.”126 In 2011, Odisha, with a figure of 32.6 

percent, got ranked second in the poverty headcount ratio in the country.  

The neoliberal accumulative processes have negatively impacted the historically socio-

economically disenfranchised communities, which have suffered from landlessness, a lack of 

productive assets, and high poverty rates. The Dalits and the Muslims have the largest percentage 

of numbers living below the poverty line in India.127 Forty percent of Odisha’s population is 

made up of Scheduled Tribes and Scheduled Castes; 18.8 percent of Baleshwar’s population is 

Scheduled Castes, while 11.28 percent constitute the Scheduled Tribes; and Dalits constitute 

50.17 percent of Cooch Behar’s populace (National Informatics Centre Cooch Behar 2012), with 

the Koch Rajbanshis as the main SC or Dalit community, and the Muslims, at 23 percent, as the 

biggest religious minority group.  

The coastal District of Baleshwar fares better in poverty ranking than other parts of 

Odisha, yet its level of rural poverty is very high. The primary source of income for marginal 

farmers in the Bhograi Block is betel-leaf farming128 and paddy cultivation: for this, they take out 

loans from informal moneylenders. The stakes are high in this type of farming as it is labour 

                                                
126 Mother of a bride MBn7, interview by author, translation by Gauri Shanker Hui, 1 December 2011, Baleshwar 
District, Odisha. 
127 According to the Prime Minister’s High Level Committee’s report, 2006, also known as the Sachar Committee 
Report that is considered a landmark report for bringing to the fore the multi-dimensional impact of systemic 
discrimination against the Indian Muslims, over 31 percent of the Muslims live below the poverty line. 
128 The Betel leaf belongs to the pepper family of vine plants and is consumed mostly in Asia as Pan, a mixture of 
betel leaf, areca nut, and lime. Middlemen and traders in Mumbai, who buy all the leaves, decide on the price of the 
betel leaf.  
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intensive and subject to the vagaries of nature. Some marginal farmers or landless peasantry take 

land for sharecropping, and utilize the labour of female family members to offset labour costs. 

One villager described this situation: 

Our economy is dependent on paddy and betel-leaves (dhano aar paano). If the demand 
for our betel leaves is okay, we earn, people get employment and we are able to meet our 
necessities. If the flood destroys our paddy, then we are in trouble. It leads to situations 
where we get food for one day and starve for the next three days.129 

The study of select villages in the Baleshwar District in Odisha shows that most of the cross-

region brides belong to either the OBC or SC caste and come primarily from families with no 

landholdings. Out of the 47 families surveyed, 45 owned no land and the other two owned .4 

decimals and 3 acres, respectively.130 This is a very high percentage of families that have no 

assets to call their own. Agriculture income being insufficient, they supplement their income 

with livestock rearing, fishery, and horticulture (see Appendix I for details of livelihood sources). 

Almost all families fall into the category of “BPL,” i.e., Below Poverty Level,131 or just above it. 

With either little or no land assets, a majority of the families either take land on for 

sharecropping for paddy cultivation, or do seasonal low-paying agricultural wage work, the rate 

for which is one of the lowest in India (Deaton and Dreze 2002). The region where the study was 

conducted reveals that the largest percentage of cross-region marriages is localized to the Raju 

caste with the OBC status. They have developed an “extensive marital relationship with 

Khandayats” (Jayaseela 2006, 357), a cultivating peasant caste. Although an elite group has 

                                                
129 Natal region villager VMNn1, interview by author, translation by Gauri Shanker Hui, 28 November 2011, 
Baleshwar District, Odisha. 
130 Decimal is a measure of land measurement used in some parts of India. One decimal approximately equals 
1/100th acre. This measure for land is commonly used in East India. 
131 As previously noted, BPL is an economic benchmark employed by the Government of India to define the poverty 
threshold of its citizenry. BPL thresholds vary across rural and urban areas, and across provinces. Government aid is 
offered to BPL families. 
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emerged from this caste cluster with substantial influence in the state politics,132 a bulk of them 

live in distressing conditions. 

Cooch Behar, as the eastern-most District of West Bengal, suffers from its geographical 

remoteness from the rest of the province. It has no industry except tea plantations to absorb the 

labour force. The spread of unregistered tea plantations is one cause for increased landlessness 

there. The main crops are rice, jute, and tobacco. Over one-quarter or 34.74 percent of its people 

are agricultural labourers, of which 47.5 percent are women (Directorate of Census Operations, 

West Bengal 2011). The Rajbanshis, the indigenous population of the province designated as the 

SC category, is the majority here. More than half of its rural population lives below the poverty 

line and is landless. State-led privatization of social services and decentralization of public 

services has led to increased economic distress, with a strong correlation between chronic 

hunger, landlessness, and food insecurity intersecting with social and other forms of historical 

exclusions of certain groups of people (see Roy and Sen 2010). The study of 10 villages in 

Cooch Behar reveals that a total of 80.16 percent of cross-region marriages are undertaken by 

two main marginalized communities: 61.90 percent by the Dalits and 18.26 percent by the 

Muslims. Nearly 39 percent of these families are landless, while some (n=9) own just the 

homestead land (see Appendix J). The primary occupation for 74 percent of the parents is casual 

wage work in agriculture for both men and women; seasonal male migration to other parts of 

India is a household strategy to augment family income (see Appendix I for details).  

Seasonal and circular intra-province or inter-province migration has emerged as the main 

livelihood option for the rural landless and marginal landowners from Odisha and West Bengal, 

with households engaged in agricultural wage labour and other non-farm labour showing the 
                                                
132 On this, see, Manoranjan Mohanty’s (1990), “Class, Caste and Dominance in Backward State: Orissa,” pages 
351–2. 
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highest rates for seasonal and distress short-term migration. Odisha has emerged as the leading 

province for supply of migrant labour, with a 2010 study done by the Comptroller and Auditor 

General (CAG) of India showing an increase of 116 percent in rural migration.133 

Seasonal out-migration from West Bengal and Cooch Behar, in particular, is done 

through “Dadan,”134 a system of contracting labour for an entire season. According to the locals, 

mass migration occurs during the Dadan season from November onwards, and “it is not 

uncommon to see entire rows of houses in a village totally vacant as all people seasonally 

migrate.”135 Dadan creates a debt-bondage-like situation, as the advance payment ensures the 

captivity of the labour force, including that of their family members. A similar trend of advance 

payment and bonded labour is visible in Odisha, where the Dalit population migrates to the brick 

kilns in the neighbouring province of Andhra Pradesh.136  

Men also migrate to the National Capital Region of Delhi (NCR) and to the south Indian 

province of Kerala for work in the construction industry, service sector, and agriculture.137 

Additionally, an internal migration stream of Odiya men takes them to Goa for work in the 

fishing industry, while men from Cooch Behar migrate to the neighbouring Northeastern 

provinces of Assam, Tripura, or Mizoram for casual wage labour. A relative of a prospective 

groom summed up the consequence: “I could not see any young adults or grown men in the 
                                                
133 Pradeep Baisakh, “MGNREGA performs poorly in poverty-stricken Orissa,” Orissa Diary.com, January 9, 2011, 
accessed June 21, 2016, http://orissadiary.com/CurrentNews.asp?id=23750.  
134 Contractors or middlemen, hired primarily by brick kiln owners, give a lump sum advance of money, or Dadan, 
to people for securing their contract labour, and that of the family by default, in the brick kilns of Bihar. 
135 Shankar Dutta Gupta, Journalist, District Correspondent of the regional newspapers Uttarbanga Sambad and 
Dainik Jagron, interview by author, 17 September 2014, Cooch Behar.  
136 M. Rajshekhar, “Why lakhs of people leave Odisha to work in distant unsafe brick kilns,” Scroll.in, September 9, 
2015, accessed September 11, 2015, http://scroll.in/article/747416/why-lakhs-of-people-leave-odisha-to-work-in-
distant-unsafe-brick-kilns.  
137 Caste and religious affiliation play a big role in labour recruitment by contractors. The men are paid Rs 200–300 
per day for a period of 5–6 months. The work is steady and continuous, unlike the erratic nature of employment and 
low wages locally. See Sreelatha Menon, “Kerala A Dubai for Bengali Migrants,” Business Standard, July 27, 2011, 
accessed May 2, 2016, http://www.business-standard.com/article/economy-policy/kerala-a-dubai-for-bengali-
migrants-1110727000871.html. 
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villages. I’d ask, ‘where are the men?’ The people would reply that ‘we have no source of 

employment except rice farming or cow herding. So the men have all migrated.’”138 

Male out-migration is a big causal factor for the increase in female-headed households 

(FHH) in both regions.139 FHHs make up 15 percent of West Bengal’s population, while Odisha 

has witnessed a sharp rise from 10 percent to 22 percent in its FHH from 2001 to 2011 alone. 

The Census 2011 data reveals that FHHs suffer greater socio-economic deprivation, have lesser 

assets and educational attainments, and are significantly poorer than male-headed households.140 

Though there is an increase in female workforce participation in agriculture, most of it has 

occurred in low-paying wage work. The gender gap in wages is starker in rural areas: the rural 

female agriculture work force in West Bengal is paid 88 percent of what the men are paid for the 

same job, whereas in Odisha, it is 72 percent (NSSO 2004 Schedule 10, quoted in Mahajan 

2011) A mother whose three daughters were married in Rajasthan and Haryana stated:  

I worked as an agricultural worker or in other people’s homes. The daughters used to do 
chores at people’s homes so that they could eat a bit. We had serious want in our family – 
not even a fistful of rice in the house at times. I could not have given anything to the local 
grooms.141 

The gender disparity in agricultural wages has also increased with dispossessions and the 

consolidation of landholdings. As men have left work in agriculture due to low wages, their jobs 

have been transformed into “female-only” jobs that bring lower rates of payment. 

Unsurprisingly, the poverty rate has shot up, with over 64 percent of Odisha’s population now 

                                                
138 Meo Husband’s brother MMHBn1, interview and translation by author, 21 September 2014, Mewat District, 
Haryana.  
139 Female-headed households are defined as those headed by widowed, divorced, single, or deserted women, or 
those households where the male head is absent for large periods of time. 
140 Ashwaq Masoodi, “Census reveals gloomy picture of life in female-headed households,” Live Mint, July 6, 2015, 
accessed May 3, 2016, http://www.livemint.com/Politics/RjAdjOgWkNMqHGI1DqX8tJ/Census-reveals-gloomy-
picture-of-life-in-femaleheaded-house.html.  
141 Mother of a bride MBn8, interview by author, translation by Debarpita Manjit, 2 December 2011, Baleshwar 
District, Odisha. 
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living below the poverty line. It is worth noting that Odisha, at 35.7 percent, has the second 

highest percentage of rural poor in India,142 and a chronic unemployment rate of 8.7 percent 

(Government of Odisha 2015) that surpasses the national average of 7.15 percent.143 

The natal regions are also prone to natural disasters. Every natural calamity such as a 

flood or cyclone further pauperizes the historically marginalized communities, as they lose out 

on compensation and livelihood opportunities. Moreover, one important consequence is that 

prospects of local marriages for their daughters are foreclosed. For instance, the super cyclone of 

1999 in Odisha devastated large tracts of land, killed and displaced large numbers of people, and 

destroyed livelihoods, as flood waters salinated agricultural land. One bride-broker admitted that 

she particularly sought out impoverished families in villages devastated by the cyclone.144  

Rise in Dowry Demands 

The intensification of rural poverty, caused in large part by the agrarian crisis, the 

development-led dispossession of the rural populace, and the lack of better-paying employment 

prospects has resulted in the rural males regarding dowry as a lottery ticket that will bring them 

out of poverty. The inability to provide adequate dowry is related to a higher incidence of 

domestic violence against women by their husbands and in-laws (Babu and Babu 2011, 38). In 

the period of 1995–2007, there was a 74 percent rise in all-India dowry deaths,145 with Odisha 

ranking second in the country for dowry related deaths and suicides (ibid). By 2014, Baleshwar 

                                                
142 Express News Service, “Odisha 2nd in Poverty Ratio,” New Indian Express, July 10, 2014, accessed September 
13, 2014, http://www.newindianexpress.com/states/odisha/Odisha-2nd-in-Poverty-Ratio/2014/07/10/article 
2323603.ece. 
143 Palak Shah, “India’s rural unemployment rate 7.15% and urban stood at 9.62%, BSE Index Shows,” The 
Economic Times, April 7, 2016, accessed May 3, 2016, http://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/economy/ 
indicators/indias-rural-unemployment-rate-7-15-and-urban-stood-at-9-62-bse-index-shows/articleshow/ 
51726860.cms.  
144 Hindu bride BHn31, interview and translation by author, 1 November 2011, Rewari District, Haryana.  
145 The murder or suicide of a married woman based on a dispute over the dowry. 
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District had the highest number of dowry deaths, suicides, and tortures in Odisha.146 West 

Bengal saw a rise in dowry deaths by nearly 82 percent between 1998 and 2007 (Ghosh 2010, 

06). Cooch Behar has also seen a rise in crimes against women, including dowry-related 

harassment and deaths (ibid, 58). 

The combination of the pauperization of the rural poor, the increased feminization of 

poverty, and the societal pressure to marry off daughters has created a no-win situation for poor 

families, which face the spectre of increased debt-bondage and further land alienation. The 

dowry-free proposals of North Indian males thus appeal to poor parents of adult daughters: “It is 

our inability to meet the dowry that made me marry my daughter outside (demander aabhav 

deeti parhi).”147 The pauperization also causes poor parents to seek out locators, as in the case of 

a woman who worked as a daily wage labourer in a tea plantation, who asked “the neighbour 

whose daughter is married in Haryana to find a suitable man for my daughter too.”148 This active 

solicitation of mediators by women’s families directly contradicts assertions of anti-trafficking 

activists that “the parents are duped by men who go to natal regions posing as grooms.”149 

Colourism and Birth Ranking 

Other predisposing factors work in conjunction to constrain local matrimony for poor 

women. Dark complexioned women in poor families find it harder to marry locally as the dowry 

is higher for them, as evidenced by the statement of a mother of a dark-skinned cross-region 

bride: “Many men came to see her but rejected her because she is dark coloured. They said, ‘we 

                                                
146 Sanjeev Kumar Patro, “Crimes against Women: Odisha among top 10,” The Pioneer, July 5, 2015, accessed 
September 13, 2016, http://www.dailypioneer.com/STATE-EDITIONS/ranchi/crimes-against-women-odisha-
among-top-10.html.  
147 Father of a bride FBn11, interview by author, translation by Shubhashis Maitra, 15 October 2014, Cooch Behar 
District, West Bengal. 
148 Mother of a bride MBn12, interview by author, translation by Shubhashis Maitra, 14 October 2014, Cooch Behar 
District, West Bengal. 
149 Shafiqur Rahman, Founder, Empower People, interview and translation by author, 28 July 2012, New Delhi.  
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will marry her if you give more dowry.’ Some even wanted a new car.”150 Colourism is 

discrimination based on the lightness or darkness of skin tone (Hunter 2007). In India, the 

interconnections between colourism and gender discrimination play out most prominently in the 

Indian marriage market and the mate selection process, wherein darker hue acts as an 

impediment for women in securing a suitable marriage partner. This is evident from a cursory 

glance at the matrimonial advertisements placed in leading newspapers wherein descriptions of 

an ideal bride include “fair-skinned” as a desirable attribute.151  

This “politics of skin-tone” and the concept of beauty as “capital”152 have been 

aggressively pushed by global capital in India, with huge amounts invested in advertising the 

social benefits of acquiring a lighter skin tone. The country has now emerged as one of the 

biggest markets for skin-whitening products, with an annual expansion rate of 18 percent.153 It is 

estimated that 60 to 65 percent of India’s female population in the age range of 16–35 use such 

products in their quest to enhance their “beauty.” Cross-region brides also acknowledge using 

one or another skin whitening creams in order to acquire better marketability in the local 

marriage market that prizes light skin.154 

This is unsurprising as the idealization of whiteness as the norm is widespread in rural 

India, where a dark-skinned daughter, right from her birth, is constantly reminded of her 

                                                
150 Mother of a bride MBn1, interview by author, translation by Debarpita Manjit, 27 November 2011, Baleshwar 
District, Odisha.  
151 “Classified Matrimonial Brides Wanted,” The Hindu, accessed January 17, 2013, http://www.thehindu.com/ 
classifieds/matrimonial/?list1=brides&pageNo=3.  
152 Margaret Hunter uses statistical data and qualitative interviews with women with varying shades of skin tone 
among the African-American and Mexican-American communities to prove that skin tone works as “capital”: it 
enables women with lighter skin within these racialized /ethnic groups to get better jobs, a higher level of education, 
and even spouses with higher incomes and educations.  
153 Lydia Durairaj, “The Indian whitening cream market is expanding at a rate of 18% a year,” The Weekend 
Leader.com, July 27, 2012, accessed March 23, 2016, http://www.theweekendleader.com/Causes/1249/scare-and-
sell.html. 
154 Hindu bride BHn62, interview and translation by author, 25 September 2014, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
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misfortune in possessing a dark skin tone.155 In West Bengal in East India, from where many of 

the cross-region brides come to North India, darker skin tone is referred to as “moila rang,” 

literally translated as dirty colour. Here, dark skin is associated with ugliness, savagery, dim-

wittedness, and uncouth nature. Hunter, in her study of colourism among African Americans in 

the United States, contends that the family itself is a site for reproducing and articulating 

dominant discriminatory practices and beliefs (2005). In India, comparisons between female 

relatives on the basis of skin-tone tend to scar the darker-skinned women with lowered self 

esteem (Badruddoja 2005). These women have no respite, not even within the four walls of their 

own home, where they are continually exposed to “painful barbs” (Hunter 2005, 85) about their 

darkness.  

Within families, this colour discrimination, or colourism, also creates bitterness between 

siblings, as the darker-skinned daughters are forced into cultural exile far away from their loved 

ones, their community, and region, while their lighter skinned sisters are able to get married 

locally with a lesser dowry. A darker-hued bride stated how she felt about this:  

The dowry is less for fair skin but for darker skin, it is more. Why is it like this? If you 
take dowry, take it without discrimination – why take more for darker skin? What crime 
had I committed by being dark skinned that I was punished by being married so far away 
from the family. My sister who is lighter in colour got married in my parents’ 
neighbouring village.156 

The rejection of dark-complexioned women in the local marriage market also creates a situation 

ripe for marriage brokers and traffickers to step in and take advantage of their vulnerability. It 

also makes families actively seek out North Indian grooms. A brother of a cross-region bride 

stated that, “about four to five local families came to see her. They did not select her. We did not 

make any inquiries about the Rajasthani man when he agreed to the proposal. We were happy 
                                                
155 Hindu bride BHn39, interview and translation by author, 12 November 2011, Rewari District, Haryana.  
156 Hindu bride BHn5, interview and translation by author, 8 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
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that she got married.”157 The ineligibility of such men, be it because of their economic instability, 

physical disability, history of domestic violence, or substance abuse is often overlooked in the 

patriarchal desire to “settle” the “girl” with whoever is willing to marry a dark-skinned woman.  

Next to skin colour, the birth order also determines, to a large extent, the marriage 

options for daughters. The families, if they do possess some assets, usually exhaust themselves 

of them, either by selling or mortgaging, to meet the wedding expenses of the eldest daughter(s). 

Consequently, those down lower in the birth order are disadvantaged as their parents are left with 

nothing to use to raise money for their dowry. As one bride said: 

All my other sisters who were elder to me were married locally. My father had sold off 
his entire 2 Killa158 of land to pay for their marriage expenses. He had no money left to 
even undertake tenant farming. He was landless and working as an agricultural wage 
labourer when it came my time to be married off.159 

Sometimes, parents pragmatically – and legitimately – opt for cross-region alliances instead of 

mortgaging their land to raise dowry money. As one father shared: “[I] worry that if I sell 

everything for the marriage of my daughter, what will happen to the rest of my children? How 

will I feed them? I have to take care of their future too.”160 Conversely, some daughters who are 

the eldest in the family also voluntarily opt for cross-region marriage proposals, to preserve the 

meagre family assets “for the future of the siblings.”161 

Religious Fundamentalism and Violence Against Muslims 

All of the above-mentioned forces of dispossessions, dislocation, or landlessness get intensified 

for the Muslims in India. They suffer from greater difficulties due to the systemic discrimination 

                                                
157 Brother of a bride BBn9, interview by author, translation by Debarpita Manjit, 1 December 2011, Baleshwar 
District, Odisha. 
158 One Killa, a unit of measurement used in some parts of India, is roughly equal to one acre of land. 
159 Hindu bride BHn52, interview and translation by author, 23 September 2014, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
160 Father of a bride FBn11, interview by author, translation by Shubhashis Maitra, 15 October 2014, Cooch Behar 
District, West Bengal. 
161 Hindu bride BHn10, interview and translation by author, 9 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana. 
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against them, with the rural Muslims experiencing greater levels of poverty, food insecurity, and 

unemployment than other religious groups. A recent study of the Muslims in West Bengal, which 

comprise 27 percent of its population, found that over 80 percent of the rural Muslims are 

economically more disadvantaged than rural Hindus.162 Further, it found that 38.3 percent of 

rural Muslim households are subsisting at half of the poverty line income levels,163 and these 

comprise the largest percentage of marginal landowners and landless labourers.164 Muslim 

women also face higher levels of dowry harassment and dowry-related deaths.  

The Muslim population in Cooch Behar, at 23.34 percent of its total populace, similarly 

suffers from a higher rate of indebtedness and numbers of BPL families (Centre for Studies in 

Social Sciences n.d.). The author’s own research revealed that out of a total of 126 families in 

cross-region marriages, Muslims (n=23) comprised 18.26 percent of the total surveyed families 

in cross-region marriages (see Appendix H). All of these families are either landless or own just 

their homestead land. Their main source of livelihood is either as daily wage labourers in 

agriculture locally, or as migrant labourers in brick kilns in the neighbouring province of Bihar. 

They are socio-economically more deprived than their Hindu neighbours and have a higher rate 

of illiteracy, a greater lack of civic amenities, and less access to government schemes (ibid). In 

situations where Muslim families “often barely survive by eating one chilli and one garlic pod 

                                                
162 Esha Roy, “Almost 80% of rural Muslims in West Bengal are borderline poor: Report,” 
The Indian Express, February 15, 2016, accessed May 9, 2016, http://indianexpress.com/article/cities/kolkata/80-
rural-muslims-near-poverty-report/.  
163 Madhuparna Das, “Muslims a poor lot in West Bengal: Amartya Sen’s report,” The Economic Times, March 2, 
2016, accessed May 4, 2016, http://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/politics-and-nation/muslims-a-poor-lot-in-
west-bengal-amartya-sens-report/articleshow/51217184.cms.  
164 Palash Ghosh, “Surprise Surprise: Muslims are India’s poorest worst educated religious group,” IB Times, 
August 21, 2013, accessed May 4, 2016, http://www.ibtimes.com/surprise-surprise-muslims-are-indias-poorest-
worst-educated-religious-group-1392849.  
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with a roti once a day,”165 catering to the unreasonable dowry demands of local men becomes 

unfeasible for most.  

The increased spread of Hindu supremacist fundamentalism and the selective violence 

against Muslims in North-east and East India166 have also caused a spike of marriages involving 

Muslim women from these areas, who leave for the Muslim-majority areas of Mewat and Alwar. 

The desire to “settle” daughters there stems from justified fears of the targeted rapes of Muslim 

women by Hindu rioters.167 As one woman said, “I got married here after the Babri Masjid 

[mosque] riots. Muslim women were raped and, as a result, lost their honor. It was difficult to get 

married there.”168 The deliberate destruction of Muslim houses and livelihoods and the people’s 

displacement from their regions exacerbates their poverty, as happened in the case of a woman 

who related:  

[My] family lost everything in the Hindu-Muslim riots of 1989.169 The Hindus seized all 
our land. My parents died in the riots. The proposal for marriage from my husband here 
came with no dowry demand. This was the best option.170 

Conclusion 

Such narratives serve to underscore the necessity for employing an intersectional analysis 

to study the phenomena of cross-region marriages in a more holistic manner – instead of 

resorting to reductionist claims of poverty or female foeticide as major contributory push and 

pull factors. As this chapter has shown, within each group from the natal or conjugal regions, 
                                                
165 Father of a bride FBn12, interview by author, translation by Shubhashis Maitra, 15 October 2014, Cooch Behar 
District, West Bengal.  
166 Subir Bhaumik, “What lies behind Assam violence,” BBC News, July 26, 2012, accessed August 12, 2016, 
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-18993905.  
167 The rape of women is used as a tool of warfare, to subjugate and/or ethnically cleanse an entire community. See 
Katrina Lee Koo, 2002. 
168 Meo bride BMMn41, interview and translation by author, Mewat District, 31 August 2014, Haryana.  
169 The Muslim bride referred to the Hindu-Muslim riots of 1989 that took place in Bhagalpur in the province of 
Bihar. The riots occurred primarily as a consequence of the mobilization of the Hindu Supremacists against the 
Muslims there. The riots lasted over a period of two months and engulfed nearly 250 villages surrounding the town 
of Bhagalpur. Over 900 Muslims were killed and approximately 50,000 were displaced. 
170 Meo bride BMMn38, interview and translation by author, 31 August 2014, Mewat District, Haryana. 
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there is no one reason alone that can be blamed for the marriage crisis. Instead, a combination of 

historical and contemporary socio-economic and political processes have led them to this 

precipice. This shows that the push for certain categories of women to accept the marriage 

proposals of North Indian men, who are rejected locally in their own marriage markets for not 

possessing the desirable “husband” traits, occurs due to the lack or paucity of choice the women 

themselves have in their own local marriage markets. Their dispossession of matrimonial choice, 

caused by the reasons described above, makes them pragmatically undertake such marriage 

migration strategies.  

The male marriage squeeze amongst the Meo, who, unlike the Hindu caste groups, do not 

suffer from a female shortage, is a direct outcome of their socio-economic impoverishment and 

marginalization – which began after India’s independence and was hastened by the advent of the 

fundamentalist ideologies of neoliberalism and Hindutva from the 1990s onward. Meo-inhabited 

regions have borne the brunt of wilful neglect by the majoritarian Hindu-leaning Indian state. 

This neglect has meant fewer investments in infrastructure, education, healthcare, and other state 

social services, thus depressing the Meo community even further. With the spread of Hindutva 

ideology, their “Muslim” tag prevents them from obtaining lower-level employment in the 

adjoining NCR of Delhi and other urban areas. Their fall from being an economically prosperous 

and socio-politically dominant community to one that lags in all development indices has, in 

sum, created a pool of landless, unemployed, and uneducated bachelors who are rejected as 

grooms locally by Meo families in Rajasthan and Haryana.  

On the other hand, paradoxically, amongst the Hindus, the Jats, the Yadavs, and the Ahirs 

face a bride shortage precisely because of their socio-political ascendance to a dominant-peasant 

caste status in North India, in almost exactly the same time frame that marks the decline of the 
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Meo. This is directly attributable to their ownership of the majority of land, as it is pivotal to 

their economic and political dominance, both regionally and nationally. Patrilineal succession to 

land is a major contributory factor in girl dis-preference, as these groups are threatened with the 

inheritance claims of their daughters regarding this asset. As observed earlier, there are internal 

stratifications within each of these dominant-peasant caste groups, as only a wafer-thin minority 

amongst them can be termed rural elites because of their ownership of large tracts of agricultural 

land and their attendant social clout. The vast majority of their populace comprises marginal or 

small peasants and landless agricultural labourers, with the latter depending on their elite caste 

brethren for their livelihood as tenant farmers or agricultural wage labourers. It is only this 

stratum of economically marginalized dominant-peasant caste men, and not all men from these 

groups, that is confronted with the spectre of bride shortage.  

The same wilful institutionalized neglect that condemns the Meo to poverty because of 

their Muslim tag similarly haunts other Indian Muslims from the natal region of West Bengal. 

The rural Muslims face higher levels of dispossessions, poverty, and constriction of employment 

choices. The increased prevalence of dowry among them, hitherto a practice usually exhibited by 

the caste Hindus, has increased the vulnerability of poor rural Muslims with marriageable-age 

daughters. The scenario is not very different among the natal families belonging to the Hindu 

religion. Here again, the fact that a majority of the brides are drawn from the Dalit caste groups 

in both West Bengal and Odisha proves that the repercussions of the historically situated socio-

economic deprivation of these groups have been intensified with the spread of neoliberal 

capitalism. However, it is the women from both the Muslim and Dalit communities that end up 

bearing the brunt of the multiple and over-layered axes of oppression due to patriarchy, caste 

ideology, religious fundamentalism, and neoliberal capitalism.  
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The next chapter traces the myriad processes through which these cross-region marriages 

are actually arranged. How do the ineligible bachelors from North India embark on the process 

of obtaining brides from remote and distant rural regions of India? Who are the actors involved 

in cross-region marriage mediation and what are their motives in acting as mediators? Are all the 

brides trafficked, as the hegemonic anti-trafficking discourse claims they are? Or, do the brides 

and their families display agency in such matchmaking, by strategically opting for paradoxical 

hypergamy? These are a few of the important questions examined in Chapter Five. 
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Chapter Five. Married or Trafficked? Exploring the Grey Zone of Cross-

Region Marriages 

“Looking at the poverty of my parents, I made a pragmatic decision to accept this proposal.”171  

“My husband sold me to a 74-year-old man. He said he’d take me to the market to buy bangles 
for me. Instead, I was taken to the old man’s place where the Nikah172 was done.”173 

“The women’s families do not sell their daughters. The commission is divided up between the 
local locators and the agents like me.”174 

This chapter focuses on the nitty-gritty of the making of cross-region marriages, and in 

doing so, it questions the hegemonic discourse about these marriages. It is a chapter in which 

each commonly held notion about such marriages, the brides, their parents, the mediators, or 

even whether these alliances constitute societally approved marriages or instances of bride-

selling and coerced marriages is contested and turned on its head. It shows that the processes of 

mediation, motives, and strategies are replete with contradictions and ambiguities. It challenges 

and questions assumptions of the homogeneity of the modes through which these marriages are 

arranged, the players involved in marriage mediations and their motives, and the roles of the 

women and their parents in either accepting or being deceived into such proposals. It contends 

that the cross-region brides negotiate175 these marriages at multiple levels, and that it is indeed 

through their continual negotiations that they demonstrate their subjectivity and counter their 

presumed gullible victim status. 

                                                
171 Hindu bride BHn33, interview and translation by author, 2 November 2011, Rewari District, Haryana.  
172 Nikah is the term used for the marriage process among Muslims. Nikahnama, as the marriage certificate is 
commonly known in Islamic marriages, is a formal binding marriage contract signed by the groom and the bride in 
the presence of the Maulvi, or the religious leader, and witnesses. It also acts as a prenuptial agreement. 
173 Meo bride BMMn7, interview and translation by author, 17 December 2011, Alwar District, Rajasthan.  
174 Hindu husband-broker HHn16, interview and translation by author, 23 September 2014, Rohtak District, 
Haryana.  
175 The term “negotiating marriage” draws upon Stasiulis and Bakan’s concept of “negotiating citizenship” in 
relation to gendered migration for work from the Global South to the Global North within the context of prohibitive 
and exclusionary citizenship regimes of countries like Canada. See Stasiulis and Bakan’s (2005) Negotiating 
Citizenship: Migrant Women in Canada and the Global System, for more. 
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Arranged marriage is still the norm in India, and denotes a process in which mate 

selection is undertaken by the family and kin elders. It must be recognized that arranged 

marriage, as a problematic and suffocating gender subordinating discourse, “fits too neatly with 

[the] Orientalised understanding of Asian cultures that sacrifice personal freedom to inexplicable 

but ancient traditions and collectivist control, unlike the individualist liberty of the rational, 

enlightened West” (Maira 2002, 153). Unlike the Western notion of the paramountcy of romantic 

love and individual free choice in the selection of one’s life partner, in India, marriage is 

considered a coming together of two families from the same caste and socio-economic strata; it 

involves a rigorous screening process that examines the background of the two families to ensure 

compatibility. The concept of companionate marriage based on romantic love and individual 

choice is of fairly recent vintage and largely localized to urban centres of India, but even here 

parental approval is sought before the nuptials (Uberoi 2006, 24–27).  

There are two widely held and divergent views in India about the mode and strategies 

through which women from distant parts of India end up as wives of rural men in Haryana and 

Rajasthan. These extremely polarized perspectives, whether understanding this occurrence as 

large-scale bride-trafficking, the national integration of cross-region brides, or as calculated 

consumption-smoothing initiatives of natal parents, leave no room for a heterogeneity of 

experiences, motives, and circumstances spurring such alliances. Scholars working on the subject 

of cross-country marriages in South-east and East Asia urge caution in bracketing such marriages 

into neat categories, as the “ambiguities … make it difficult for an intimate insider – let alone an 

outside observer – to pronounce with any degree of certainty where the distinction lies between 

real and fraudulent marriage (Freeman 2011, 108).  

On the one hand, anti-trafficking activists and organizations present these alliances in 
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simple binaries of traffickers cheating unsuspecting brides and their parents. The paucity of 

empirical data does not deter them from claiming that all cross-region marriages constitute cases 

of “trafficking and forced marriage”176; that the women are forced into sexual slavery by North 

Indian male buyers (Rahman 2009); and that organized bride trafficking rings operate in the 

bride-deficit regions of Haryana and Rajasthan.177 The Indian law enforcement agencies, swayed 

by the arguments of the anti-trafficking groups, also consider these marriages as an assault on the 

gender rights of the cross-region brides and demand the brides’ rescue and repatriation to their 

natal communities.178  

On the other hand, some Indian scholars reason against the labelling of all cross-region 

marriages as instances of trafficking and forced marriage (Ahlawat 2009; Chaudhary and Mohan 

2011; Kaur 2004). They contend that a majority of these marriages are arranged by the cross-

region brides themselves, in that they act as matchmakers for other women from their natal 

communities. The brides do this in a bid to carve out an oasis that reflects their natal cultural 

community amidst the alien cultural and social environment of their conjugal reality. The ethnic 

group of Bengalis is compositely presented as one predisposed to encouraging the marriage 

migration of their daughters (Kaur 2010). An argument is made that such marriages constitute 

deliberate “consumption smoothing” strategies by Bengali parents, undertaken to overcome their 

financial hardship through remittances from their migrant daughters (ibid). This literature is 

problematic as such assumptions homogenize all classes, castes, and religious groups from West 

Bengal into one monolithic mass. This discourse also echoes and feeds into the prevailing 

                                                
176 Ravi Kant, President, Shakti Vahini, interview by author, 4 August 2012, New Delhi.  
177 Ibid; Shafiqur Rahman, Founder, Empower People, interview and translation by author, 28 July 2012, New 
Delhi. See also the report published by the UNODC (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime) South Asia 
(2013). , 
178 Ravi Kant, President, Shakti Vahini, interview by author, 4 August 2012, New Delhi; Shafiqur Rahman, Founder, 
Empower People, interview and translation by author, 28 July 2012, New Delhi.  
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negative belief in conjugal regions about the “cunningness of people from Bangal.”179 It 

overlooks both the hold of cultural norms on marriage that dictate the behaviour and expectations 

of the bride-givers, and the socio-economic contexts of the natal regions that precipitate such 

marriage strategies. This singular emphasis on consumption smoothing expediently overlooks 

examining the complex set of structural and systemic reasons that propel poverty-stricken 

women into cross-region marriages.  

Contrary to these two hegemonic discourses, this extensive study reveals a rich and 

densely textured narrative of the women, their parents, and the mediators and modes of cross-

region marriage making. It is undeniable that the trafficking of women for marriage does take 

place and that the trafficked women are commodified by both the traffickers and the families 

obtaining them. What is erroneous is the simplistic lumping together of all cross-region 

marriages as instances of forced marriages and human rights abuse. The research findings disrupt 

the monochromatic and hegemonic “victim-trafficker” paradigm and underscore that no one 

incontrovertible truth-claim can be made about cross-region marriages. In fact, there is 

tremendous diversity in the manner through which the brides end up in Haryana or Rajasthan, 

and in the range of actors, with differing motives, involved in mediating cross-region alliances 

for the Hindus and Meo Muslims in these two provinces.  

This chapter therefore contends that the master narrative of “all brides are trafficked,” 

which leaves no room for nuances or complexities of experiences, is based on a flawed 

understanding of human rights. This flawed understanding results in statements such as this, 

from the president of Shakti Vahini, an organization that campaigns for human rights in India: 

“The woman is made to work all day and is not given her rights. The way of living and culture 

                                                
179 Husband’s sister HSn1, interview and translation by author, 12 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
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are different in Assam and Haryana, and the woman has no relatives or friends. It ends up being 

a forced marriage situation.”180 The impact of such distorted knowledge formation with a 

singularly heavy emphasis on trafficking has long term implications on the legal status and the 

inheritance rights of the brides and their children. This discourse runs the danger of being 

appropriated by the conjugal family members, who might want to deny the women and their 

children their rightful share of the men’s assets. The “rescue and repatriate” paradigm can also be 

very convenient for such families, as the women are “rescued” by law enforcement agencies and 

sent back to their natal communities, thus leaving the field open for the family’s appropriation of 

deceased husbands’ property and other assets. 

This chapter further argues that the hegemonic victim discourse erases the multitude of 

ways through which the women exercise their subjectivity, undertake negotiations, and enact 

resistances vis-à-vis the traffickers, the mediators, their husbands, and the conjugal family 

members. Interviews with the brides, a large percentage of whom were not trafficked, revealed 

that these women often undertake a pragmatic consideration of the restricted life options 

available to them under the overarching and intersecting oppressions of patriarchal gender 

norms, poverty, caste oppression, and gender discrimination in inheritance rights and resource 

allocation. Most significantly, the neoliberal pathology of victim-blaming (Stringer 2014) 

conveniently sidesteps critically examining the intersecting systemic and structural factors that 

cause the large-scale dispossession and displacement of the rural poor, forcing them to make 

hard life choices that then get termed as trafficking. 

The strategies for these alliances differ between the caste Hindus and the Meo Muslims. 

There are variations in the routes through which these alliances are arranged. A range of actors 

                                                
180 Ravi Kant, President, Shakti Vahini, interview and translation by author, 4 August 2012, New Delhi.  
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undertakes marriage brokering, including the traffickers, the brides, and even Meo Muslim 

religious scholars (Maulvis). Mediation is commission-based as much as it is altruistic and 

informal. Desperate bachelors seek wives through these varied brokers just as much as poverty-

stricken parents of marriageable-age daughters approach these brokers to arrange “dowry-free 

and all wedding expenses paid” alliances.  

The interrogations undertaken by the author of this study unearthed a richly textured set 

of experiences: of a small number of women who were trafficked by their close female relatives 

for marriage; of a handful of women who were sold by their husbands to other men; of a few 

women trafficked for marriage by the trafficking gangs; and of women who had mediated the 

weddings of their female relatives into the same families or villages. These conversations also 

brought to the fore narratives of a significantly large number of women who have exhibited their 

agency by choosing themselves, within the constraints of their limited life options and 

internalized patriarchal notions of marriage and gender roles, to opt for these marriages. Many 

women, because of their extreme poverty, viewed their marriages as economically hypergamous. 

There were also women who, despite being deceived about their husbands’ earning ability or 

physical handicaps, chose to remain married to them, and those who were trafficked, but still 

decided to remain with the men instead of seeking repatriation. Then there were the women who 

had, on the other hand, deceived their North Indian husbands by hiding their own past 

indiscretions, failed marriages, or even their religion. While the author acknowledges that the 

“truth” factor is hard to come by, especially in the face of trafficked victims, who are reluctant to 

trust anyone due to the fear of reprisal by the traffickers and/or stigmatization by the community 

(Brennan 2005), the testimonies of the interviewed people, including the women, should not be 

speciously dismissed. 
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Consequently, this chapter challenges and questions the two dominant narratives outlined 

above, by answering questions such as: do these alliances constitute coerced marriages, or should 

these be regarded as legitimate? Are the women bridal-slaves, or married with the approval of 

their parents? Are the brides and their families deceived by a diverse gamut of marriage-

mediators, or do they display agency and subjectivity in accepting cross-region marriage 

proposals? Where does the truth lie? Which perspective is accurate and which hyperbole? Can 

there be any space to recognize the presence of partial truths or negotiated existences? 

The first section begins by briefly describing the contemporary shifts in marriage-

mediation in India that have led to the emergence of new categories of non-traditional marriage 

brokers and mediators. The route through which the women are married greatly impacts the 

women’s status and intra-gender power dynamics within their new households, their ability to 

negotiate demands over their labour and strike advantageous patriarchal bargains for themselves, 

and their success in ensuring they are not exploited, sexually or otherwise. The diversity in the 

range of actors engaged in brokering cross-region marriages, their motives, and their brokering 

practices is discussed in this context. The chapter asks: how are the potential brides located? 

How does trafficking for marriage take place and who are the players involved? This section also 

examines the marriage-mediating practices of the cross-region brides. Unlike other studies that 

interpret such mediating as a strategy to improve the women’s social isolation (Chaudhary and 

Mohan 2011; Kaur 2004), this study shows that mediation is also an act of resistance, 

deliberately undertaken by the two sets of informal and profit-based mediator brides. It is a tool 

that they tactically employ to negotiate, resist, and cope with the patriarchal controls and 

violence they encounter in their conjugal homes.  

With this backdrop, the second substantive part of the chapter then evaluates the 
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hegemonic “trafficked victim” discourse about cross-region marriages to unpack the motives of 

the anti-trafficking activists and NGOs behind such discursive representations. While briefly 

situating the debate on trafficking of women for forced marriage in India within the larger global 

discourse on anti-trafficking, this section relies on the primary fieldwork data from 246 villages 

in the conjugal and the natal regions to demonstrate that trafficking is both deliberately and 

erroneously generalized for all migrant cross-region brides. The fourth section, while 

acknowledging that trafficking for marriage does take place in small numbers and that such 

trafficked brides are commodified and objectified by the traffickers and conjugal families, argues 

that the moral panic about the “injured bodies” (Doezema 2001) of all brides is based on 

anecdotal trauma narratives and not on rigorously conducted empirical research. It contends that 

the trope of the “brides as victims of sexual slavery of lustful men” (Pandey and Kant 2003; 

Rahman 2009) reworks colonial-era Orientalist rescue narratives to accommodate the agendas 

and funding prerogatives of Western aid organizations. 

The next section reinforces the central thrust of the chapter, which is that the mediating of 

cross-region marriages consists of partial truths wherein the reality is like a prism with many 

facets: the singular focus on just one face obscures recognizing the validity of others. In this 

context, the ways through which the women, their parents, and the natal communities exercise 

agency through cautionary measures to prevent deceptions and trafficking are discussed. In the 

last part of the chapter, the modes through which the women and their families challenge and 

transgress conservative patriarchal and social norms around marriage, while still acting within its 

framework, are analyzed. Although they occur in a small percentage of marriages, these 

deliberately undertaken contraventions – ranging from deceptions to cover-ups – offer a radically 

new interpretation of the “bride-victim” scenario.  
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Marriage Traditions and the New Marriage Brokers 

Traditionally, families desiring to marry off their son or daughter would contact a person 

with an extensive social network in their caste group, or got, to find a suitable match. In North 

India, the go-betweens are called Bicholia or Bichola, which loosely translated mean “the one 

who is in the middle.” In the sending, or natal, communities of Orissa and West Bengal, the 

terms for go-betweens are Madhyastha (middle man) and Ghatok. Apart from the Jati priests or 

the Brahmins, a specific caste group, the Nai,181 or the barbers, also previously performed this 

vital social role in rural communities in many parts of India. Members of the extended family or 

kin network also acted as informal go-betweens. The role of the matchmaker was crucial for 

checking the antecedents of each family, including the got, socio-economic status, and character 

of the groom/bride, before arranging for the two families to meet (Puri 1998, 16–17; Sharma 

1980, 147). Usually, the Bichola would be given some token remuneration, either monetary or 

gifts, as a gesture of goodwill by both parties, to acknowledge their efforts in locating the right 

match. In West Bengal, the social legitimacy of this customary sum is evident by the term, 

“Ghatok Bidai,” literally translated as “farewell to the mediator,” used for the payment, in cash 

or kind, given to them.  

However, increased urbanization and migration to cities and areas outside caste 

communities and networks have led to the replacement of such traditional Bicholas by 

matrimonial agencies, newspaper matrimonial advertisements, and web matchmaking portals. In 

the female-deficit rural areas of Haryana and Rajasthan, a new breed of marriage brokers has 
                                                
181 The barbers, belonging to the Nai caste, would go to houses within the village to perform their customary caste 
duties of cutting men’s hair and shaving their beards, whereas their wives, known as the Naien, would massage the 
upper caste women. This access to people’s homes made them privy to information about the details of each family 
and about the eligible grooms or brides. This close contact also carried the implication that they could accurately 
describe the physical features, deformities, etc., of the potential future spouse to interested families. Similarly, the 
caste duties of the priestly class also allowed those individuals this same access to families and their personal 
information. 
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emerged to facilitate cross-region marriages. These include the cross-region brides themselves, 

their husbands, people whose occupation takes them to distant parts of India, and criminal gangs 

that traffick women. Their mode of operation and strategies employed to arrange cross-region 

alliances mark a total rupture from that of traditional marriage mediators. Their matchmaking 

ranges from one-off informal or altruistic matchmaking to commission-based marriage 

brokering.  

All categories of profit-oriented marriage brokers not only locate families with 

marriageable daughters in far-off regions within India, they also charge a variable all-inclusive 

“commission” or a “fee,” ranging from Rupees 40,000 to 170,000. This includes costs for the 

travel and stay of the mediator, the prospective groom, and a couple of his accompanying 

relatives, as well as wedding expenses like buying bridal clothes, hosting a feast, and paying for 

the photographer, priest, and the marriage registration. The rate is also dependent on the men’s 

rejection factors in the local marriage market: “the more drawbacks (tota) they have, the higher 

the fees.”182 The entire amount has to be paid upfront to the broker.  

The distinctions found in this diverse group of cross-region mediators are based on their 

mediation practices, the use of commission, and the transparency in their dealings vis-à-vis the 

women and their families. Interestingly, the various but distinct terms of address used for each 

category of marriage brokers by the rural populace utilizing their services indicate that, in their 

minds, there is clarity around how each group is perceived in terms of their method of arranging 

cross-region marriages. Informal matchmakers comprising brides or their husbands, who mediate 

one-off marriages altruistically for their immediate or extended family members, friends, or 

neighbours in the village, are usually referred to directly by their given names or by their exact 
                                                
182 Hindu husband-broker HHn17 / MACn3, interview and translation by author, 23 September 2014, Rohtak 
District, Haryana. 
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familial relationship to those for whom they mediate.183 The traditional mediator term “bicholia” 

is additionally used, along with their names or position in family hierarchy, such as “my mausi 

[maternal aunt] acted as the bicholia for my marriage.”  

The terms agent, or “Dalal,” with negative connotations of sleaze, deviousness, and 

greed, are used interchangeably for any profit-oriented mediators, including traffickers, who 

charge a fixed commission to broker cross-region marriages on a regular basis and on a larger 

scale. Consequently, the appellation of “marriage-broker” to define this group appears to be a 

better fit with their mode of functioning, as a broker is usually defined as one who buys or sells 

on a commission basis or acts as an intermediary between two or more parties to negotiate 

agreements. However, using the term “marriage-brokers” for the brides who arrange alliances for 

cash incentives is also problematic, as they seem to adopt transparent and accountable mediation 

practices and/or offer the new brides a support structure through post-marriage counselling and 

hand-holding that other categories of matchmakers/marriage brokers do not.  

Contemporary cross-region marriages can be considered to have begun occurring in the 

research areas of North India in roughly two phases.184 In the first phase, lasting roughly until the 

early 1990s, cross-region marriages occurred sporadically and were not specifically aimed at 

filling a female deficit in these communities. Livelihood strategies would take Haryanvi or 

Rajasthani men to distant regions of India, where, eventually, their contact with local 

communities would result in marriages with local women. These were one-off weddings and 

would rarely lead to more marriages between the two communities. Organized criminal gangs or 

                                                
183 Descriptors such as “meri mausi ke jeth ki bahu” (maternal aunt’s husband’s elder brother’s daughter-in-law), 
“behen ki devrani ka bhai” (sister’s husband’s younger brother’s wife’s brother), or “chachera bhai” (paternal 
cousin) are used for such mediators. 
184 Focus groups: Hindu men FGMn2, interview and translation by author, 12 October 2011, Rohtak District; 
Haryana and Meo Muslim men FGMMn2, interview and translation by author, 30 August 2014, Mewat District, 
Haryana.  
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commercial marriage brokers were also absent in this phase.185 By the mid to late 1990s, as the 

female deficit increased, such men and their wives began getting tapped for obtaining brides 

from the women’s extended natal family or community. However, the numbers obtained through 

such networks remained miniscule.186  

Traffickers and Criminal Gangs 

Traffickers consist of men and women who are in the business of selling women for the 

immense profit it brings them. To illustrate, their rate for providing a “wife” ranges from Rs 

130,000 to 300,000 – a number dependent on various factors, such as the age and physical 

appearance of the woman, or the rejection factor of the male in the local marriage market. The 

village-level trafficking agent alone ends up making a minimum profit of approximately Rs 

20,000 on each transaction.187 In comparison, other avenues of employment such as agriculture, 

construction, or manufacturing work fetch anywhere from Rs 306 to 391 per day in Haryana,188 

and only Rs 201 to 211 in Rajasthan.189 The traffickers often work through a network of similar 

agents who, either through deception, kidnapping or coercion, bring women for marriage into 

Haryana and Rajasthan. Trafficking gangs appear to be more active in the Jhunjhunu District of 

Rajasthan than anywhere else. According to the state authorities and local activists, it might be 

due to the dispersed layout of the villages and restrictive mobility of the women that prevent easy 

                                                
185 Virendra Vidrohi, Secretary, Matsya Mewat Evam Sikshan Vikas Kendra, interview and translation by author, 19 
December 2011, Alwar, Rajasthan; O.P. Kataria, Additional Superintendent Police (S.P.), interview and translation 
by author, 26 July 2012, Jhunjhunu, Rajasthan. 
186 Focus group: Jat men FGJMn1, interview and translation by author, 12 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
187 Marriage agent MACn1, interview and translation by author, 15 December 2011, Jhunjhunu District, Rajasthan.  
188 Paycheck.in. “Minimum Wages in Haryana w.e.f. April 1, 2016 to September 30, 2016,” accessed 12 May 2016, 
http://www.paycheck.in/main/salary/minimumwages/haryana. 
189 Paycheck.in., “Minimum wage in Rajasthan w.e.f. April 1, 2016 to September 30, 2016,” accessed 12 May 2016, 
http://www.paycheck.in/main/salary/minimumwages/rajasthan.  
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detection.190 The absence of informal mediation networks due to the relative newness of such 

marriages is another factor encouraging the traffickers to flourish there.191 A series of village 

men work in conjunction with the trafficking gangs to “sell” women to desperate grooms. 

Husbands and/or their family members also sell their cross-region brides to other men in the 

region. The last category of traffickers comprises people known to the natal families, who 

usually entreat the women’s families to send their daughters back with them to Haryana or 

Rajasthan. Once there, these women are then forcibly married off for a price with their parents 

learning of the marriage much later on. 

Army Men and Truck Drivers as Brokers 

This category of marriage brokers, referred to locally as “agents” or Dalals, comprises 

men with some contacts in the natal regions, due to the nature of their employment in the army, 

construction industry, or in the long distance transport business. In the nascent phase of cross-

region marriages, i.e., until the mid to late 1990s, “armywallas,” a colloquial term used for 

service men, who had married women from other regions of India and who had returned home to 

their villages after retirement were sometimes asked by their relatives to arrange cross-region 

marriages. However, this method of taking part in and arranging cross-region marriages was 

quite informal and did not have the same flavour of commoditization that has now been acquired 

                                                
190 Rajan Chowdhary, Secretary, Shikshit Rojgar Kendra Prabandhak Samiti, interview and translation by author, 1 
October 2011, Jhunjhunu, Rajasthan; Jogaram Jhangid, Collector, interview and translation by author, 26 July 2012, 
Jhunjhunu District, Rajasthan; O.P. Kataria, Additional Superintendent Police (S.P.), interview and translation by 
author, 26 July 2012, Jhunjhunu, Rajasthan. 
191 According to the interviews with the NGOs active in this area, cross-region marriages emerged on the Rajasthan 
marriage-scape only from the mid to late 2000s. Virendra Vidrohi, Secretary, Matsya Mewat Evam Sikshan Vikas 
Kendra, interview and translation by author, 19 December 2011, Alwar, Rajasthan; Rajan Chowdhary, Secretary, 
Shikshit Rojgar Kendra Prabandhak Samiti, interview and translation by author, 1 October 2011, Jhunjhunu, 
Rajasthan.  
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with the entry of other go-betweens.192 In one focus group, Meo village men said: 

Today, Meo men are truck drivers and JCB193 operators. Some of the truck drivers who 
couldn’t get married locally went to Assam or West Bengal, got married, established 
connections, and then started doing the business (dhandha) of arranging brides for other 
Meo men. Earlier, this wasn’t possible. Now, every second person says, “let me arrange 
your marriage (laa main teri shaadi karwa deta hoon). It will cost only five to ten 
thousand Rupees.”194  

The creation of “links” for chain migrations,” or the opening up of new avenues of marriage-

making, the desperation of the locally-rejected males to get married, and their willingness to pay 

considerable sums of money for matchmaking have resulted in truck drivers arranging 

matrimonies for a pre-determined fee.  

Husbands as Informal Mediators and Marriage Brokers 

The husbands of cross-region brides emerge as a significant category of cross-region 

marriage-brokers. Their role as go-betweens has been overlooked in earlier studies on such 

marriages (Kaur 2004 and 2012; Mishra 2013; Mukherjee 2015). Their mediation ranges from 

informal and altruistic one-off matchmaking to profit-oriented marriage brokering with a fixed 

commission. Those in the latter category often work in conjunction with their cross-region 

wives. What is common for all types of husband-brokers is that they tap into their wives’ social 

and kin networks to locate potential brides. 

Husbands as informal matchmakers. 

Altruistic husband-mediators consist of men considered to be in successful cross-region 

marriages with “a wife who treats her in-laws and her husband well and looks after the house and 

                                                
192 Dr Abdul Aziz, Mewat Educational and Development Society, interview and translation by author, 31 August 
2014, Mewat District, Haryana. 
193 JCB operators: JCB is an acronym used for a British heavy earth excavating equipment company called J.C. 
Bamford Excavators Limited. The men operating these earth-excavating machines are called JCB operators.  
194 Focus group: Meo village men FGMMn2, interview and translation by author, 30 August 2014, Mewat District, 
Haryana.  
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children properly.”195 The social pressure of familial and kin ties is brought on these men to 

mediate similar alliances: “my maternal cousin’s wife is from Odisha. Since he had developed a 

‘link’ to that place, I requested him to find me a wife just like his from there.”196 Of the 36 

husbands interviewed, 11 mentioned requesting a male relative to mediate a cross-region 

marriage for them. The one-off mediator husbands primarily rely on their wives and, by 

extension, their in-laws for both locating and persuading families to marry their daughters to 

these aspiring bachelors. Such cross-region marriages do not involve a commission; instead, the 

prospective grooms just pay for the travel expenses of the husband-mediators and their cross-

region wives to the natal regions. As one man described: 

The man who arranged for our brother’s wedding was married to a woman from 
Jharkhand. We requested him to help marry off our brother. Neither the man nor the 
bride’s family took any money. It was a selfless deed (bina swarth ke). We just paid for 
his family’s ticket to the village – Rs 500 – that is all. Nothing more.197 

Husband-brokers. 

The lure of easy profits and the ability to use their wives and/or in-laws to locate potential 

brides and act as translators cause many husbands to transition from altruistic to commission-

based marriage-brokering. These men are usually economically destitute, landless, and have 

precarious livelihood sources to begin with. The offer of “we will pick the tab on all expenses 

(sab kharcha hum denge)” is lucrative given that the daily wages for male unskilled workers in 

agriculture are Rs 306 in Haryana,198 and Rs 201 in Rajasthan.199 In contrast, mediating one 

marriage provides a big financial relief for these financially stretched families. In 2014, some 
                                                
195 Father-in-law FILn2, interview and translation by author, 13 November 2011, Jhunjhunu District, Rajasthan. 
196 Hindu husband HHn10, interview and translation by author, 2 November 2011, Rewari District, Haryana.  
197 Meo husband’s brother MMHBn1, interview and translation by author, 21 September 2014, Mewat District, 
Haryana.  
198 Paycheck.in., “Minimum wage in Haryana w.e.f. April 1, 2016 to September 30, 2016,” accessed August 9, 2016, 
http://www.paycheck.in/main/salary/minimumwages/haryana.  
199 Paycheck.in., “Minimum wage in Rajasthan w.e.f. April 1, 2016 to September 30, 2016,” accessed August 9, 
2016, http://www.paycheck.in/main/salary/minimumwages/rajasthan.  
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brokers from Rohtak District charged “a flat rate of Rs 60,000 per marriage of which 20,000 is 

the net profit.”200 Husband-brokers justify the high fees by contending: “I need some money for 

my own survival. Tell me, why should I take all the effort and run about to arrange weddings? It 

is entirely up to you to label my work either as pimping or brokering (dalali ya naukri).”201 

Though the villagers acknowledge that “no one will work without any personal benefit (bina 

fayda ke koi manas kaam na kare),”202 and that anyone willing to pay their fee can hire their 

brokerage services, these husband-brokers, unlike the altruistic husband-mediators, are 

considered greedy and unscrupulous, and are contemptuously referred to as “dalals” or “agents.”  

The Bride Matchmakers 

The cross-region brides themselves arrange the largest numbers of marriages, oftentimes 

matching men in their conjugal families or extended kin network with female relatives from back 

home. The anti-trafficking activists claim that, “the women as mediators are themselves victims 

of trafficking. They might say the other women are relatives but in reality they aren’t. They bring 

women and sell them.”203 However, this simplistic tarring of all brides with the same brush, in 

viewing them as traffickers, fails to acknowledge both the complexities of motives behind their 

matchmaking and the distinctions between women doing informal matchmaking, brokering 

marriages for commission, or bride trafficking. 

Brides as informal mediators. 

The biggest group of bride-mediators arranges cross-region matrimonies organically, 

without any incentive for profit, and for different reasons. An informal bride-mediator from 
                                                
200 Hindu husband-broker HHn20, interview and translation by author, 24 September 2014, Sonipat District, 
Haryana.  
201 Hindu husband-broker HHn19, interview and translation by author, 24 September 2014, Sonipat District, 
Haryana.  
202 Hindu husband HHn18, commenting about a husband-broker he had hired; interview and translation by author, 
23 September 2014, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
203 Shafiqur Rahman, Founder, Empower People, interview and translation by author, 28 July 2012, New Delhi.  
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Jharkhand described the creation of female migration chains204 in cross-region marriages:  

This is how it happens: suppose I get married here first. I will then go and arrange 
marriages of a couple of other women from my family or of neighbours in the village. 
Those women then mediate a couple of other such marriages. A majority of the weddings 
here are conducted through this method.205  

In a majority of instances, the brides are asked by the conjugal kin members or the villagers to 

“arrange a bride just like you (tumhare jaisi),”206 for unmarried male relatives or neighbours. The 

pressure to accede to such requests is tremendous, due to the threat of domestic violence or abuse 

by their husbands or in-laws if they refuse, their low bargaining power as daughters-in-law 

within the patriarchal familial set up, and the lack of fall-back options. The desires to gain 

respect and recognition within their new families and communities are other motivators. 

Fieldwork also revealed that only “if the woman is happily married here does she arrange a 

couple of marriages herself.”207 It also allows the women to expand their social networks and 

overcome their cultural loneliness, a fact noted by earlier scholars (Kaur 2004, 2597). Their 

relatives and neighbours also request that the women arrange similar dowry-free matrimonies for 

their female wards. Additionally, among the Meo community in Rajasthan and Haryana, Muslim 

cross-region brides arrange for the matrimonies of their sons or other conjugal male relatives 

with their immediate natal female family members, like nieces (n=5).208  

Bride-brokers. 

When does a bride cross the line from altruistic marriage-mediation to commission-based 

brokering? Does she operate differently than the other categories of matchmakers who capitalize 

                                                
204 Female migratory chains through marriage also occur in cross-border marriage migration in Southeast and East 
Asia. For example, Vietnamese brides usually act as informal marriage brokers for other women in their natal 
communities, for marriages coming from Vietnam into China or Taiwan. See Lu, 2005.  
205 Hindu bride BHn28, interview and translation by author, 31 October 2011, Rewari District, Haryana. 
206 Hindu bride BHn10, interview and translation by author, 9 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
207 Hindu bride BHn31, interview and translation by author, 1 November 2011, Rewari District, Haryana.  
208 The Meo shun the Islamic practice of marriage between first cousins.  
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on the desperation of families, both conjugal and natal? Here again, there appears to be a thin 

dividing line between the brides who broker for a commission and those whose tactics bring 

them closer to the traffickers. The transition from informal matchmaking to profit-oriented 

brokerage is based on several inter-related factors. As more families start seeking their 

assistance, the unequal power dynamics within the family and community are shifted in their 

favour. From being othered for their low caste and ethnicity, they start getting treated with 

deference by the very same people who despised them not so long ago. Chee, Yeoh, and Vu, in 

their study of Vietnamese brides in Malaysia note that the lack of familial support or resources 

and the unequal power dynamics make matchmaking attractive to them (2012, 95). However, 

this favourable power dynamic is transient and lasts only until the marriage has happened. For 

some brides, a taste of this changed dynamic and the willingness of the men to pay a commission 

make them transition to become a marriage broker – mediating marriages purely on a 

commission basis. Others become brokers reluctantly – they are urged to do so by their husbands 

and in-laws because of the high monetary returns.209 

For both the informal and the profit-based mediator brides, matchmaking also becomes 

an act of subversive resistance against the restrictive patriarchal norms and controls exercised 

over them by their conjugal families. The earnings silence their detractors within the family and 

allow them to negotiate more freedoms for themselves. For instance, they are able to subvert 

social disciplines that impose restrictions on their movement. Citing the necessity to run 

background checks on the prospective families and discuss details with them allows the women 

freedom to travel between villages. They are also able to buy time off from chores in the 

household and in the fields by strategically making extended phone calls during periods when 
                                                
209 One bride-broker mentioned that she earned a profit of Rs 40,000 for every marriage. Hindu bride-broker BHn60, 
interview and translation by author, 24 September 2014, Sonipat District, Haryana. 



 196 

they are expected to work. Matchmaking also allows them the privilege of maintaining contact 

with their natal families, as they now have legitimate reasons to make phone calls back home and 

converse in their own language, thus giving them privacy from prying conjugal relatives.  

They are also able to negotiate flexibility regarding the continuous demands made on 

their productive labour due to the family-sanctioned trips back home, which allow them to take 

longer periods of time off from the drudgery of their household and agricultural chores. The 

sojourns back home to arrange marriages are also important in their multiplicity: the women 

have an opportunity to generate a small income, but, equally importantly, they can also enjoy 

themselves by travelling alone and hanging around with friends and relatives back home, while 

unencumbered by the patriarchal controls of their husbands.210  

The tapping into of their social networks for potential brides, the use of their parents as 

marriage scouts, and the convenient base of their natal homes all make this graduation occur 

smoothly. Such bride-brokers often work in tandem with their husbands to draw in potential 

male clients, by projecting a “good wife” persona as an advertisement for their ability to fetch 

wives “just like her.”211 As one bride-broker described, in the natal communities, they also 

showcase themselves thusly: “as an example of being ‘happily married,’ well-dressed, and 

coming to visit the family often to reassure parents and quell their worries about the match. So 

they think that their daughters will also be like me.”212 Such bride-brokers walk a thin line 

between trafficking and brokering. 

                                                
210 The women express this through comments like, “I do not have to wear a veil (ghunghat nahi kaadna padta). I 
can move freely and even go to the market. But here (in Haryana), I cannot even walk across unaccompanied to the 
shop next door without people commenting about my lax morals,” or “I can eat fish without any worry.” Hindu 
bride-brokers BHn9, 9 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana, and BHn33, 2 November 2011, Rewari District, 
Haryana, interviews and translations by author.  
211 Vietnamese bride-brokers cultivate a “good wife” persona to attract potential Malaysian male customers. See 
Chee, Yeoh, and Dung Vu, 2012.  
212 Hindu bride-broker BHn60, interview and translation by author, 24 September 2014, Sonipat District, Haryana. 
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Brides as traffickers. 

The tactics of the last category of matchmaker mimic the traffickers and the agents. This 

category of bride-brokers has no compunction about invoking notions of societal shame (samajik 

lajja) around keeping an unmarried daughter at home to pressurize natal families into giving in 

to their proposals. They gloss over or falsify details about the men’s physical ability, age, marital 

status, and/or earning ability to make them appear to be attractive “husband” material. They 

resort to deception and coercion in bringing the women, including near relatives, to the conjugal 

regions on the pretext of providing a helping hand with housework or caring for the bride-

trafficker’s children. They are then married off to anyone who offers them their asking price, as 

happened with one woman who said she was: “sold by the maternal aunt (mausi) to an old man. 

She told my mother that I would help her with household work. My mother trusted her and sent 

me with her.”213 Oftentimes, it is also not clear whether such women are married or just “given” 

to the men, as happened in the case of one widow, whose daughter was taken to Haryana by a 

village woman: “I’ve no clue whether she is married or ‘kept.’ How can I confirm? My 

neighbour received cash and handed her to the man.”214  

Religious Preachers (Maulvis) and Religious Congregations (Jamaats) 

Additionally, the Meo Muslims in Haryana and Rajasthan have two other distinct and 

unlikely cross-region marriage brokers: the Maulvis, or the Muslim religious preachers, and the 

Jamaats, or the religious congregations.215 A number of Meo men who become preachers of the 

faith with the Tablighi Jamaat (TJ) travel to the Muslim-majority parts of India to earn a living 

                                                
213 Meo bride BMMn2, interview and translation by author, 16 December 2011, Alwar District, Rajasthan. 
214 Mother of a bride MBn3, interview by author, translation by Ganesh Shanker Hui, 27 November 2011, 
Baleshwar District, Odisha. 
215 Focus group: Meo village men FGMMn2, interview and translation by author, 30 August 2014, Mewat District, 
Haryana; Mother-in-law MILn10, interview and translation by author, 17 December 2011, Alwar District, 
Rajasthan.  
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teaching in the Madrassas, or Islamic religious schools, where poor Muslims often send their 

children to be educated. This allows the Maulvis to become acquainted with local poverty-

stricken Muslim families with marriageable-age daughters. A woman from Hyderabad explained 

the process: “The Maulvi who taught my brother’s children was a Meo. He learned about our 

poverty and broached my parents with a marriage proposal for his brother-in-law who couldn’t 

get married locally.”216 

The Jamaat, or religious congregation, popularized by the Tablighi Jama’at among the 

Meo, offers another avenue for the Meo men to get married. These Jamaats, consisting of a fixed 

number of Meo men, usually young in age and studying in Madrassas, undertake tours to both 

preach the correct tenets of Islam and to develop contacts with TJ members in other parts of 

India. A Meoni widow with no land or resources said: “my son studied in a madrassa and went 

on a Jamaat. The Maulvi in a madrassa in Bihar arranged a match for him – in fact, my son got 

married to his niece.”217 She added that, if it were not for the Jamaat, which enables contact 

between poor Muslims from different parts of India, it would have been impossible for him to 

get married locally because of their poverty and the son’s unemployment. 

These Maulvi or Jamaat mediated marriages, though small in number, are markedly 

different than those occurring through the profit-oriented or the informal go-betweens. For one, 

the families do not have to pay any commission or bear any travel and other extraneous 

expenses, as they do for the go-betweens. Second, due to the very method through which these 

matrimonies occur, deceptions about the grooms also appear to be absent. Third, the husband and 

the wife tend to be closer in age to each other, unlike the wide age gap found in other cross-

                                                
216 Meo bride BMMn37, interview and translation by author, 31 August 2014, Mewat District, Haryana.  
217 Meo mother-in-law MILn10, interview and translation by author, 17 December 2011, Alwar District, Rajasthan.  
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region alliances.218 

Locators in Natal Regions 

All marriage-brokers, including bride-brokers, are totally reliant on the local people in the 

natal regions for “locating” potential brides. These locators, called “ghotoks” in West Bengal and 

“madhyastas” in Odisha, both terms used locally for marriage mediators, are advantageously 

placed. They are naturally embedded in the source communities; they speak the language of the 

area; and they have an extensive kin and social network in a number of villages that they can tap 

into. The marriage brokerage fee is divided up between the cross-region marriage brokers and 

the locators. The rate varies based on the groom’s marriageability factor and the effort required 

to convince the reluctant parents to agree to these unequal matches. In the Cooch Behar District 

of West Bengal, in 2014, the locator’s commission ranged from Rs 5,000 to 7,000.219 

Oftentimes, the immediate family members of cross-region brides become informal 

locators by default. Their underlying fear of the ill treatment of their daughters and their 

customary low status as “wife-givers” makes it difficult for them to refuse requests for 

matchmaking coming from the conjugal homes. The incentive of a shared commission makes 

many natal families graduate to active scouting. Their impoverished status – which led to them 

finding cross-region alliances for their daughters in the first place – coupled with the promise of 

easy financial returns coming to them as go-betweens, whittle away their reservations about 

mediating. Other independent commission-based locators include teashop and Dhabba220 

owners, drivers of passenger minivans that ply on rural routes, and traditional local matchmakers 

                                                
218 Meo bride BMMn27, interview and translation by author, 29 August 2014, Mewat District, Haryana and 
BMMn5, interview and translation by author, 16 December 2011, Alwar District, Rajasthan; Focus group: Meo 
village men FGMMn3, interview and translation by author, 21 September 2014, Mewat District, Haryana. 
219 Father of bride FBn7, interview and translation by author, 14 October 2014, Cooch Behar, West Bengal; Villager 
VMNn2, interview and translation by author, 28 November 2011, Baleshwar District, Odisha.  
220 Dhabbas refers to small roadside restaurants located along the highways.  
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who are willing to broker cross-region matches.221  

The active search begins once the conjugal region broker contacts the locator with details 

about the prospective groom – this usually happens after the finalization of the brokerage fee. 

The modus operandi for all locators is to “travel from village to village and scour for poor 

parents with four to five daughters. Poor means someone who is landless or has very little land, 

has no other resources, and does not have a regular source of livelihood.”222 They offer a 

“dowry-free, all-expenses paid” marriage proposal to such parents. The locators also allay the 

parents’ concerns about marrying their daughters into distant regions without familial support 

networks or any crosschecks. Parent-locators do this by showcasing the “successful marriage” of 

their own daughter/s.223 The potential bride’s parents take the risk that their daughters will not be 

trafficked or sold based on the locator’s “trust” factor, social legitimacy, and the fact that, as 

natives of the region, if anything goes wrong, they can be “caught by their throats and held 

accountable.”224 Once a couple of potential brides have been identified, the conjugal region 

brokers are asked to bring over the grooms. The locators, in conjunction with the cross-region 

marriage-brokers, “show the girls to the men based on the latter’s ability to pay, their age and 

other factors.”225  

Commodification of the Brides: Unpacking the Rhetoric from the Reality 

Conjugal communities are quick to dismiss the natal communities and the brides’ 

families as “people who really do not have any love for their daughters. They are poor and such 

                                                
221 Hindu Husband-broker HHn16, interview and translation by author, 23 September 2014, Rohtak District, 
Haryana.  
222 Hindu Husband-broker HHn19, interview and translation by author, 24 September 2014, Sonipat District, 
Haryana. 
223 Mother of a bride MBn13, interview and translation by author, 14 October 2014, Cooch Behar, West Bengal. 
224 Mother of a bride MBn8, interview and translation by author, 2 December 2011, Baleshwar District, Odisha. 
225 Father of a bride FBn7, interview and translation by author, 14 October 2014, Cooch Behar, West Bengal. 
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marriages offer them a chance to get rid of them easily.”226 Such stereotypes about the natal 

communities are problematically endorsed by anti-trafficking activists, who state that the 

“poverty or other misfortunes like floods or religious riots destroy their homes and livelihoods. 

Such people are pushed into selling their daughters to agents who prey on their poverty by 

offering money.”227  

Taking this discourse one step further, another set of literature contends that the natal 

families deliberately initiate and accept such long-distance matrimonies for their daughters to 

overcome their financial distress. However, caution needs to be exercised against confusing 

strategic hypergamy with consumption smoothing strategies (Kaur 2010). Kaur claims that poor 

Bengalis “with an excess of daughters” consciously adopt a “consumption smoothing strategy … 

to marry one daughter in a socially approved dowry marriage in West Bengal and send the rest 

out as marriage migrants” (Kaur 2010, 18). The calculated marriage of some daughters to 

prosperous regions is done in the “hope for some remittances at a future point” (ibid, 17).  

Most women and their parents do regard these marriages as a conscious economic move 

up from their current poverty-stricken position, as articulated through statements like “I won’t 

die of hunger” or “I don’t have to steal food to feed myself.”228 The absence of want (aabhab) 

from chronic food insecurity compels many to consciously disregard any drawbacks (daag) of 

their prospective cross-region husbands. For instance, a young woman whose parents were 

agricultural labourers chose to marry a man who “cannot walk well due to polio but at least I 

have no shortage of food. There is no want (aabhab). He has a shop and earns reasonably 

                                                
226 Focus group: Jat village men FGJMn1, interview and translation by author, 13 October 2011, Rohtak District, 
Haryana. 
227 Shafiqur Rahman, Founder, Empower People, interview and translation by author, 28 July 2012, New Delhi. 
228 Hindu bride BHn9, interview and translation by author, 9 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana. 
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well.”229  

However, the contention that “marrying cross-culturally and long distance seems to be a 

predominantly Bengali phenomenon” (Kaur 2010, 16) is problematic on several counts. For one, 

it collapses all Bengalis as a composite ethnic group that is predisposed historically towards 

marriage migration of their daughters. This homogenization, very much like the reductionist 

argument of the anti-trafficking activists, fails to interrogate the linkage between strategic 

hypergamy, low caste status, and the role of the neoliberal state in the constrained choices of the 

rural poor. This discourse also reinforces the pre-existing stereotypes in conjugal regions about 

the Bengalis as “chalak” or scheming.230 Further, unlike in East and Southeast Asia, where the 

children, including the daughters, are customarily expected to financially care for their elderly 

parents, and where cross-border marriages are often undertaken to provide remittances (Nyugen 

and Tran 2010; Sunanta and Angeles 2013), the theory of consumption smoothing is not 

supported by the natal parents – Bengalis who are both poor and belong to Dalit castes – who 

assert: “why on earth would I ask my daughter to remit money to me? I would never accept 

money from her (aami meyer barhi poisa khaee naa),”231 and “I wouldn’t trade (dhandha) in my 

daughter.”232  

The consumption smoothing argument also overlooks the subordinate status of women’s 

parents or relatives as wife-givers versus the superior status of the men’s families as wife-takers, 

as they are perceived in North Indian marriage traditions. This subordinate status is closely 

linked to the strict observance of social taboos around not accepting any food or hospitality from 
                                                
229 Meo bride BMMn29, interview and translation by author, 30 August 2014, Mewat District, Haryana. 
230 Conjugal area village woman VWCn2, interview and translation by author, 9 October 2011, Rohtak District, 
Haryana. 
231 Mother of a bride MBn11, interview by author, translation by Shubhashis Maitra, 14 October 2014, Cooch Behar 
District, West Bengal. 
232 Mother of a bride MBn6, interview by author, translation by Debarpita Manjit, 29 November 2011, Baleshwar 
District, Odisha.  
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the men’s households, let alone any monetary remittances (Kolenda 1984; Vatuk 1975). More 

than 50 percent of the interviewed cross-region brides (n=69) denied sending remittances to their 

parents: “we are struggling economically here. Not a single penny is saved (dehla nahin bach 

ta). We do not send money nor will our parents accept it.”233  

On the other hand, the anti-trafficking group also ignores the symbiotic relationship 

between the historically systemic oppressions of caste and religious identity, and the modern 

structural exploitative forces of dispossessions and dislocations that literally push marginalized 

families into accepting cross-region alliances. Instead, the neoliberal discourse of victim-

blaming, in which “personal failure is attributed to personal failings, and the victim is all too 

often blamed” (Harvey 2005, 76), occurs through comments like: “the biggest exploitation 

begins at home. The improper upkeep of the children is one main reason for the rape, abuse, and 

trafficking of children – all crimes essentially.”234  

Marriage Brokers and the Fine Line Between Deception and Trafficking 

The common Indian adage that “a thousand lies have to be told for a marriage to take 

place” acknowledges the role of exaggerated claims, lies, and deceptions that each side resorts 

to, in order to clinch the matrimony. Families engaged in matrimonial discussions also employ 

the tactics of reading between the lines, as each side knows that a fair bit of deception and 

exaggeration takes place; they consequently deconstruct claims through cross-checking. For 

cross-region matrimonies, the long distance between two places and the absence of the old 

mechanisms of cross-checking, such as the barber or relatives married there, prevent the families 

from getting an authentic picture. This then brings up the question: when does a marriage 

                                                
233 Focus group: Hindu brides FGB2, interview and translation by author, 25 September 2014, Rohtak District, 
Haryana. 
234 Shafiqur Rahman, Founder, Empower People, interview and translation by author, 28 July 2012, New Delhi. 
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become an instance of trafficking? What constitutes a harmless lie that both sides can live with it 

versus one that results in the marriage being termed as trafficking? 

In India, there are a series of laws and provisions in the Indian Penal Code (IPC) on 

trafficking.235 In May 2011, India ratified the United Nations Treaty against Transnational 

Organised Crime, which contains the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in 

Persons, especially Women and Children – commonly referred as the Palermo Protocol. Though 

there is no separate provision for forced marriage in this Protocol, it recognizes any action as 

trafficking if there is force, coercion, deception, or fraud involved for the purpose of exploitation, 

or if profits are derived from the exploitation of the trafficked person through sexual 

exploitation, forced labour or services, slavery or practices similar to slavery, or servitude.236  

The lure of high profits and the ripple effect of generating new clients with each 

successful marriage they broker cause the marriage brokers and the locators to tread a narrow 

line between trafficking and mediation. The marriage-brokers also fear that if they refuse men 

with serious drawbacks, their clientele might turn to other brokers willing to undertake a higher 

degree of risk in natal regions: 

We don’t disclose the man’s disability or his deficiencies or else the family might refuse 
to marry her to the man. We lie to them that the man has a huge house, he holds a good 
job, earns well and his family is well established. It is only through a web of lies that we 
are able to get the man married there.237  

The marriage brokers and the locators both recognize that they have to delicately balance 

deception and transparency in their communications with the natal communities. Any 
                                                
235 These include: the Immoral Traffic Prevention Act, 1956, amended in 1986 (criminalizing procurement or 
transport of persons for inducing them to take up prostitution); IPC Sections 30 and 370a (criminalizing trafficking 
and use of services of a trafficked person); Section 371 (slavery); Sections 365 and 367 (kidnapping or abduction); 
Sections 366A, 366B, 372, and 373 (procuring, buying and selling minors for prostitution); and Section 374 
(unlawful compulsory labour). 
236 Article 3a of the Palermo Protocol provides details on the definition of trafficking. For details, see United Nations 
Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner (2000).  
237 Husband-broker HHn17, interview and translation by author, 23 September 2014, Rohtak District, Haryana.  



 205 

exaggeration of claims or withholding of facts about the prospective grooms means they run the 

danger of becoming persona non-grata in natal communities, a death-knell for their future 

marriage brokering services. They also have to place a significant number of women in 

“successful” marriages for their business to thrive. The feedback from the married women to 

their parents or the natal community and the fear of social reprisals adds pressure regarding their 

transparency. On the other hand, if they are totally upfront, then they fear losing out on the 

commission that comes with every successful match. To bridge the uneasy divide, they create a 

“pathos” image of the men. For instance, in Odisha, the questioning parents are told that: “a 

widow’s son cannot get married locally as such men and their families are considered 

inauspicious. Since we have no such taboos, we take pity on such men and get our daughters 

married to them. My own daughter is married to a widow’s son.”238 In West Bengal, they are 

told: “the men have to pay huge sums of money to women’s families there. Obviously then, he 

chooses to come here for his marriage as parents here do not take a bride price.239  

The inability to verify claims results in the parents being taken advantage of. Of the 116 

women and 50 natal families interviewed for this study, a total of 94 out of the combined 166 

mentioned that a full disclosure had not been made about the men’s economic status, physical 

ability, and/or their marital status.240 The natal communities attempted to distinguish between 

those who traffick brides and those who do not, by using the terms “sale” (bikri), “trade” 

(byopaar), or “marriage” (bibaha), as well as statements like, “he sold my daughter to a 

worthless man,” “he traded my daughter” (aamaar meye re byopaar), and “I married my 

                                                
238 Father of a bride FBn4, interview by author, translation by Debarpita Manjit, 28 November 2011, Baleshwar 
District, Odisha.  
239 Mother of a bride MBn13, interview by author, translation by Shubhashis Maitra, 14 October 2014, Cooch Behar 
District, West Bengal. This sentiment was echoed by other parents (n=3) in Cooch Behar. 
240 This is particularly relevant for Muslim families, as Muslim men in India can have four wives.  
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daughter off in a temple following all customs” (jhiyo re bibaha kori diyo).241  

Traffickers and the Trade in Women 

The exact number of women who are trafficked for marriage or coerced into marriage is 

hard to determine due to the clandestine nature of the business,242 and the restrictions of 

movement and association placed on the trafficked women in the initial period.243 Moreover, in 

addition to the methodological difficulties in determining the numbers or trends, no standard 

profile can be made of the traffickers as they are “as varied as the circumstances of their victims” 

(Feingold 2005, 28). What emerges as a fact is that a majority of the trafficked women are 

tricked by people either related or known to them, such as their distant female relatives who 

married into the region or women from their natal villages, the latter of which are usually 

referred to as “my village sister” (gaon ki behen thi). As previously discussed, these bride-

traffickers usually convince the women’s parents to send their daughters with them on the false 

pretext of helping them with child-care or household work. Such women are then “sold” off to 

locally rejected males and the women’s parents informed after the fact.  

Husbands or the brides’ in-laws selling cross-region wives to other men comprise another 

set of traffickers. However, unlike the claims of anti-trafficking activists that “the men buy them 

and sell them. It has become a lucrative trade for them (kharid te hain aur bechte hain – dhandha 

bana rakha hai),”244 during this research, the author encountered only four cases where the 

purchase and sale of women had occurred. All involved the Meo community. The current 

husbands showed no hesitation in admitting that they had “purchased” their brides: “I am not 
                                                
241 Father of a bride FBn5, interview by author, translation by Debarpita Manjit, 29 November 2011, Baleshwar 
District, Odisha.  
242 Other scholars also note the difficulties inherent in collecting data about trafficking. See van Liempt, 2006. 
243 Rajan Chowdhary, Secretary, Shikshit Rojgar Kendra Prabandhak Samiti, interview and translation by author, 1 
October 2011, Jhunjhunu, Jhunjhunu District, Rajasthan; Virendra Vidrohi, Secretary, Matsya Mewat Evam Sikshan 
Vikas Kendra, interview and translation by author, 25 July 2012, Alwar, Alwar District, Rajasthan. 
244 Shafiqur Rahman, Founder, Empower People, interview and translation by author, 28 July 2012, New Delhi.  
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lying that I paid some money to get this wife from a relative of mine.”245 Ironically, the men who 

had bought their “already married” wives from other men, who were such women’s first 

husbands, or from traffickers insisted that they had done so to ensure that their households were 

taken care of (ghar basane ke liye kharida hai).246 In such instances, the Muslim procedure of 

divorce and the mandatory waiting period before remarriage for the divorced women (Iddat) 

were not followed. Consequently, in such cases, the Nikahs, or the marriage contract between the 

buyer and the woman, are technically invalid and this can have consequences for the rights of 

such women and their children.  

Criminal gangs also traffick women. They bring the women to the conjugal regions on 

false pretexts of employment in the city and then offer them on the marriage market to whoever 

is willing to pay the highest price. Interviews with families revealed that the traffickers’ prime 

motive is profit, and therefore they bargain hard for higher commissions.247 The discourse of the 

market is replicated through the description of the women as “maal,” or goods, and the manner 

in which the “fee” or price is negotiated. A man who had negotiated with a trafficker for a bride 

for his unemployed elder brother explained: 

The agent said, “you need to have Rs 70,000. I will show you at least 10–20 to choose 
from. Keep the one that catches your fancy and suits your family.” Everything revolves 
around money – if you have the money, the “agent” talks to you.248  

The fact that a family can pick and choose a bride that “catches their fancy,” and that “suits” 

their needs and their paying ability establishes a woman’s objectified status. Families seeking 

brides through traffickers not only internalize and reproduce market economy ideology and 

language when describing a “transaction,” they also act as consumers in a purely capitalist sense 

                                                
245 Meo husband MMHn7, interview and translation by author, 28 August 2014, Mewat District, Haryana. 
246 Meo husband MMHn1, interview and translation by author, 16 December 2011, Alwar District, Rajasthan. 
247 Father-in-law FILn5, interview and translation by author, 26 July 2012, Jhunjhunu District, Rajasthan.  
248 Husband’s brother HBn2, interview and translation by author, 13 November 2011, Jhunjhunu District, Rajasthan.  
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in the way they describe the process of obtaining a woman: “We are now going to buy a bride. 

We will pay the money and get her. We have spoken to two to three people here and whoever 

finds the right match, we will buy her from him.249 The traffickers’ offerings of instant discounts 

to clinch a deal and assurances of a “product guarantee” to assuage the fears of the “buyers,” i.e., 

the prospective groom and his family about the soundness of their investment, also engrain the 

“woman as a product” attitude amongst such families. For instance, a trafficker from Rajasthan, 

in negotiations with a family, stated, “I guarantee that the woman is ‘good quality.’ She is a hard 

worker and will not run away.”250 The use of words like “guarantee” and “good quality” clearly 

echoes the capitalist consumerist model used to rope in prospective buyers – only here, the 

product on sale is a woman. Through the trafficker’s employment of the phrase “hard worker,” 

she is likened to a piece of merchandise – the ability of which to perform adequately is assured to 

the family.  

The trafficker also reassures the husband’s family that – in case the bride does run away 

or if the family is unhappy with her – they have a “return” option, i.e., the option of “returning 

her” and having her “replaced” with another woman at no extra cost.251 Interviews revealed just 

one case where a woman had been “returned” to the marriage agent – a situation quite unlike 

traditional marriages, where, usually, both families actively intervene to save a marriage at all 

costs. The family did not demand a replacement in this case, largely due to the social disgrace 

attached to this idea.252 

During one-on-one interviews with the men’s family members, in all the instances, 

                                                
249 Mother-in-law MILn7, interview and translation by author, 13 November 2011, Jhunjhunu District, Rajasthan. 
250 Participant observation of a marriage deal between a marriage agent and a family, Jhunjhunu District, Rajasthan, 
19 November 2011. 
251 Participant observation of a marriage deal between a marriage agent and a family, Jhunjhunu District, Rajasthan, 
15 December 2011. 
252 Husband’s uncle HUn1, interview and translation by author, 13 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana. 
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although the families overtly insisted that the women are treated like other daughters-in-law in 

the household (biwi ki tarah rakhenge), in private, they admitted regulating the women’s 

activities because: “[we] fear that we’ve spent so much and then she might run away. That’s 

what we worry about the most. We don’t let her go anywhere alone.”253 The brides also attested 

to constant surveillance and harsh treatment.254  

The complicity of the families who source brides from marriage mediators known for 

their clandestine operations and “cash only with no questions asked” trafficking policy cannot be 

denied. They abet trafficking by creating a “demand,” and by wilfully choosing to turn a blind 

eye to the overtly shady operations of such traffickers and agents. They also choose not to ask 

probing questions such as how these women have ended up in the trafficker’s “care,” or for 

details about the women’s families. The bottom line for such grooms and families is to obtain a 

guaranteed “work horse” for the best price with no questions asked. This attitude is evident from 

the demands placed on the agents by prospective grooms and their family members, that s/he 

“get a woman from a poor family, one who will be able to work well, that is she can cook and 

also do agricultural chores (khet mein kaam kar sake).”255  

The victim “horror narratives” of trafficked women being beaten, surveilled, ill-treated, 

not given enough food to eat, and/or made to work long hours in the fields that are circulated by 

anti-trafficking activists bear partial truths.256 However, even in such highly emotive recountings, 

the blurring between agency and victimhood emerges through instances of women trying to 

wrest some space for themselves, challenge their traffickers, or resist their own exploitation. To 

                                                
253 Husband’s sister SHHn2, interview and translation by author, 15 December 2011, Jhunjhunu District, Rajasthan. 
254 Meo bride BMMn7, interview and translation by author, 16 December 2011, Alwar District, Rajasthan.  
255 Mother-in-law MILn7, interview and translation by author, 13 November 2011, Jhunjhunu District, Rajasthan, 
256 Meo brides BMMn7 and BMMn2, interviews and translation by author, 16 December 2011, Alwar District, 
Rajasthan; Meo bride BMMn23, interview and translation by author, 28 August 2014, Mewat District, Haryana.  
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illustrate, some women subvert their own purchase by interpreting it as the inability of their men 

to marry “normally” like other men. They mock their husbands for their “lack of masculinity” 

through barbed comments like: “He wasn’t man enough. That is the reason why he had to buy a 

bride” (marad na tha, tabhi to lugai kharid ni parhi).257 Their participation in the research 

through interviews should also be read as deliberate acts of resistance.  

What is problematic, however, is the generalization of the trafficking of such women to 

all cross-region marriages as instances of forced marriage, and the notion that some families 

have about the objectified status of the brides in the eyes of all grooms and their families. The 

discursive framing of all the grooms and their families as buyers who treat the brides like chattel 

does a disservice to those men who do treat their wives well. This misrepresentation upholds 

Eurocentric beliefs about the victimhood of “Third World” women caused by violence from 

“native males” (Mani 1998; Mohanty 2003) and legitimizes intervention strategies based on such 

flawed beliefs.  

The monochromatic “bride-victim versus the evil and predatory trafficker” narrative 

erases the complex counter-narratives of women who actively chose to continue in such 

marriages despite avenues to escape or repatriate. This discourse also overlooks the subjectivity 

of the women in voluntarily agreeing to migrate for marriage or in going with certain people to 

North India with awareness that they might be trafficked. The reasons for marriage migration, 

very much like migration for sex work, are complex and varied, with no one victim trajectory 

being the same as the other. The lengthy statement of a widowed woman in her early 30s, who 

was brought to Haryana by a husband and wife broker team, explains her decision-making based 

on an honest appraisal of the life options available before her: 

                                                
257 Meo bride BMMn23, interview and translation by author, 28 August 2014, Mewat District, Haryana.  
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My husband died when my son was 5 months old. My parents had died earlier. I moved 
in with one of my sisters in the city and started working as a domestic helper. But I found 
it hard to manage my life. My son fell sick and had to be hospitalized. I had no money for 
the fees. At that time, a man approached me and said, “Didi (sister), are you willing to go 
to Haryana to be married?” I agreed, as I had no money and no other option. He knew a 
woman from this region and her Haryanvi husband who would arrange marriages of 
women. Did I feel scared that I might be sold off in marriage? I have faced economic 
difficulty (arthik aabhab). I could not survive as a domestic helper. I had no other option 
but to take a chance on this.258  

Unpacking the Powerful Discourse of “All Cross-Region Brides as Trafficked” 

Despite the concrete contrary fieldwork evidence revealing trafficking as constituting 

only a small percentage of cross-region marriages, the egregious conflation of trafficking for the 

entire group creates a reductive construction of such marriages. The Indian master narrative of 

“all brides are trafficked” re-orientalizes Indian men and women, and propels public policy 

responses and interventions that singularly focus on the “rescue and repatriate” paradigm, instead 

of encouraging a critical re-examination of the structural and systemic reasons for people’s 

constrained life choices. This blinkered approach is evident from the home page of an Indian 

anti-trafficking NGO, Empower People. It contains a stark message against a plain black 

background: 

Every Bride trafficking survivor is a survivor of 
Bonded Slavery 
Child and forced marriages 
Series of Mental and physical abuse 
Continuous Rape 
and Social stigma against their children.259 

Anti-trafficking activists assert that all brides are essentially trafficked for marriage and that: “in 

100 per cent of cases, these aren’t marriages. These are trafficking, pure and simple. The men 

                                                
258 Hindu bride BHn59, interview and translation by author, 24 September 2014, Sonipat District, Haryana.  
259 Empower People, accessed July 12, 2016, http://www.empowerpeople.org.in/.  
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buy women, sell women, and do trafficking of women. Each girl has been sold 4-10 times.”260 

Claims are made that “bride-trafficking”261 is “about 4-6-8 people sexually sharing the same 

woman. It is true for all cases. In many instances, they satisfy the sexual lust of all men in a 

village.”262 This collapsing of all cross-region marriages into the modern day slavery of 

women263 is deliberate. The anti-trafficking lobby consisting of activists and NGOs is 

ideologically invested in keeping such mythologies264 alive. 

They contend that such marriages are “also a new form of child marriage which has 

emerged in a wide scale … [and that the] system of buying and selling of children for marriage 

has simultaneously resulted in other form of crimes like child rape and child labour among 

bought brides.”265 Weitzer argues that these moral crusaders adopt this strategy to tap into the 

“children’s vulnerability and lack of agency and to stoke popular revulsion and support for 

draconian measures” (2007, 463).  

These marriages are portrayed as instances of forced marriages as “the woman is made to 

work all day and is not given her rights.”266 Truth claims about their involuntary servitude, or 

peonage, are made through contentions that the “buying” of women is done to fill the supposed 

labour shortfall that emerged after the Bonded Labour Liberation Act was passed in 1976. As 

Shafiqur Rahman, founder of Empower People, put it: 
                                                
260 Shafiqur Rahman, Founder, Empower People, interview and translation by author, 28 July 2012, New Delhi.  
261 Shafiqur Rahman, the founder of Empower People, asserted he has coined the term “bride-trafficking” for cross-
region marriages as it is “trafficking for the purpose of getting brides.” Interview and translation by author, 28 July 
2012, New Delhi.  
262 Ibid.  
263 The main webpage of the NGO Empower People states that: “The business of marriage matching or bride trade 
(trafficking) is not different from sex trafficking because it treats women as a commodity to be sold to some 
unknown men and their purpose is not to find lifetime loving partners but to arrange a wife to be treated as a sex 
object, domestic worker and all-around slave.” Accessed July 9, 2016, http://www.empowerpeople.org.in/bride-
trafficking.html. 
264 Jo Doezema (2010) uses the terms “myths” and “mythologies” to refer to powerful political discourses that create 
exaggerated moral panics about trafficked women victims in order to legitimize rescue crusades.  
265Empower People, accessed July 9, 2016, http://www.empowerpeople.org.in/child-marriage.html.  
266 Ravi Kant, President, Shakti Vahini, interview and translation by author, 4 August 2012, New Delhi.  
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Such women are in placed in Dalit or financially precarious families. These women aren’t 
married to these men – it’s a façade. The farm owner buys such women and keeps them 
in their farmhand’s houses. Since it involves a woman, sexual exploitation is a given fact 
along with bonded labour.267 

The elision between cross-region marriage, sex slavery, and bonded labour is contentious and 

has to be tread cautiously as not all trafficked women become bonded labourers (Lerche 2007, 

430). In this context, the research findings from the three administrative Blocks of Rohtak 

District in Haryana, where the Jats are the dominant peasant caste and own the majority of 

agricultural lands, acquire tremendous significance in dispelling the myth of “trafficking for 

bonded labour.” The survey reveals that of the 587 cross-region marriages undertaken by the 

men there, Dalits constitute only 11.75 percent, while the Jats number 77.69 percent (see 

Appendix L). This data from over three quarters of the cross-region marriages undertaken by Jat 

men in the area discredits the Indian anti-trafficking activists’ claims that Jat landlords 

strategically keep “trafficked” women in their Dalit labourers’ households for use as bonded 

labourers. 

The collapsing of all data into one homogenous mass without disaggregation not only 

imparts a false sense of scale to trafficking, it also acts as a barrier to the uncovering of trends 

and patterns in trafficking for marriage. Such conclusions are unsupported by rigorous empirical 

research. Instead, “[t]he information gathered is mainly based on interceptions [and] media 

reporting, as provided by the local people, the buyers and their families, the victims and their 

families and a few of the agents who have been bringing the girls to sell them” (Pandey and Kant 

2003, 3). Despite the acknowledgement that “the clandestine character of trafficking makes it 

very difficult to establish definite figures” (ibid, 7), assertions are made like, “4-5 thousand 

women in [the] Mansa district of Punjab alone” (Pandey and Kant 2003, 7) have been trafficked 
                                                
267 Shafiqur Rahman, Founder, Empower People, interview and translation by author, 28 July 2012, New Delhi.  
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for forced marriage. The NGO Empower People claims that “100,000 girls [are] trafficked every 

year [i]n the name of bride trafficking,”268 without substantiating how it arrives at such numbers. 

Similarly, the UNODC Country Assessment for India (2013) makes uncorroborated broad 

generalizations that “every year, thousands of young women and girls are lured into the idea of a 

happy married life with a rich man in Punjab or Haryana” (2013, 10), or that “[m]ost ‘purchased 

brides’ are exploited, denied basic rights, duplicated as maids, and eventually abandoned” (ibid, 

10).  

When asked directly about the methodology used to arrive at such numbers, the anti-

trafficking activists behind such reports reply: “[we] cannot give you a figure or a percentage. 

But we know many of the marriages are through organized crime. Cases are documented. There 

is no data on this but the numbers may run into thousands.”269 Scholars working in this area of 

global sex trafficking moral panic urge caution as “problems of definition and quantification 

have continually hampered anti-trafficking efforts,” as “most reports go on to quote large 

numbers without any indication of what they are actually referring to” (Doezema 2010, 5), with 

extrapolations made from unstandardized data collection methods that lack empirical rigour 

(Weitzer 2014, 12). The data is often anecdotal, full of unverified assertions about the ever-

increasing magnitude of trafficking, and is often questioned for the researchers’ faulty data 

collection strategies and dependence on unreliable or unsubstantiated sources (Sanghera 2005; 

Surtees and Craggs 2010; Weitzer 2011).  

Problems of quantification also occur because trafficking is an illegal activity, further 

making accurate figures hard to obtain (van Liempt 2006). Salt’s study of trafficking into Europe 

                                                
268 Md. Ali, “Empower People: Rescuing girls from bride trafficking,” Two Circles.Net, February 27, 2011, accessed 
March 12, 2012, http://twocircles.net/2011feb27/empower_people_rescuing_girls_bride_trafficking.html. 
269 Ravi Kant, President, Shakti Vahini, interview and translation by author, 4 August 2012, New Delhi. 
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notes that “most statistical data on numbers trafficked are at best crude estimates” (2000, 39). 

Wijers and Lap-Chew, in their study undertaken for the Global Alliance Against Traffic in 

Women (GAATW), conclude that often references to numbers about trafficked women are made 

by erroneously citing numbers of domestic or migrant sex workers (1997, 15). Scholars also 

contend that the numbers are deliberately manipulated to create a moral panic about the 

pandemic scale of slavery and the sexual exploitation of trafficked women and children (Chuang 

2010; Doezema 2010; Weitzer 2014). Globally, other interlocutors pick up such unsubstantiated 

figures for reference, thus contributing “to the construction of both the dominant paradigm or 

discourse of trafficking, as well as the mythologies of trafficking” (Sanghera 2005, 5). Making 

the trafficking narrative the “‘master’ over alternative individual or collective perspectives or 

accounts” (Snajdr 2013, 231) ignores the nuances and the variations in the everyday experiences 

of the so-called trafficked victims.  

The contention of anti-trafficking activists that “the women traffickers pose as sisters just 

to dupe everyone. In actuality, they are pimps trading in women and pretending to be sisters”270 

is disproved by this study’s natal region surveys in Odisha and West Bengal. First, the surveys 

reveal that a significant proportion of women are actually blood sisters: in Cooch Behar, out of a 

total of 125 women in cross-region alliances, 44 were sisters; and in Baleshwar, Odisha, 20 

women out of a total of 58 were sisters. What is also significant is that the sibling marriages 

mimic the female migration chain pattern evident in intra-Asian marriages, discussed earlier in 

Chapter Two, with a lapse of time happening between the two marriages. Additionally, 

interviews with groups of married sisters in conjugal regions (n=5 pairs) contradict the “madam 

                                                
270 Shafiqur Rahman, Founder, Empower People, interview and translation by author, 28 July 2012, New Delhi.  
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in a brothel posing as a sister”271 scenario, through comments like: “I was married here in 

Rajasthan. My parents live far away in Nanded, Maharashtra. I got my younger sister married to 

our next-door neighbour here. This way, even after the death of our parents, we will be 

together”272; “I got my younger sister married here in the same family. That way, our family did 

not have to give any dowry for the marriage. We are able to keep an eye out for each other and 

so do not feel the loneliness”273; and, “my marriage was a love marriage. When I came here, I 

saw my younger brother-in-law was a good person. So, I got my younger sister married to him. 

What was the harm in doing that?”274 

Out of a total of 116 interviewed brides, a significant number (n=80) emphasized that 

they were married according to the religious customs of their community (reeti rivaj ke saath) 

(n=43), or that documentary proof about their marriages existed either as registered marriage 

certificates or Nikahnamas (n=37). Brides also openly disclosed whether they were trafficked or 

sold (n=5). The research findings demonstrated that trafficking occurred for only 3.96 percent of 

the total cross-region brides interviewed. This sample can be taken as representative of the total 

of cross-region marriages surveyed. During interviews, the women stressed that though they 

might have been deceived about the men’s socio-economic status, they were not “bonded” 

slaves. The women also actively sought to dismantle victim discourse, citing their ability to 

speak freely without monitoring for the interviews, their freedom to use cell phones to speak to 

their natal families, and their ability to travel back and forth between their natal and conjugal 

homes to underscore their non-trafficked status. However, anti-trafficking activists reject such 

                                                
271 Ibid. 
272 Muslim bride BMn3, interview and translation by author, 17 November 2011, Jhunjhunu District, Rajasthan.  
273 Meo brides BMMn18 and BMMn19, interviews and translation by author, 28 August 2014, Mewat District, 
Haryana.  
274 Hindu bride BHn4, interview and translation by author, 8 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
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testimonies by asserting that “all women are trafficked and victims of bride-trafficking. They 

suffer from ‘Stockholm syndrome’275 and cannot understand their victim-status” (emphasis 

mine).276 

This singular emphasis on the victim and trafficking narrative “suggests overall that 

women are victims whether they know it or not, and it obscures some of the ways they express 

resistance, exert influence and create change. It thus makes it difficult to imagine any good 

migration” (Constable 2006, 04; emphasis original). Trafficking of women does occur for 

marriage purposes and the trafficked women do suffer from reprehensible and condemnable 

abuses and practices, “but it is not the only way to tell and understand the story. Moreover, if it is 

read as the story, it obscures significant variations among and between women and through time” 

(ibid, 03; emphasis original). Such “unwarranted blurs” (Constable 2006, 9) between the 

victimhood and subjectivity of the women serve the anti-trafficking activists well – they can 

evoke a moral panic about the massive scale of trafficking and justify intervention measures 

heavy with law enforcement and criminalization paradigms, with a singular focus on the rescue, 

repatriation, and rehabilitation of perceived victims and the incarceration of the traffickers. What 

gets overlooked by advocating these measures is that many women choose not to return to their 

natal regions, even if they have the option to do so, as they often suffer societal stigma about 

their “fallen” status, and are hampered by their lack of livelihood options and ownership of 

productive assets.277 The failure of the rescue narratives is evident from a cursory look at Shakti 

Vahini’s Annual Report for 2014–15 that, under the heading of “Victim Support,” lists only 10 

                                                
275 Stockholm Syndrome is a term that refers to hostages and kidnapped people, especially women, developing 
affection and/or empathy with their captors or kidnappers. They then suffer a denial of their captive status.  
276 Ravi Kant, President, Shakti Vahini, interview and translation by author, 4 August 2012, New Delhi. 
277 The shunning of the returnees and their inability to earn a decent livelihood is noted by studies on cross-country 
migration in other countries where the repatriation of these women (cross-border brides) occurs. See Duong, Le 
Bach, Belanger, and Hong, 2007. 
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as the “number of Forced Marriage cases reported.” 

Using the Media in Claim-Making 

The perpetuation of the discursive myth of “all brides as trafficked” is undertaken with 

the active collusion of the local and the international media, with the anti-trafficking 

organizations standing to gain the most (De Shalit et al. 2014). Deliberate agenda setting is 

evident from the statement of Shakti Vahini’s founder, Ravi Kant, that “we wanted the 

government to admit that it [trafficking for forced marriage] was a problem. The media served as 

an important tool to influence public opinion.”278 Shakti Vahini catalogues the “sensitization of 

the media” as one of its outreach activities.279  

The shock value of “trauma narratives,” which involve the display of the women as 

sexual victims who are raped time and time again, highly emotive stories of wife-sharing, sexual 

slavery, and domestic violence, rescue initiatives, and unverified numbers about the trafficked 

women, is used to galvanize public outrage about “violence against women” and create a high 

profile for anti-trafficking organizations’ activities, thereby working to justify paternalistic 

interventions. Media articles often use the words “bride-buying,” “bridal slave,” “India’s Bride 

Buying Country,” or “bride market” in their headlines for stories on such marriages and 

brides.280 Victim accounts and unsubstantiated estimates are gathered from NGO reports and 

reproduced uncritically, and, quite often, the same people figure constantly in these articles, 

either as anti-trafficking experts or as victim-survivors.281  

                                                
278 Ravi Kant, President, Shakti Vahini, interview and translation by author, 4 August 2012, New Delhi.  
279 See Shakti Vahini, 2015.  
280 “The Story of India’s Slave Brides,” BBC News, November 25, 2014, accessed November 26, 2014, 
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-30189014; “Welcome to the Indian ‘Bride Bazaar’, where daughters are 
‘sold’ as brides!” India TV News, March 14, 2014, accessed July 9, 2016, http://www.indiatvnews.com/crime/news/ 
latest-welcome-to-the-indian-bride-bazar-where-daughters-are-5612.html. 
281 For instance, Al Jazeera’s video series titled “Slavery: A 21st Century Evil” did a feature on “bridal slaves,” with 
the narrative echoing the refrain of anti-trafficking NGOs and activists about the trafficking of women for use as 
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Without offering analytical insights, such reportage reinforces Orientalist stereotypical 

tropes about “presumed” trafficked victims and all “Third World” women as vulnerable and 

marginalized bodies, suffering from the burden of patriarchy and the sexual violence and lust of 

the native men. According to Constable, “[i]t seems ironic that some of the activist groups that 

most strongly oppose the demeaning treatment and condescending images of women, ultimately 

traffic in those very images themselves” (2006, 19). Such distorted knowledge production 

reinforces and re-inscribes epistemic violence on Indian women, and, in particular, on cross-

region brides. It rationalizes benevolent interventions undertaken to “rescue” the brides, who are 

ubiquitously framed as devoid of agency or resistance. 

The Institutionalizing of Moral Panics 

Nick Mai employs the term “sexual humanitarianism” to describe West-centric rescue 

interventions that rely on Orientalist tropes of “Third World” women and essentialist 

understandings of gender and sexuality (2014). The “savage-victim-saviour” trope is evoked by 

authors of human rights discourse, consisting of “the United Nations, Western States, INGOs … 

and senior western academics” (Mutua 2001, 201–2), to legitimize intervention strategies that 

project groups of anti-trafficking institutions as saviours, angels, and redeemers: the ones 

responsible for “protecting,” “civilizing,” and rescuing. However, at the core of it all is the 

perpetuation of Eurocentric norms and ideals as the preferred ones, and the other cultures as 

peripheral or barbaric.  

Contemporary global debates and interventions on anti-trafficking have been dominated 

                                                                                                                                                       
sexual slaves and as bonded labourers in agriculture. See “Bridal Slaves,” Al Jazeera, November 15, 2011, accessed 
January 9, 2012, http://www.aljazeera.com/programmes/slaverya21stcenturyevil/2011/10/2011101013102368 
710.html.  
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by groups of “neo-abolitionists”282 consisting of “an unlikely alliance of feminists, conservatives, 

and evangelical Christians” (Chuang 2010, 1655), who use a reductive narrative of trafficking to 

apply assumptions about the sexual slavery of women (ibid). Here, trafficking is presented as a 

moral crime that requires a stronger carceral approach that can be achieved by criminalizing 

trafficking (Chuang 2010; Weitzer 2012). Neoabolitionists have shaped the trajectory of global 

discourse on trafficking, with interventions that include the framing of the Palermo Protocol and 

directing of US funding to governments and NGOs worldwide to aid in activities against human 

trafficking (Weitzer 2014). In this context, it is illuminating that the Indian anti-trafficking 

activists adopt the term “abolitionist” for their activities,283 and seek to criminalize all cross-

region unions by collapsing them as the trafficking of women.284 

The sensationalist victim narratives of sexual slavery, wife-sharing, and sexual abuse are 

“useful for NGOs that have a vested interest in attracting media attention, funding, government 

support, and public involvement” (Weitzer 2014, 06). The same sets of actors emerge as go-to 

specialists on the subject of human trafficking, and institutionalize their crusade claims as they 

begin to “gain access to the power elite in the form of consultation” (Weitzer 2007, 459). They 

also become “transnational players” and are lauded285 for their efforts in achieving the constant 

public display of the victim status of women and children (Kotiswaran 2014, 355).  

In India, this institutionalization is stark. The anti-trafficking NGOs and activists are 

constantly invited by the government and UN bodies – as “experts” on the subject of trafficking 

                                                
282 The alliance has consciously adopted the term “abolitionist” to associate contemporary global sexual trafficking 
with the abolition of the Slave Trade in the mid-nineteenth century and with the white prostitution slavery of the 
early twentieth century.  
283 Shafiqur Rahman, Founder, Empower People, interview and translation by author, 28 July 2012, New Delhi. 
284 Ravi Kant, President, Shakti Vahini, interview and translation by author, 4 August 2012, New Delhi. 
285 For instance, the three Kant brothers, Rishi, Ravi, and Nishi, founders of the NGO Shakti Vahini, were awarded 
the Vital Voices Global Leadership Award in the United States in 2013. See Prerna Sodhil, “Delhi trio takes on 
trafficking, feted,” The Times of India, April 4, 2013, accessed July 12, 2016, http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/ 
city/delhi/Delhi-trio-takes-on-trafficking-feted/articleshow/19371447.cms.  
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for forced marriage – for consultation, report writing,286 workshop facilitations, and the training 

of law enforcement officers.287 Shakti Vahini’s Ravi Kant is also a member of the Central 

Advisory Committee (CAC) on Combating of Trafficking in Women and Children for 

Commercial Sexual Exploitation, Ministry of Women and Child Development.288 According to 

him, Shakti Vahini is:  

[T]he only organization that works with AHTU [Anti Human Trafficking Units].289 It 
works with the Ministry of Home Affairs [Government of India] to train and sensitize the 
police all over the country. We are helping interstate operations and rescue operations – 
empowering state police agencies to come here and do rescue ops. Shakti Vahini is the 
hub of anti-trafficking in North India. We spearhead the government’s rescue operations. 
The police agencies come to us directly.290  

Through all these processes, the Indian anti-trafficking activists and NGOs gain access to 

national and international forums, where they make essentialist claims about the enslaved 

victimhood of the women and advocate for greater enforcement measures. In return, these 

organizations are flooded with funds, both Indian and foreign, to “combat”291 trafficking in 

women and children and rehabilitate the rescued victims. In India, NGOs also get a 

“rehabilitation fund” through the flagship scheme of the Indian Ministry of Women and Child 

Development to combat the trafficking of women and children, called “Ujjawala: A 

Comprehensive Scheme for Prevention of trafficking and Rescue, Rehabilitation and Re-

integration of Victims of Trafficking and Commercial Sexual Exploitation Scheme” (National 

                                                
286 Shakti Vahini has written a report, titled Current Status of Victim Service Providers and Criminal Justice Actors 
in India on Anti-Human Trafficking 2013, for UNODC South Asia (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime). 
287 Ravi Kant, President, Shakti Vahini, interview and translation by author, 4 August 2012, New Delhi; Shafiqur 
Rahman, Founder, Empower People, interview and translation by author, 28 July 2012, New Delhi. 
288 Ramesh Raja, “Combatting Human Trafficking requires a national plan of Action,” Governance Today, October 
15, 2015, accessed July 9, 2016, http://governancetoday.co.in/combatting-human-trafficking-requires-a-national-
plan-of-action/.  
289 AHTUs were set up in India after it ratified the Palermo Protocol in 2011 as a law enforcement measure against 
human trafficking. 
290 Ravi Kant, President, Shakti Vahini, interview and translation by author, 4 August 2012, New Delhi. 
291 According to Desyllas, the use of the term “combat” “perpetuates a language of violence and war” (2007, 65).  
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Informatics Centre 2009). This fund is utilized only by NGOs. To illustrate further, the largest 

annual grant obtained by the leading Indian anti-trafficking NGO, Shakti Vahini, is from a US 

government global project seeking to end human trafficking, called GTIP, or Global Trafficking 

in Persons (TIP is commonly used as an acronym for Trafficking in Persons).292 The Australia-

based Walk Free Foundation, another global anti-trafficking organization that annually releases 

the Global Slavery Index and Vital Voices, is amongst Shakti Vahini’s other funders.293 

Empower People eschews public and corporate funding by personalizing the “politics of pity”294 

(Boltanski 1993,15) and the “benefactor rescuing victim” paradigm through its individualized 

message: “We need your contributions to keep liberating women in Bride trafficking – 

DONATE.”295 

The global moral outrage about trafficking and cross-region marriages in India results in 

problematic gendered presumptions about the women’s victimhood and the exclusion of counter-

hegemonic narratives. The disjuncture between the accounts of the so-called “trafficking 

victims” and their parents and the dominant trafficking and slavery discourse overlooks and 

negates the agency of the brides in making pragmatic decisions to agree to such marriages and 

their voluntary consensual migration. Importantly, it obfuscates examining the structures forcing 

the women and their parents to make hard life choices, a fact underscored by one parent, who 

said:  

Do you think parents like to marry off their daughters in a bidesh (foreign land)? No 
parent wants that. It is poverty that has forced me to marry her off there. How life will 

                                                
292 Shakti Vahini, 2015.  
293 Ibid. 
294 The “politics of pity” is described as a process that stages victims through the generalization of individual 
narratives.  
295 Empower People, “Brief Report: March Against Bride Trafficking,” Empower People, April 20, 2012, accessed 
May 9, 2016, http://www.empowerpeople.org.in/events/category/antitraffickingcf40739813.  
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play out is totally dependent on how we are economically placed.296 

Parents and the Brides Become Wiser: Enacting Agency, Initiating Checks 

Agreeing to marriage migration is risky, and the women and their families often appear to 

have no control over the outcome of this migration strategy. And it is to mitigate some of the 

risks and wrest some control over the way the future brides might be treated by their husbands 

that the women’s parents and communities have started taking pro-active measures. Moreover, 

the one positive fallout of the trafficking trope and its circulation by the media has led to natal 

communities’ heightened vigilance toward cross-region proposals and marriage brokers. There is 

a resultant nascent emphasis on accountability and transparency for marriage-mediators of all 

hues. One husband-broker reported: “I had to give a photocopy of my Aadhar297 card to the 

women’s parents. The families want evidence (saboot) that I am genuine and not a trafficker.”298  

This consciousness is also organic, as feedback from cross-region brides – given either 

when returning home for visits or through phone calls – about the deceptions and lies of 

mediators has led to wariness on the part of other parents to readily acquiesce to cross-region 

proposals. As one husband-mediator ruefully admitted, “the people there have become wiser 

(unki samajh ho gayee hai).”299 The same social and kin networks that are tapped by the brokers 

and bride locators are also utilized to shame, denounce, and punish those who deceive the 

women and their families.300 This pro-active stance of the natal communities is also corroborated 

                                                
296 Father of a bride FBn7, interview and translation by author, 14 October 2014, Cooch Behar District, West 
Bengal.  
297 Aadhar is a Government of India initiative to provide a unique identification number to every citizen of India. It 
serves as proof of identity and address for the Aadhar holder.  
298 Hindu husband-broker HHn19, interview and translation by author, 24 September 2014, Sonipat District, 
Haryana. 
299 Hindu Husband-broker HHn16, interview and translation by author, 23 September 2014, Rohtak District, 
Haryana.  
300 For example, a father of a bride who acted as a locator for his son-in-law, who brokered several marriages 
involving a high degree of deception, “got ostracized by the community. No one in the village speaks to him or his 
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by marriage-brokers:  

One time, a woman called up her parents and complained that the man was landless and 
that I had duped her. This created a major furore there. When I visited the place to 
arrange another wedding, that woman’s family had dissuaded the bride-to-be’s parents 
against the marriage. I was hauled up in front of the village council (Panchayat).301 

One method of conducting verification checks (janch pardtaal) against frauds and deceptions 

involves “going personally to the prospective grooms’ villages to run background checks instead 

of taking the ghotok’s (mediator) word at face value.”302 Marriage mediators, sensing the 

reluctance of parents, are also beginning to suggest that the families make a trip to “check out 

things independently and then proceed with the marriage only when satisfied.”303 Such pre-

marriage verification visits, sponsored by the mediators with the expenses provided by the 

prospective grooms, are usually undertaken by the women’s immediate male kin to “speak to 2–

3 villagers there and ask about the man – about his character, his job, and all the details of his 

life.”304 While the number of pre-marriage verification trips is less (n=6), post-marriage 

verification trips in which the fathers and/or brothers accompany the bride to her new home are 

numerous (n=25).  

These visits are important on several counts. One, the woman’s relatives attempt to gain 

control over a situation where the odds are stacked against them. Second, it places pressure on 

both the mediators and the prospective grooms to not make false claims. Here, the husband–wife 

mediator duo or the husband-mediator have more at stake, as any deceptiveness can ruin their 

                                                                                                                                                       
family. Neither can the daughter visit home.” Mother of a bride MBn20, interview by author, translation by 
Shubhashis Maitra, 16 October 2014, Cooch Behar District, West Bengal.  
301 Hindu husband-broker HHn19, interview and translation by author, 24 September 2014, Sonipat District, 
Haryana.  
302 Father of a bride FBn11, interview by author, translation by Shubhashis Maitra, 15 October 2014, Cooch Behar 
District, West Bengal.  
303 Brother of a bride BBn10, interview by author, translation by Shubhashis Maitra, 14 October 2014, Cooch Behar 
District, West Bengal.  
304 Brother of a bride BBn1, interview by author, translation by Ganesh Shanker Hui, 27 November 2011, Baleshwar 
District, Odisha.  
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future matchmaking prospects in the village or the community. Third, by making a visit to the 

conjugal village, the woman’s family sends a clear message that in the case of ill treatment, her 

family will support her, notwithstanding the vast distance separating the two regions or 

families.305  

Formalizing the marriage in the courts,306 instead of holding the traditional wedding 

ceremony officiated by priests, is another measure through which a small number of Hindu 

families (n=7) are beginning to show a heightened consciousness of the difficulties their 

daughters face in married life.307 In the case of the Indian Muslims, including the Meo, a formal 

proof of the marriage already exists in the form of a Nikahnama, copies of which are given to the 

two parties. As one bride said, “if need be, in time of trouble (mushkil), [the Nikahnama] can be 

used as proof of our marriage.”308 But, for the Hindu families, the registration of marriages in the 

courts offers legal protection to the women, as “the certificate acts like a threat. The man cannot 

sell her off to another nor can he deceive us.”309 This is indicative of a growing astuteness about 

the gender friendly laws and the courts as a refuge for exploited or abused women, as “they can 

testify in front of the judge and obtain justice. Not so if the marriage occurs in a temple.”310 The 

                                                
305 Despite the best of intentions, misrepresentations and deceptions still occur. Apart from their unfamiliarity with 
agricultural traditions in conjugal regions, poor landless parents are often impressed with the sight of prospective 
grooms living in brick dwellings (pucca ghar), owning a buffalo or two, and/or possessing a small piece of land. 
This lulling of the parents into a false sense of the men’s economic prosperity happens based on their comparison 
with the natal regions, where a majority of poor families live in one room houses with thatch or tin sheet roofs, and 
where brick houses and buffaloes usually symbolize wealth.  
306 As of August 2013, the registration of marriages became compulsory in India for all religions. Earlier, it was 
optional. See Times News Network, “Marriage Registration to become mandatory,” The Times of India, August 14, 
2013, accessed August 23, 2013, http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/Marriage-registration-to-become-
mandatory/articleshow/21814554.cms.  
307 In some instances, the marriage certificates are merely affidavits of the “Declaration of Intention of Marriage” 
that is to be made prior to the actual court marriage. More research is needed to ascertain if this is due to the naivety 
about the intricacies of legal processes on the part of the parents or a new level of deviousness by the brokers.  
308 Meo bride BMMn12, interview and translation by author, 25 July 2012, Alwar District, Rajasthan.  
309 Mother of a bride MBn4, interview by author, translation by Ganesh Shanker Hui, 29 November 2011, 
Baleshwar District, Odisha.  
310 Hindu bride-broker BHn31, interview and translation by author, 1 November 2011, Rewari District, Haryana. 
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implicit threat of legal action presumably pre-empts the conjugal family’s desertion and 

commodification of the brides. The husbands also often prefer the formal registration as “the 

court paper shows the marriage is legal. It is a safeguard against anyone accusing us of 

trafficking.”311 

Natal families also take wedding photographs. Instead of the usual nostalgia or the 

keepsake value attached to photographs, these are meant as a safety guard against fraudulent 

marriages: “we can show the police the photos of the men who married our daughters to identify 

them.”312 What also emerged in the interviews is that traffickers do not allow the sham marriages 

they have arranged to be captured on film for fear that the police can use these as evidence in 

case a “sale” goes wrong.313 In Cooch Behar, a new trend of parents (n=2) insisting on the 

grooms making a Fixed Deposit314 of a sum of money in the name of the women prior to the 

marriage is evident. The rationale is that “the money can provide financial security to the woman 

and her children if the marriage sours.”315  

These pro-active measures of the natal families and the natal communities run counter to 

the manner in which they are represented by the anti-trafficking lobby and the media – as 

unconcerned about their daughters’ welfare. Discursive representations of the brides as passive 

victims are similarly dismantled by their demands for accountability on the part of the marriage 

mediators. The “victim” status is also belied by a handful of cross-region brides who have been 

                                                
311 Father-in-law FILn4, interview and translation by author, 26 July 2012, Jhunjhunu District, Rajasthan.  
312 Brother of a bride BBn6, interview by author, translation by Debarpita Manjit, 29 November 2011, Baleshwar 
District, Odisha.  
313 Focus group: Village men and male relatives of a man with a trafficked bride FGMn5, interview and translation 
by author, 15 December 2011, Jhunjhunu District, Rajasthan.  
314 A Fixed Deposit is a lump sum financial instrument offered by banks that carries a high rate of interest for a 
locked-in period of time.  
315 Father of a bride FBn10, interview and translation by author, 14 October 2014, Cooch Behar District, West 
Bengal. 
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widowed, deserted, or given a divorce by their husbands (n=7).316 Contrary to expectations that 

they might want to seize such opportunities to return home, they often actively seek matrimony 

in the same region. Compromised by the lack of productive assets and lesser educational 

attainments that act as barriers for women’s economic independence, they argue:  

What would I do if I returned home? Life as a single woman is hard. My parents are 
dead. I would be an additional burden on my brother. I could not remarry there. But here, 
dooj baar men are willing to do so, so I chose to remarry here.317 

Challenges to the Patriarchal Idealization of a Virgin Wife 

Cross-region marriages also give women a space from which to challenge the patriarchal 

idealization of virginity as a cornerstone for marriage. Families with daughters or sisters who are 

either widows, deserted by their husbands, sexually abused, or those with children born out of 

wedlock,318 actively seek out locators or bride-brokers to arrange cross-region matrimonies. For 

example, a man stated that his “sister had got involved with a man. No local family would want 

her as a bride. The only option was to marry her to an outsider, a Haryanvi man.”319 The North 

Indian men become an obvious choice of marriage partners, as they “do not know about the 

women’s past.”320 In such instances, the natal families enact deliberate acts of deception, either 

separately or in collusion with locators and marriage-brokers, on the prospective grooms. Of the 

65 interviews conducted in the two natal regions, 13 families, or 20 percent, openly admitted to 

resorting to lies and/or hiding facts to facilitate the cross-region marriages of their female wards. 

In all such alliances, the parents acknowledged that the “truth” was either never revealed or only 

                                                
316 An Indian Muslim can divorce his wife by uttering the word “talaq” (divorce) three times.  
317 Meo bride BMMn26, interview and translation by author, 29 August 2014, Mewat District, Haryana. 
318 The children are usually left in the care of their maternal grandparents, thus raising questions about their neglect, 
abuse, or trauma from abandonment. Studies on children of female migrant domestic workers reveals a higher 
degree of depression, suicides, school dropouts, and sexual abuse amongst them. See Parreñas, 2002. 
319 Brother of a Bride BBn5, interview by author, translation by Debarpita Manjit, 30 November 2011, Baleshwar 
District, Odisha.  
320 Father of a bride FBn12, interview by author, translation by Shubhashis Maitra, 15 October 2014, Cooch Behar 
District, West Bengal. 
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partially revealed to the groom – usually after she had had children by him. 

It can be contended that, by deliberately facilitating such alliances, the brokers and the 

locators, unknowingly question and loosen the patriarchal concept of the “virgin bride.” Though 

the numbers are not substantial enough to indicate trends, these examples contradict totalizing 

narratives about the gullibility and naivety of natal families. Such instances also reveal their 

utilizing, to their advantage, of the men’s inability to verify facts about the women and/or their 

total dependence on the mediators. The deceptions, however, are also tinged with worries about 

the women’s future well being, if the grooms or their families do indeed learn about the women’s 

past. 

Conclusion 

These narratives of subjectivity, resistance, and autonomy destabilize dominant 

perceptions about all cross-region brides as mute victims of trafficking, and their parents as 

emotionless and uncaring toward their daughters. The inventive solutions of some parents and 

natal communities, used to thwart deceptions by demanding accountability from locators and 

marriage-mediators or brokers, provide examples that can be replicated in other regions from 

where such marriages occur. Simultaneously, advocacy groups and activists need to exercise 

caution in putting forth generalizations about trafficking or the abuse that trafficked women 

suffer in their new homes. While the author certainly does not wish to negate narratives of abuse 

or trafficking, it must be expressed that there needs to be recognition that even trafficked women 

might wrest some space in which to challenge or resist their exploitation and demonstrate their 

subjectivity.  

The next chapter situates the reception and treatment of cross-region brides within the 

matrix of caste ideology, religious fundamentalism, and ethnoracism. It seeks to answer 
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questions such as: do the fractures of Indian society along the lines of caste, religion, and/or 

ethnicity spill over to cross-region marriages? Do these marriages – transgressive on counts of 

caste, ethnicity, and/or religious grouping – contest and reshape these dominant ideologies and 

beliefs, or are new forms of ideological coercion and consent manufactured to ensure their 

continuation? And finally, how does the caste ranking of the incoming brides, their ethnicity, 

and/or religious identity determine the extent of their bargaining ability within their conjugal 

households? 
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Chapter Six. The Stain or “Dhabba” of Caste, Colour, Ethnicity, or Religion: 

Cross-Region Brides and Marks of the Internal Other 

“Villagers here remark that my husband has brought home a ‘bejaat,’ [a woman who is not from 
their caste]. When our children grow older, they too will face similar remarks. Right now, even 
the village children taunt us by saying, ‘hey, look, here comes the Bengalan.’ Men and women in 
the village call me Bengalani and the others as Biharans. We are all tarred as low caste. They 
remark that parents who are only too willing to sell their daughters hold an auction for women 
there. It hurts to hear such comments.”321  

In India, the mention of racism usually invokes memories of colonial discrimination 

against the Indian “natives” by the “whites.” In contemporary India, casteism is now beginning 

to be equated to racism due to the low castes, including the Dalits, historically experiencing 

caste-based oppression from the upper castes (Natarajan and Greenough 2009; Pinto 2001; 

Thorat and Umakant 2004). 

Even though critics argue that casteism cannot be compared to racism (Beteille 2001; 

Gupta 2001; Sorabjee 2001), others contend that both bear striking similarities to each other 

(Illaiah 2001; Prashad 2001). Oppressive and highly unequal caste hierarchies are maintained for 

similar reasons, i.e., to ensure the power and privilege of a minority of dominant groups over 

others, by evoking stereotypes that are aimed to hurt and marginalize them (Vishvanathan 2001). 

Both are systemic and use ideology and institutional and social apparatuses to ensure that the 

hierarchies of inequalities remain intact to benefit the whites or the upper castes (Narula 2008). 

The only difference is that racism operates through visual cues of racial otherness (skin tone, 

physical features) or knowledge of the other’s geographic location to reinforce difference, 

whereas casteism operates at an intra-racial level within India (ibid).  

Casteism, very much like racism, also equates dark skin with low caste or “untouchable” 

                                                
321 Hindu bride BHn53, interview and translation by author, 23 September 2014, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
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status, and, by extension, with primitiveness, uncleanliness, and ritual impurity (Ayyar and 

Khandare 2012). Colourism, or pigmentocracy, specifically denotes discrimination based on 

pigmentation (Hunter 2005; Rondilla and Spickard 2007). With the addition of dark-skin bias, 

casteism creates and reinforces further stratifications for already marginalized and discriminated 

caste groups in India (Mishra 2015; Parameswaran and Cardoza 2009). Here, it must be clarified 

that colourism is distinct from racism or ethnoracism, even though it borrows heavily from racist 

ideology. Discrimination based on race or ethnicity is experienced by all people belonging to 

marginalized groups (Treitler 2013). Ethnoracism, often interchangeably called ethnocentrism, 

involves a peculiar mix of cultural chauvinism, wherein one ethnic group reifies its culture in 

addition to claiming intellectual and physical prowess. Here, an entire ethnic group inhabiting a 

certain geographic area or sharing some common cultural traits, such as language, customs, 

religion, and/or history, is construed as inferior in relation to another ethnic group. Many times, 

race and ethnicity also overlap. In such instances, ethnoracism then operates between different 

racialized ethnic communities that identify themselves as positioned differently on the race 

hierarchy (ibid).  

Colourism further determines the racialized minority subject’s dis/privilege at multiple 

levels (Banks 2009; Hall 2003; Rondilla 2009). According to Hunter, “colorism like racism, 

consists of both covert and overt actions, outright acts of discrimination and subtle cues of 

disfavour” (2007, 241). It is experienced at two levels: first, a person with a darker skin is less 

privileged and/or looked down upon within their own minority group, and second, that same 

person faces discriminatory treatment in the larger society because of the dominant discourse 

that favours whiteness.  

Colourism is also highly gendered. Unsurprisingly, throughout history, Indian concepts 
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of idealized feminine beauty have been weighed heavily in favour of light or “fair” skin, despite 

the majority of the Indian population being darker-hued. The colonial racist project322 with its 

hegemonic Eurocentric norms of whiteness reinforced pre-existing beliefs about the light 

skinned as intelligent, virtuous, beautiful, and civilized, and the dark-skinned as peasant-like, 

uncouth, ugly, and uncivilized (Rondilla and Spickard 2007). In contemporary India, the opening 

up of the Indian economy from the early 1990s and the entry of cosmetic multinationals selling 

skin whitening products have tapped into pre-existing colourism, or dark-skin bias, and 

“revitalized hierarchies of gender, class, and caste” (Parameswaran and Cardoza 2009, 8).  

Parameswaran and Cardoza argue that “[d]ark skin has been a source of stigma for Indian 

women [since] long before the arrival of globalization” (2009, 8). In fact, Ayyare and Khandare 

contend that colourism predates the colonial encounter and the subsequent circulation of 

Eurocentric norms of “whiteness” as the ideal beauty type, tracing it directly back to the caste 

system and the “mythical Aryan supremacist” (2013, 01) discourse around fair skinned Aryans 

invading India and defeating the dark-skinned natives. The “$450 million-dollar skin whitening 

industry in India”323 flourishes primarily because of dark skin bias and its association, 

historically, with the hard physical or caste-polluting labour performed by the low castes and the 

Dalits. Like with other Asian countries where the desire for pale skin predates the colonial 

encounter, and where lighter skin is a signifier not only of beauty, but also of high class status, 

colourism in India has to be understood as an ethnic, caste, and “class imperative” (Rondilla and 

Spickard 2007, 04). 

                                                
322 In India, the British imperialists reinforced internal racism and colourism through their use of anthropometric 
data, including colour and physical features, to classify Indians on caste and racial lines of Aryans and non-Aryans. 
For more, see Oommen 2002.  
323 Ranjavati Banerji, “In the dark: what is India’s obsession with skin-whitening,” New Statesman, January 28, 
2016, accessed 23 February 2016, http://www.newstatesman.com/politics/feminism/2016/01/dark-what-behind-
india-s-obsession-skin-whitening. 
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In addition to colour bias and casteism, prejudice takes other forms in India. People from 

its eastern and northeastern provinces face ethnoracism in the rest of the country.324 As 

mentioned earlier, ethnoracism is defined as racism perpetuated by one ethnic group against 

another. Here, the perspective of one dominant culture is used to categorize other ethnicities or 

even cultures as inferior, thus allowing the dominant group to maintain its privilege and power 

over the dominated group(s) through exclusionary practices, by projecting itself as innately 

superior to the other cultures (Treitler 2013). According to Aranda and Rebollo-Gil, ethnoracism 

is culturally manifested through “aspects of culture such as language, accent, and other cultural 

forms of expressions” (2004, 917). Of particular significance to this thesis is the North Indian 

version of ethnoracism, which consists of lampooning other religious, regional, or ethnic groups 

through stereotypical representations, linguistic bigotry, and mockery of dress or food habits. 

Hindi cinema, popularly known in the Global North as Bollywood, has acted as an important 

vehicle for the propagation of this prejudice. To give a couple of examples: the religious group 

of Sikhs is depicted in popular culture, including in films, either as imbeciles and stupid, or 

boisterous and brave. They are also derided in popular culture through “sardar” jokes. The 

monikers “South Indians” or “Madrasis” envelop the diverse ethnicities of this region, the 

individuals of which are caricatured in Hindi cinema as buffoons who cannot fluently speak 

Hindi (the dominant language of India’s North); their dress, and their mannerisms are also made 

fun of.325 

However, the most corrosive form of North Indian ethnoracism is exhibited against two 

groups of people: those from the province of Bihar and from India’s northeast regions. Strategies 

                                                
324 Yenthom Jilangama, “Let’s stop pretending there is racism in India,” The Hindu, May 29, 2012, accessed January 
9, 2015, http://www.thehindu.com/opinion/op-ed/lets-stop-pretending-theres-no-racism-in-india/article3466554.ece. 
325 Jyoti Rahman, “Bollywood Caricatures,” Himal SouthAsian, February 2004, accessed March 3, 2016, 
http://old.himalmag.com/component/content/article/4140-bollywoods-caricatures.html.  
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of othering and discrimination range from prejudicial and derogatory behaviour to actual acts of 

physical violence.326 In particular, the distinctly different physical features and cultural norms of 

people from India’s northeast provinces singles them out for targeted violence and discrimination 

in North India.327 The women also face higher incidences of sexual harassment and rape in 

Indian metro cities.328 Stereotypes about the women from the Northeast as “morally loose” 

seemingly appear to justify such violence by North Indian males, and even cause miscarriages of 

justice by law enforcement agencies peopled by men with such mindsets.329  

The circulation of a hegemonic North Indian culture as the norm that tars Indians from its 

northeast provinces as the “internal other” also extends to an entire mass of people belonging to 

the East Indian province of Bihar, known as Biharis. In present-day India, the term Bihari has 

acquired pejorative overtones. It signifies a range of descriptors such as poverty, corruption, 

disease, filth, and/or violence.330 While the migration of its poor to other parts of India for work 

is attributed to the failure of post-colonial India to develop Bihar, the role of British colonialists 

in making East India or the Bengal Presidency331 chronically poverty-riven should not be 

                                                
326 Headline Today Bureau, “Uddhav takes Raj’s hate forward, wants permit system for Biharis in Mumbai,” India 
Today, September 4, 2012, accessed March 22, 2016, http://indiatoday.intoday.in/story/uddhav-thackeray-raj-
thackeray-biharis-living-in-maharashtra/1/215939.html; Ayesha Arvind, and Heena Kausar, “Racist attacks rise: 
Frightened North-east migrants ponder return to home states as violence worsens,” The Daily Mail, February 11, 
2011, accessed October 27, 2016, http://www.dailymail.co.uk/indiahome/indianews/article-2557122/Racist-attacks-
rise-Frightened-North-East-migrants-ponder-return-home-states-Delhi-violence-worsens.html.  
327 Press Trust of India, “Discrimination against North-east people a reality: Survey,” The Economic Times, 
December 6, 2014, accessed January 9, 2015, http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes.com/2014-12-06/news/ 
56779899_1_discrimination-cent-survey-report.  
328 Aruni Kashyap, “Rapes show extent of prejudice against India’s north-east”, The Guardian, June 3, 2010, 
accessed January 9, 2015, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2010/jun/03/rapes-india-north-east-
prejudice.  
329 Sowmiya Ashok, “Concern over rising violence against Northeast people in Delhi,” The Hindu, February 11, 
2014, accessed January 9, 2015, http://www.thehindu.com/news/cities/Delhi/concern-over-rising-violence-against-
northeast-people-in-delhi/article5676226.ece.  
330 Times News Network (TNN), “Biharis will turn Maharashtra into another Bihar,” The Times of India, November 
24, 2003, accessed October 26, 2016, http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/mumbai/Biharis-will-turn-
Maharashtra-into-another-Bihar/articleshow/301807.cms. 
331 During the early phase of British colonial rule in India, the Bengal Presidency included Bangladesh and the 
current-day Indian provinces of Bihar, West Bengal, Assam, Tripura, Odisha, and Meghalaya within it.  
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ignored. According to Bipin Chandra, an Indian historian of Modern India, merchant capital 

driven exploitation of East India during the first phase of colonialism superimposed extractive 

revenue systems over pre-existing feudal relations of exploitation, in order to pay for British 

imports, military conquests in India, and salaries for the colonial officials (1999). This led to the 

rapacious extraction of revenues in the region with an attendant absence of any reinvestment 

locally. The consequent destruction of agriculture, indigenous industries, and the handloom 

sector332 laid the groundwork for its continual underdevelopment.333  

Similarly, stereotyping East Indians, or Bengalis, through strategies of “othering” also 

has roots in British colonialism. British colonial rulers deliberately circulated tropes of Bengalis 

(and by extension, tropes of other East Indians, including the Biharis) as effeminate and 

incapable of self-rule in contrast to the Sikhs and the Jats, who, as recruits to its colonial army, 

were represented as manly and warrior-like (Yong 2005, 65, quoted in Sian 2013, 16). As 

mentioned above, Hindi Cinema has also conveniently assisted in reinforcing colonial constructs, 

by creating and disseminating, on a pan-Indian level, problematic stereotypes of Bihar as a 

poverty-stricken, lawless, and corrupt province ruled by goons, landlords, and mafias that feed 

off the oppression and exploitation of its vast populace.334 Anti-Bihari sentiments stoked by 

regional ethno-political parties have often resulted in the Biharis being accused of hogging jobs 

and/or reducing competition for scarce and highly coveted government jobs due to their sheer 

numbers. Scholars working on issues of racial and ethnic hatred agree that these forms of hatred 

are socially constructed, and have more to do with power than ethnic, racial, or cultural 

                                                
332 Bengal had a thriving handloom sector prior to the colonial encounter. It was famed for its fine muslin and cotton 
textiles that fetched high values internationally.  
333 For more, read Bipan Chandra, 1999, pages 58–78. 
334 A number of Hindi films released in the 2000s, such as Apharan (2005), Gangajal (2003), or Gangs of 
Wasseypur (2012), though critically applauded for their harsh realism, have helped reinforce the homogenized 
falsehood of pathologically diabolical and villainous Biharis.  
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differences (Guess 2006). The hatred towards Biharis in other parts of India is summed up 

through the common usage of the expression, “ek bihari, sau Bimari” or “One Bihari brings on a 

hundred maladies.” Targeted ethnoracist violence against Bihari migrants in Maharashtra, 

Assam, Karnataka, Punjab, and Rajasthan ranges from vilification campaigns, social ostracism, 

denial of jobs, and other discriminatory practices, as well as physical attacks.  

The roots of ethnic prejudice and racist attitudes against Biharis in North India can also 

be traced to the onset of the Green Revolution, which created the pull for the seasonal migration 

of almost two-thirds of rural landless and marginal landowning Bihari men from the low caste 

groups of Hindus or Muslims there (Ansari 2001; Deshingkar et al. 2006). However, although 

Bihari male migrants are crucial for making up for the shortage of agricultural labourers, 

especially during the transplanting and harvest seasons, they are excluded by a deliberate process 

of housing them separately in quarters built in the agricultural fields of their dominant-peasant 

caste employers. This distancing through segregation allows the perpetuation of stereotypes 

circulated by these dominant-peasant caste groups that view Biharis as uncouth savages. 

Expressions of race, colour, and ethnic prejudices get expressed through myriad markers. For 

example, food stereotypes are used to control the images of Biharis to allow North Indians to 

distance themselves from and exclude them.335 A village woman’s interview excerpt summed up 

the widespread prejudice of the Haryanvis against migrant male labourers from Bihar:  

We do not go near the Biharis. It is so because they eat gutka-supari336 and are constantly 
spitting. They also eat fish and meat. That’s the main reason why we abhor them. Biharis 
eat everything and the labourers who come from Bihar – they live separately in the fields 
and cook there as well. A bad odour comes from them. Nobody wants to keep a Bihari in 

                                                
335 Food has been a source of exclusion and stereotyping in other cultures as well. For example, foods like chicken 
and watermelon have been used to stereotype African-American people, and often these stereotypes were encircled 
with variables of race, gender, class, and power. For more, see Psyche Williams-Forson, 2013.  
336 Gutka is a mixture of crushed areca nut mixed with lime, tobacco powder, and flavourings. It is consumed orally 
by placing a pinch of it in the mouth. Supari refers to areca nut.  
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their house. We think it’s better that they confine their way of living and eating to the 
fields. Nobody wants to venture near their quarters.337 

This backdrop of casteism, ethnoracism, and colourism that permeates the encounters 

between different groups of people within India frames this chapter’s discussion about the status 

of the cross-region brides in the two North Indian provinces of Haryana and Rajasthan. The entry 

of a significant majority of the brides – who very clearly belong to internally othered 

communities, due to caste, ethnicity, and/or natal geographical location – into Hindu or Meo 

families poses important questions about their acceptance by the local caste groups and local 

communities. 

The argument presented here proceeds in five parts. The first part of the chapter looks 

specifically at cross-region marriages taking place among caste Hindus in Haryana and 

Rajasthan. Here, the reception and everyday treatment of the brides, who are marked by either 

separate or multiple layers of otherness, is studied against the perspective of polarized caste 

identities, resentment toward local inter-caste marriages, and caste violence perpetrated by the 

dominant-peasant caste groups against the Dalits there. It interrogates why bachelors, mostly 

from the dominant-peasant castes, seek taboo inter-caste marriages only from distant parts of 

India. It argues that these marriages, in which the men violate norms of seeking mates from 

within their customary caste marriage pool, are undertaken tactically to circumvent caste rules 

and caste sanctions on local inter-caste marriages. The long-distance nature of these alliances 

inhibits inquiries about the brides’ caste, allows fabrications about their caste to occur with ease, 

and thwarts challenges posed to the caste system through local inter-caste matrimonies. It 

situates the deliberate oversight of the caste councils and the communities in condoning such 

marriages and their easy acceptance of the fabricated high caste pedigrees of cross-region brides 
                                                
337 Village woman VWCn4, interview and translation by author, 12 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana. 
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as ruses, undertaken in order to ensure that cracks do not occur in the existing caste hierarchies 

and related unequal power relations. 

The second section of the chapter, consisting of two parts, analyzes the intersection of 

caste, gender, and patriarchy to inquire as to how they affect cross-region brides within their 

conjugal homes on the one hand, and within kin networks and the community on the other. It 

looks at how these oppressions, whether separately or through intersections with each other, alter 

gender relations and/or create new forms of gender subordination for certain groups of cross-

region brides that are tarred as the “other.” It exposes the layers of discrimination and othering 

experienced by the brides on an everyday basis, coming from their immediate conjugal family 

members within the private space of their households, and from kin and villagers in public or 

communal spaces.  

The third section critically evaluates the status of an entire group of Muslim women 

married to men from the Meo Muslim community. The Meo identify themselves as a distinct 

ethno-cultural group that has historically inhabited a contiguous geographical space called 

Mewat, or the land of the Meo or Mev, in Rajasthan and Haryana. This section examines how the 

addition of religious identity and religious fundamentalism to the already existing matrices of 

oppression placed upon the cross-region brides alter the relations of dominance and 

subordination for this set of brides. The pejorative term Paro, used exclusively in the Meo 

communities, provides the Meo a window to culturally denigrate such brides there. By putting 

forth such prejudicial and discriminatory behaviour, the chapter demonstrates that claims of the 

assimilation or integration of these brides are both problematic and fallacious. 

The fourth section lays bare the strategies of forced assimilation used against these brides 

through the deliberate imposition of dominant cultural norms. Their cultural heritage is 



 239 

suppressed through denigration and rejection through the use of Biharan, neech jaat, and Paro 

tropes. The stigma of the Biharan label is examined in the context of the ethnoracist attitudes of 

North Indians, who reify themselves as culturally superior to brides from Eastern India. In 

contrast to the caste Hindu research areas, where the stigmatization and othering of cross-region 

brides occurs by tarring them as low caste (neech jaat) and/or Biharan, cross-region brides in 

Meo Muslim communities in Alwar and Mewat are othered because of their suspect religious 

identity.  

With this backdrop of caste discrimination, forcible cultural assimilation, and ethnic and 

religious othering of cross-region brides, the last and the fifth section of the chapter examines the 

stigma of dark complexion that beleaguers some darker hued brides. Colourism emerges as an 

additional prejudice that visually stigmatizes these brides as low caste and/or as being of an 

undesired ethnicity. 

Transgressing Caste Rules in Marriage: Lowered Family Esteem in Society (Samaj) 

“Even though we know that inter-caste marriages are taking place, the Khap Panchayats cannot 
openly affirm these alliances. If we do so, then social restrictions (maryada ki had) will cease to 
exist. Boundaries between different castes that have been historically created for a reason will 
get erased. Nor can we condemn these openly as the courts will take action against us and lock 
us up. But the reality is that we do not accept such marriages or the women. We look down on 
them (ghrina ki nazar se dekhte hain).”338 

In the caste Hindu-dominated research areas of Rohtak and Rewari in Haryana, and 

Jhunjhunu in Rajasthan, the elites from the three dominant-peasant sub-castes of Jats, Yadavs, 

and Ahirs control most of the land. Ritually, these three castes are located in the bottom-most 

Shudra varna,339 that is, just above the Dalits in the Brahmanical caste hierarchy. It is only the 

ownership and mobilization, for political purposes, of the majority of lands and the numerical 

                                                
338 Phool Kumar Petwar, interview and translation by author, 24 July 2014, Narnaund, Jind District, Haryana.  
339 The Shudra varna, though not deemed “untouchable,” formed the peasant proprietary and artisan classes, with 
tremendous socio-economic variations occurring amongst its constituent sub-castes.  
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strength of these caste groups that ends up making them an economic and political force in these 

provinces. In the recent past, these caste groups have unequivocally opposed inter-caste 

marriages of their kin with lower castes locally, with severe retribution ranging from ostracism 

or death of the defiant couples to violence against an entire lower caste in villages.340 The Jats in 

particular have sought the help of non-elected caste councils, or Khap Panchayats, to have inter-

caste marriages treated as serious violations.341 Meher Singh Dahiya, the Secretary of Dahiya 

Khap Panchayat, minced no words in stating that: 

If our son marries a low caste girl from here, we somehow swallow the shame and social 
humiliation of his act. But if our daughter dares to do that, we use our belt buckle to teach 
her a lesson of a lifetime. Her marriage to a low caste [Dalit] can make him greedy and 
force her to demand her share of the land. It causes schisms (darar) in our society 
(samaj).342 

The fear of inter-caste marriages creating a big social upheaval is unsurprising as caste is a 

“system… in which differences in the distribution of economic and political power are expressed 

through… restrictions” (Jaiswal 1998, 34). With dependence on land and landownership as 

major determinants for caste status and hierarchy, maintaining caste endogamy in marriage 

relations becomes necessary to “regulate and reproduce … [the] hierarchy of social groups” 

(ibid, 9). To illustrate, survey results from Rohtak District (see Appendix A) reveal that 77.69 

percent of the men in cross-region marriages there are Jats, while brides self-identified as 

Scheduled Caste (SC) or Scheduled Tribe (ST) in Rohtak total 214 (see Appendix K). Similarly, 

the Rewari District survey shows that out of 44 cross-region marriages undertaken by Yadav and 

                                                
340 News such as this, of caste-based violence against Dalits, is almost reported daily. See Vishal Joshi, “Dalit 
locality attacked, water supply cut after inter-caste marriage in Haryana,” Hindustan Times, April 15, 2013, accessed 
21 April 2013, http://www.hindustantimes.com/india/dalit-locality-attacked-water-supply-cut-after-inter-caste-
marriage-in-haryana/story-MFjl6c9WiHan6JoqU8fW2O.html.  
341 Deepender Deswall, “Inter-caste marriages taking toll in Jatland,” The Times of India, April 20, 2013, accessed 
February 21, 2015, http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/Inter-caste-marriages-taking-toll-in-Jatland/articleshow/ 
19642268.cms. 
342 Interview and translation by author, 24 July 2014, Sisana village, Sonipat District, Haryana. 
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Ahir caste men (see Appendix A), 9 brides self-identified as Scheduled Caste or Dalit (see 

Appendix K). In the natal provinces of Odisha and West Bengal, 53.9 percent, or 104, of the 

surveyed families with daughters in cross-region alliances were of a Scheduled Caste (see 

Appendix G). The evident inter-caste nature of these alliances poses a dilemma, as trenchant 

opposition to local inter-caste alliances and related perpetrations of caste atrocities against local 

Dalits overwhelmingly come from Jats (Teltumbde 2012; WSS 2014). 

Can it be presumed that caste discrimination is exhibited by the conjugal kin or caste 

members only against the local Dalits, but with no spillover whatsoever of prejudice or 

discriminatory caste behaviour against the Dalit cross-region brides? The desperation of the men 

to seek wives from within their own jati before going to other states belies this. As one man said: 

“a man first tries to get a match from within his caste and community. His honour (izzat) is not 

lost then. However, when it is not possible, his helplessness forces him to seek a bride from 

elsewhere.”343 Ostensibly, the female shortage caused by sex selection within their caste is the 

primary motive for obtaining “low caste” wives from distant parts of India. The compulsion to 

do this and risk losing highly valued family and caste honour through such “inappropriate” 

actions (Chakravarti 2005, 310) is necessitated primarily because, amongst the Jats and other 

landowning castes of Haryana, the daughter-in-law typically does the bulk of the agricultural 

work, tends the cattle, and manages the household. It is also necessary to realize that this 

compulsion occurs only when men are unable to fend for themselves, i.e., their mothers cannot 

perform household chores as they are too old or infirm, or their brothers’ wives refuse to cook 

for them. A mother-in-law of a cross-region bride from Bengal affirmed: “we lost many years in 

trying to find a bride from our caste pool (apni jaati ke maare itne saal maar diye). I am too old 

                                                
343 Husband’s brother HBn1, interview and translation by author, 9 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
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now to be doing things. We are no longer worried about matching caste. We just want this one 

[cross-region daughter-in-law] to ‘settle’ down here.”344 The need for a female body to perform 

unpaid labour – both productive and reproductive – appears to be the biggest incentive making 

these families transgress caste rules on marriage, even though they invite social sanctions against 

the family by doing so. But this begs the question: if honour is indeed to be lost through these 

caste transgressive alliances, why are locally-rejected Jat males not undertaking marriages 

locally with women from the supposedly “female-rich” Dalit castes? They would not have to 

incur travel expenses or pay mediator fees, nor would their local low-caste brides require training 

to meet expectations around local cultural mores and work ethics – adjustment problems 

commonly encountered by cross-region brides.  

Though caste and marriage rules conceptually allow for anuloma, i.e., marriage between 

high caste men and women lower down in the caste hierarchy, in practice, such marriages do not 

have large scale acceptance as they have the potential to disrupt the “status quo in social and 

economic relationships between two caste categories” (Chowdhry 2011, 234). Historically, in 

Haryana, wealthy landowners would overcome a female shortage through marriages with local 

low caste women (Chowdhry 2011; Darling 1925). During the colonial period, such low caste 

brides were made to break off all contact with their family, as otherwise the “myth of [her] 

belonging to a higher caste” (Chowdhry 2011, 142) would get demolished. Moreover, the 

circulation of a local proverb, “beeran ki kai jaat nahin” (what caste can a woman have), 

emphasizing the fluidity of a woman’s caste and its dependence on the caste or religion of the 

man she married (Pandey 2001, 165) also helped keep the veneer of caste approval intact. Yet 

despite the popularity of the adage “whoever marries a Jat becomes a Jatni,” meaning that the 

                                                
344 Mother-in-law MILn2, interview and translation by author, 7 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
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woman acquires the caste identity of her husband, such women and their offspring were not 

accorded equal status to same-caste brides (Chowdhry 2011, 120–53). What needs to be 

remembered about inter-caste alliances during the colonial period is that such incidences were 

small in number, quite often involved secondary rather than primary alliances, and were often 

contested by the community (ibid, 120–53). 

The context for such marriages in contemporary India is totally different, as affirmative 

reservations policies for historically marginalized castes, Dalit political awareness, and “taboo” 

love marriages between Dalits and upper castes have posed a threat to the hegemony of the 

dominant caste groups in Haryana, thus making them more anxious to assert their dominance, 

especially in rural areas. Dominant caste aversion to local inter-caste marriage within Haryana, 

in particular, was expressed quite openly by Nafe Singh Nain, president of Sarv Jat Khap 

Mahapanchayat (Supreme Council of all Jat groups), during his interview: “No way. Caste 

groups that exist such as Khati,345 Chamar,346 Jats or Brahmins – marriages will take place within 

each caste group and not intermarriage. In Haryana, we will marry only within the caste 

group.”347 

Marrying a low-caste woman from a far-off region thus becomes a preferred option for 

the Jats and other dominant caste groups with several spin-offs. For one, such alliances do not 

pose a challenge to the existing unequal caste hierarchy, as the vast geographical distance 

between the two regions restricts social policing about the women’s caste identity. This is 

significant as certain caste categories get reproduced more often than others in cross-region 

                                                
345 The Khati caste belongs to the Backward Caste (BC) category in Haryana. Within the Hindu caste hierarchy, 
their hereditary occupation is to be carpenters. They are also known as Janghra Pandits.  
346 Chamars were traditionally leather workers and tanners. Dealing with the carcasses of animals made them 
polluted, and hence they were banished to the category of untouchable castes within the Brahmanical Hindu caste 
stratification. 
347 Interview and translation by author, 21 July 2012, Vinodha Kalan village, Jind District, Haryana.  
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marriages, due to the chain marriage migration strategies of the brides and their female kin. 

Second, potential grooms also do not insist on finding caste equals to marry, as they often have a 

fuzzy understanding of the natal-region caste groups or their ranking in the caste hierarchy, due 

to the alien sounding jati and got names, and the absence of exact caste equivalents to facilitate 

comparisons. Third, sourcing local low caste women for wives can be interpreted as a tacit 

approval of alliances between their own women with Dalit men. As previously discussed, with 

women having legal equal inheritance rights over paternal property, they act as “potential 

introducers of fresh blood and new descent lines through their husbands” (Chowdhry 2007, 264). 

The “introduction of a non-caste outsider … who can and may claim property on behalf of his 

wife” (ibid, 264) poses a serious threat to the caste dominance of the Jats, which gets asserted 

through patrilineal inheritance of landholdings. Given this, long-distance alliances allow the 

community to maintain a status quo in opposing their women’s marriage with Dalit men. As 

well, the men’s families are able to maintain a stoic public façade and vociferously claim that the 

cross-region brides are not of “low caste” stock, by hiding or fabricating their identities. An 

interview with a Jat woman who has a daughter-in-law from West Bengal brings this out sharply:  

If we bring a woman from elsewhere, we tell our kin and villagers that she belongs to 
caste groups such as the Jats, Thakurs,348 or Gujars over there. We reassure everyone that 
she is the same caste as ours. However, if [our men] marry a low caste woman from this 
region, the truth will come out in a moment that the bride belongs to a Scheduled Caste – 
that she is a Chamar or a Churhi.349 Objections will be raised about such an alliance. … 
Obviously then, the brides try to hide their real caste after coming here.350  

Families therefore recognize that the “truth” about similar alliances, when undertaken locally, 

cannot be hidden and that “objections [can] be raised,” with serious repercussions. They “can be 

                                                
348 The Thakur caste belongs to the second category of Kshtriyas in the Brahmanical caste hierarchy.  
349 Churhi alludes to a female of the Churha caste group, ranked as “untouchable” within the Brahmanical caste 
hierarchy. Their traditional occupation was sweeping and removing waste, hence the “dirty” or “polluting” stigma 
associated with these groups. The women are also called Churhan.  
350 Mother-in-law MILn17, interview and translation by author, 23 September 2014, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
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ostracized by the community or threatened with excommunication if … caste status is in 

doubt.”351 The crucial ability for them to reassure the community is made easier “if someone 

marries a woman from another region [as] no one is wiser about the caste of the bride. It is an 

unknown.”352 These cautionary pretences cut no ice with the villagers, as was evident in 

comments like: “though the family always insists that the woman is the same caste, we know she 

is from another caste. They can hide her caste but her colour, physical traits, and her way of 

speaking give her away.”353 However, this needs to be contextualized in the prevailing 

ethnoracist discourse in the area, through which cultural and ethnic differences become signifiers 

of superior or inferior status as much as one’s rank in the caste hierarchy. Consequently, it 

appears that, “families that get such brides are shunned by both the extended family and the kin 

group (samaj). Secondly, relations get broken because of her unknown caste status.”354  

Crucially, the in-coming brides of Dalit background either voluntarily “hide their real 

caste”355 or are advised to do so by conjugal family members. This is hardly surprising as the 

Dalits face systemic and structural discrimination because of their low-caste status, and are 

subjected to daily humiliation, degradation, and exploitation through caste-enforced codes 

governing dress, behaviour, housing, employment, and access to services and resources (Shah et 

al. 2006). Dalit women suffer more due to the intersection of caste with gender and patriarchy. 

That caste identity is a thorny issue can be gauged by the fact that, during the survey, a few 

brides (n=15) called up their natal families to ask what “high” caste name they could employ for 

themselves, while others deliberately chose to self-identify as Jats, even though they hailed from 

                                                
351 Hindu husband HHn6, interview and translation by author, 9 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
352 Focus group: Jat men FGJMn1, interview and translation by author, 13 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
353 Focus group: Ahir village women FGWn5, interview and translation by author, 31 October 2011, Rewari District, 
Haryana.  
354 Focus group: Jat men FGJMn1, interview and translation by author, 13 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana. 
355 Mother-in-law MILn17, interview and translation by author, 23 September 2014, Rohtak District, Haryana. 
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West Bengal, Jharkhand, Odisha, Tripura, Maharashtra, or Assam. To illustrate, in the research 

villages of the Rohtak District, 47 out of the 138 brides who self-identified as Jats came from 

those provinces. In the Rewari District, out of the 31 such marriages undertaken by Yadav men, 

5 brides self-identified as Yadavs hailing from West Bengal or Maharashtra, while 4 brides out 

of a total of 13 married to Ahir men did the same. In a couple of villages in the Rewari District, 5 

brides out of a total of 11 who were married to Rajputs self-identified as Rajputs, despite the fact 

that they hailed from West Bengal, Tamil Nadu, or Assam.  

It is significant that each jati and got has spatial limits – Jats are confined to the North 

Indian provinces of Haryana, Punjab, Rajasthan, and parts of Madhya Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh, 

and are not found elsewhere. One fictive justification for these non-customary marriages is made 

on grounds that two jatis are similar and on the same scale, even though they are geographically 

distant. During interviews, conjugal family members often asserted that the brides belonged to 

the Jat or the Yadav caste in West Bengal or Odisha, with the only difference being that these 

castes had a different name there. However, historically, when one group of a caste sub-group, or 

jati, adopted a different economic activity with a changed social status and power, it eventually 

would lead to a rupture in “social interaction with its other caste constituents” (Jaiswal 1998, 5). 

The contention that entering into non-endogamous alliances through cross-region matrimony 

does not breach caste rules is also negated, as the two gots, in a majority of cases, come from 

different socio-economic strata and occupations. According to Kosambi, the migration of a got to 

another region altered its ranking in the caste hierarchy; and, if the differentiation persisted, that 

got regarded itself as a different caste and no longer intermarried within the sub-caste (1997, 15). 

Caste councils, or Khap Panchayats, also offer tacit approval to these marriages, as these 

do not directly challenge existing local unequal caste hierarchies. On this, Nafe Singh Nain, 
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President of Sarv Jat Khap Maha Panchayat (Supreme Council of Jat Caste Groups), stated: 

“there are many bachelors in every village who go and bring wives. They bring a woman from 

some other caste from another region, but within the village, we won’t have marriage with 

different jatis.”356 He was also quick to assert that caste taboos about purity and pollution 

enforced through eschewing inter-caste dining are maintained, as “no-one drinks water from 

such households.”357 His interview lays bare the Janus-like stance of Khap Panchayats vis-à-vis 

inter-caste marriages undertaken locally and from a distance. While admitting that such 

marriages are undertaken because of the “men’s helplessness or majboori to survive and fend for 

themselves,” he also stressed that “different caste groups have been historically created for a 

reason and should be kept intact.”358 

In this light, cross-region marriages have to be viewed as shrewd and well thought-out 

tactics that allow the conjugal families to circumvent rules on inter-caste marriages and avoid 

caste sanctions. They permit the caste Panchayats to sidestep the quagmire of the inter-caste 

nature of these alliances, by simply stating that the caste identity of these women is 

“ambiguous,” or that the women come from similarly placed Jat communities that are just 

labelled differently in another region and language. The practice thus lets both villagers and kin 

networks use the fabricated caste identities of these cross-region brides as flimsy excuses for 

turning a blind eye to the blatant caste infractions of these alliances. Most importantly, it 

provides continued legitimacy to the upper castes, allowing them to maintain the local unequal 

hierarchies of caste relations by opposing inter-caste alliances on the home turf. 

Caste Dynamics Within the Intimacy of the Home 

                                                
356 Interview and translation by author, 21 July 2012, Vinodha Kalan village, Jind District, Haryana.  
357 Ibid. 
358 Ibid. 
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On the surface, caste fabrications by the brides and their families seemingly paper over 

caste rifts, but do such excuses enable brides to be accepted as caste-equal? Within the classical 

patriarchal set up of patrilineal and patrilocal households, marriage truncates all incoming 

women’s rights and they become “effectively dispossessed individuals” (Kandiyoti 1988, 279). 

Does the added dimension of caste heighten the subordination of cross-region brides in their 

conjugal homes? Does the “cultural oppression” and hierarchies of domination and 

discrimination that Dalits endure get similarly reproduced within these families?  

It appears that the conjugal families are not shorn of their caste prejudiced beliefs and 

behaviours during interactions with the Dalit brides. Caste ideology legitimizing caste violence, 

discrimination, and exclusionary behaviours is both internalized and normalized by upper castes, 

and does not operate on a simplistic principle of an on/off caste discrimination switch that can be 

deployed unconnectedly vis-à-vis local Dalits and not the Dalit cross-region brides. Conjugal 

family members, including the husbands, employed in their interviews politically correct 

statements like: “all humans are equal” (sab manush ek hain); “we do not believe in caste 

discrimination like untouchability” (hum chua choot main vishwas nahin rakhte); and “caste 

discrimination is something of the past” (yeh sab batein purani hain).359 However, upon being 

questioned about whether this rhetoric is similarly applicable to local Dalits, their supposedly 

“broadminded” façade crumbled, with them making the unequivocal statement that “it is a 

different matter with them” (unki alag baat hain).360 

Not all cross-region brides experience caste violence in the form of exclusion, 

discrimination, and caste slurs. The gamut varies and is determined by various factors, including 

                                                
359 Hindu husband HHn3, interview and translation by author, 12 April 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana; Father-in-
law FILn1, interview and translation by author, 7 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
360 Husband’s sister HSn1, interview and translation by author, 13 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
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the necessity to have a female to perform domestic chores within the household, the region from 

which the bride is sourced, and the economic clout of the conjugal family within the community. 

For instance, caste taboos are rarely invoked for fair-skinned women from Himachal Pradesh, on 

the grounds that “they share the same cultural values and beliefs.”361 This reinforces the need to 

acknowledge the many variations in both the experiences of cross-region brides and their access 

to power within conjugal homes – instead of “universally grouping” them into an “already 

constituted, coherent group with identical interest and desires, regardless of … contradictions” 

(Mohanty 2003, 21).  

That a significant number of interviewed brides (n=35) brought up “caste concerns,” a 

code word for caste-based discrimination, during one-on-one interviews, indicates its 

pervasiveness. Concern around possible human rights violations makes it imperative to take such 

testimonials seriously and not dismiss them on the grounds that, because experiences of caste 

discrimination are not shared by all, they are not worthy of consideration (Mishra 2013). Such 

claims are especially problematic given the contemporary Indian reality. A recent survey found 

that over 27 percent of Indians practice untouchability and over 30 percent do not allow a 

Scheduled Caste person to enter their kitchen or handle utensils, with these numbers being higher 

in rural areas than in urban ones.362 This point is noteworthy as inter-caste relations and caste 

hierarchies are also defined through rules governing food preparation and commensality.  

Anupama Rao notes that the body acts as the “experiential site” for caste violence and 

stigma, enacted against it with “intimate practises of prejudice” (2011, 625) and rendering 

                                                
361 Focus group: Jat village women FGJWn1, interview and translation by author, 8 October 2011, Rohtak District, 
Haryana.  
362 Seema Chisti, “One in four Indians admit to practising untouchability,” The Indian Express, November 29, 2014, 
accessed 9 February 2015, http://indianexpress.com/article/india/india-others/one-in-four-indians-admit-to-
practising-untouchability-biggest-caste-survey/. 
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systemic caste violence invisible. In this case, everyday interactions within the family and the kin 

group and with village women allow such “intimate practises of prejudice” to be performed 

against brides whose caste identity is perceived lower than that of the group into which she is 

married. The most striking aspect of caste-based oppression here is that it takes place mostly 

within the four walls of the house shared both by those perpetrating the violence and the one at 

the receiving end of it.  

In a patrivirilocal363 family setup, oftentimes, the mother-in-law weighs her strategies and 

makes an opportunistic “patriarchal bargain” (Kandiyoti 1988) with caste ideology, wherein she 

pragmatically ensures that the new bride’s life is not made hellish by other women in the 

household. This in no measure implies she is free of caste prejudice; the necessity to have a 

“worker” acquiesce to her commands and do her bidding warrants that a veneer of caste 

“assimilation” is maintained to prevent the bride from outright rebellion – yet within the 

intimacy of relations, the bride is still subject to varied disciplinary mechanisms that continually 

remind her not to overstep boundaries. 

Sometimes, families exhibit overt caste prejudice by establishing separate kitchens or 

hearths for the brides, or by not allowing them to perform prayers at the family altar. A bride 

from Odisha who married into a Yadav family in Rajasthan recounted: “my mother-in-law didn’t 

allow me to offer water to the Holy Basil364 (Tulsi) for over a year after my marriage. It used to 

hurt that I was not allowed to do things just because they weren’t sure which caste I belonged 

                                                
363 Patrivirilocal residence refers to the practice of the married couple residing either in the house of the husband’s 
parents or near them, within the same village or hamlet. 
364 The Hindus revere the “Holy Basil,” a variety of basil, as a sacred plant. As it is considered an incarnation of a 
goddess, Hindus pray to it by lighting oil lamps in front of it.  
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to.”365 Another stated that, “my father-in-law would accept water from me, but not my mother-

in-law or my husband’s younger brother (devar). It was only because they thought I was low 

caste and [they] didn’t want to be polluted.”366 Another bride, from Maharashtra, despite having 

been married for 6 years, continued to maintain a separate cooking area, as her mother-in-law 

refused to eat food cooked by her.367 Resentment from wives of other brothers around treating 

the bride as “caste equal” is displayed by their refusal to share intimate space or allow her to sit 

alongside them. Fears about the bride’s low caste sullying the family’s caste status also inhibit 

families from taking these brides to social events.368  

Caste slurs like “Churhan” or “Chamaran”369 are also deployed as verbal weapons, in 

order to assert caste supremacy and show brides their proper “designation” within the family 

hierarchy (n=27). A study on systemic caste violence against Dalit women that spanned four 

states in India reveals that “[d]alit caste names, when used as a form of address, function as 

contemptuous terms of abuse” (Irudayam et al. 2014, 107). The use of language as a discursive 

tool to subjugate and subdue certain categories of people is neither new nor innocent; caste 

epithets, as coded texts carrying the full force of historical discrimination and caste violence 

from upper castes, are harnessed to teach Dalit women not to overstep boundaries and to 

continually keep them suspended in a subservient state (ibid, 103–9). The invisibility of language 

makes it harder to prove the damage caused to the psyche of marginalized Dalits. In India, caste 

slurs are punishable under the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) 

                                                
365 Hindu bride BHn45, interview by author, translation by Debarpita Manjit, 2 December 2011, Balasore District, 
Odisha.  
366 Hindu bride BHn42, interview and translation by author, 14 November 2011, Jhunjhunu District, Rajasthan.  
367 Hindu bride BHn5, interview and translation by author, 8 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
368 Hindu bride BHn1, interview and translation by author, 9 April 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
369 Churhan or Chamaran allude here to the females belonging to the Churha or Chamar caste groups. Both castes 
are considered untouchables by the caste Hindus. The Supreme Court of India considers these terms pejorative in 
connotation, both socially and legally.  
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Act and Rules (1989). The Supreme Court of India, in a 2008 judgement, also noted that caste 

slurs are “often used by people belonging to the so-called upper castes or even by OBC as … 

words[s] of insult, abuse or derision.”370 

Notwithstanding this, Paro Mishra’s paper, while noting the slur of Churhi used by a 

mother-in-law against her Valmiki371 (Dalit) daughter-in-law as caste discrimination, downplays 

this implicit caste violence by citing the husband reassuring his wife that his mother would cease 

using such slurs if she gave birth to a son (2013, 75). In this case, there is a promise of inclusion 

of the bride, on terms set by the upper caste and to be granted at their behest –something not to 

be obtained naturally as with local brides. Contentions that “caste difference between the spouses 

is an important factor, not in terms of it being a ground for discrimination, but in terms of the 

adjustments that cross-region brides have to make to follow new caste practices after marriage” 

(Mishra 2013, 70), become deeply suspect in the face of pervasive societal prejudice against the 

Dalits. Are these Dalit brides taught to adopt discriminatory “caste practices” of dominant castes 

towards the local Dalits? Or do they have to “adjust” to the discriminatory practices exhibited 

towards them? Answers to these questions have profound implications for shaping gender 

relations and gender dynamics both inside and outside households. 

We Do Not Associate with Them So Easily: The Burden of Low Caste (Neech Jaat) 

“Villagers say that we are low caste. I get angry hearing such remarks constantly. If I had gotten 
married in West Bengal, I wouldn’t have to face such taunts then.”372 

Cross-region brides married into caste Hindu families are often quick to assert that they 

do not come from the Dalit or low caste groups. Their desire to be seen differently needs to be 
                                                
370 ET Bureau, “Calling an SC ‘chamar’ offensive, punishable, says apex court,” Economic Times, August 20, 2008, 
accessed January 19, 2015, http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes.com/2008-08-20/news/28488600_1_upper-
castes-insult-chamar. 
371 Valmiki is a term that the untouchable caste of Churhas employs to refer to themselves. It is a politically-aware 
term. 
372 Hindu bride BHn53, interview and translation by author, 23 September 2014, Rohtak District, Haryana.  



 253 

understood in the context of the caste violence that operates and intersects at multiple levels with 

gender, patriarchy, colourism, and ethnicity amongst the Hindus in Haryana and Rajasthan. A 

more than cursory investigation reveals the widespread nature of caste exclusion and 

discrimination vis-à-vis these brides. On the surface, villagers are quick to declare that they do 

not display caste discrimination and that they treat the brides as caste equals, stating “bahut mauj 

mein rawen hain”373 or “khush rawen, unhe kisi baat ki taqleef na sain,”374 loosely translated as 

“they are having a good time here” or “they are content here and do not have any problems 

here.”  

However, internalized notions of caste hierarchy and ritual taboos on association are 

tested when communal space has to be shared with these brides as “caste equals.” Members of 

kin groups insist that:  

such marriages breed ill-feelings within the family (ghar mein man mutav ho jata hai). 
We do not know which caste the woman belongs to – is she a Harijan or some other low 
caste? That is the reason why relatives generally stop associating with that family. The 
family, instead of being united, becomes divided.375  

Kin concerns about caste purity and pollution result in the targeted seclusion of families with 

cross-region brides whose caste credentials are suspect. One man married to a woman from 

eastern Uttar Pradesh acknowledged that:  

people can be ostracized by the community or threatened with excommunication if her 
caste status is in doubt. In the case of social events or weddings, the ones ostracized are 
not invited nor does anyone go to their house. They are singled out while the rest sit 
together and celebrate events as a community. Worse, if a death occurs in that ostracized 
household, no one from the caste or kin group (biradari) attends any of the 
ceremonies.376  

                                                
373 Focus group: Village women FGWn2, interview and translation by author, 9 October 2011, Rohtak District, 
Haryana. 
374 Focus group: Village women FGWn4, interview and translation by author, 14 October 2011, Rohtak District, 
Haryana.  
375 Village man VMCn1, interview and translation by author, 9 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
376 Hindu husband HHn15, interview and translation by author, 18 December 2011, Alwar District, Rajasthan.  
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Such community-wide caste ostracism – also known as hukka-pani band, or the non-sharing of 

the communal smoking pipe – offers clues to the desperation of families to create a fabricated 

locally acceptable caste status for such brides. 

On an everyday basis, however, the denial or the withdrawal of friendship by the 

dominant caste women are covert mechanisms through which caste hierarchies are maintained, 

while overtly allowing the caste and kin women to maintain a mask of caste geniality with the 

brides and their families. A Jat woman expressed uneasiness about this by stating: “who knows 

from where they have sourced her? The compulsion to have someone run the house forces them 

to seek a wife from another caste. She is not from the same caste or economic class as us. We do 

not associate with them easily.”377 The stigmatized brides, acutely attuned to detecting caste 

humiliations and discriminations, are able to see pretences for what they really are: “[t]hey do 

not insult you openly to your face. Instead, they taunt us about our caste behind our back. They 

do not associate with us. It hurts us.”378  

The village women also resort to the intentional use of caste epithets to mark caste 

boundaries and to assert their hegemonic caste superiority over the brides. As one woman in a 

focus group said: “We do it deliberately. For we know it will hurt them. Calling them Churhi or 

Chamaran rankles them.”379 Dalit brides also mentioned that such veiled taunts about their “low-

caste” status take a vicious turn when, for example, a child gets hurt while playing or during an 

altercation over the resource sharing of water or firewood. References to their low caste status 

are deployed as weapons to shame Dalit brides publicly and intimidate them into submission.  
                                                
377 Focus group: Jat women FGJWn1, interview and translation by author, 8 October 2011, Rohtak District, 
Haryana.  
378 Hindu bride BHn17, interview and translation by author, 11 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana. Another 
bride from another eastern province made a similar statement: BHn10, interview and translation by author, 10 
October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
379 Focus group: Village women FGWn4, interview and translation by author, 13 October 2011, Rohtak District, 
Haryana.  
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Apart from endogamy, inter-caste relations and caste hierarchies are defined through 

food, as rules governing its preparation and commensality are crucial to maintaining hierarchies 

of exclusion and inclusion – or purity and pollution. With the preparation of food falling into 

women’s domain, the village women come to play a central role in keeping the “purity” of their 

caste group intact. A few brides (n=9) noted their exclusion from weddings and other life-cycle 

ceremonies of kin members because they are viewed as “neech jaat,” and hence are not allowed 

to participate in food preparation during such events. Village women stated that:  

we do not allow her to touch anything in the village. If she is from our caste, we have no 
taboos for her. How can we allow a woman with unknown or dubious caste identity to 
handle utensils or food? She is barred from participating in the preparation of communal 
meals.380  

Nafe Singh Nain, president of the Sarv Jat Khap Mahapanchayat, reinforced this attitude by 

emphasizing that “no one drinks water that is touched by their hands.”381 Brides (n=12) also 

reported finding that the ritual notions of caste pollution through food and drink are invoked in 

everyday encounters to remind them of their ritually taboo status and to enforce boundaries of 

association, thus making them continually experience having a “stigmatized body” (Rao 2009, 

270) – the low caste identity of which cannot be erased through marriage to a perceived upper 

caste man. In this context, a Dalit cross-region bride explained: “I couldn’t go anywhere. You 

know I am from Odisha. Here they are Jats. They’d remark, ‘oh, do not drink water from a glass. 

Instead, cup your hands to get water from us or use a cup reserved for the “low castes.” I stopped 

visiting people as I refused to comply with this.”382 Caste-based communal ostracism is also 

closely linked to the hegemonic association of a non-vegetarian diet with low caste status, as the 

discourse of the mainstream upper caste in India presents vegetarianism as the norm that defines 

                                                
380 Village woman VWCn8, interview and translation by author, 14 November 2011, Jhunjhunu District, Rajasthan.  
381 Interview and translation by author, 21 July 2012, Vinodha Kalan village, Jind District, Haryana.  
382 Hindu bride BHn33, interview and translation by author, 2 November 2011, Rewari District, Haryana.  
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and differentiates them from the low castes.383 Despite the abundant evidence of diverse eating 

habits of various caste groups in different parts of India, this flawed food-centric discrimination 

is evoked to intensify the othering of the low castes and Dalits.384 In response, many women 

from regions or communities where meat is a normal part of the cuisine feign prior 

vegetarianism, display abhorrence to eating meat and eggs, and may even ask visiting family 

members to pretend the same. One brother of a cross-region bride from West Bengal explained:  

Over there [in Haryana], we are considered low caste (choto jaat) because we eat fish … 
and meat.… When I visited my sister, she cautioned me against telling anyone that we eat 
eggs, meat, or fish. The husband’s society (samaj) is not nice. If they learn that we are 
meat eaters, they will stop speaking to her and her in-laws (tader aadmi bolbe na). Her 
husband also warned me that his community looks down on Bengalis as low caste simply 
because we are non-vegetarian.385  

Brushing aside such blatant examples and evidence of multiple oppressions, works done by the 

assimilationist school slavishly import the nationalist rhetoric of assimilation and easy 

acceptance of brides from eastern provinces into their new conjugal homes. A compelling 

instance is Kaur’s insistence that the caste identity of a bride is “subsumed” into that of her 

husband’s (2012, 78). However, this research found that despite the prevailing contention that “a 

woman who marries a Jat becomes a Jatni,” evidently, for some brides, this “embracing” into the 

caste family does not erase their Dalit origin nor does it include accommodations regarding 

discriminatory practices. Rather, caste prejudices assume new forms and ride on other tropes of 

oppression. As a result, when the village women’s surface remarks about “caste acceptance” are 

taken as truisms, to arrive at sweeping assumptions about the “acceptability” of cross-region 

brides (Chaudhary and Mohan 2011; Mishra 2013), such conclusions become very problematic. 
                                                
383 Pushpesh Pant, “There’s no meat to the vegetarianism myth,” Outlook, October 19, 2015, accessed March 12, 
2016, http://www.outlookindia.com/magazine/story/theres-no-meat-to-the-vegetarianism-myth/295546.  
384 Deepa Tak and Tina Aranha, “Cast(e)ing Food: Interrogating Popular Media,” Sahapedia, accessed October 9, 
2016, http://www.sahapedia.org/casteing-food-interrogating-popular-media.  
385 Bride’s brother BBn10, interview by author, translation Shubhashis Maitra, 14 October, 2014, Cooch Behar, 
West Bengal.  
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At a time when urgent action is needed to give voice to the marginalized, such studies enhance 

the structural violence silencing cross-region brides.  

Othering in the Meo Heartland: Paros Are Not Respected Here (Paro ki to ijjat hi naa hai) 

In contrast to the caste Hindu dominated research areas such as Rohtak, Rewari, or 

Jhunjhunu – where the virulence of caste prejudice is unleashed through a combination of subtle 

and overt exclusionary and discriminatory practices against the cross-region brides because of 

their presumed low caste status – the Meo do not appear to practice this form of caste-based 

discrimination against the cross-region brides brought into their community.386 Nonetheless, the 

Meo, while not subscribing to the Brahmanical caste rules of purity and pollution that are 

maintained through regulations on inter-dining or association, do believe that they are a distinct 

ethnic group whose distinctiveness is maintained through strict marriage rules. The entry of non-

Meo women as brides creates rancour in the community, due to the brides’ suspect religious 

identity and the perceived future dilution of the distinctive Meo ethnic stock through their 

children.  

Cross-region brides from East Indian provinces who marry into Meo households, very 

much like the brides in the dominant-peasant Hindu caste communities, are also collectively 

branded as Biharans or Bengalans. While these terms carry the same prejudicial aspects of 

poverty and savagery, amongst the Meo, they are also imbued with another layer of meaning: 

doubts about their Muslim religious identity. It must be remembered that the Meo, on priding 

themselves as a distinct ethnic group, have traditionally married only within Meo clans. Until 

                                                
386 It must be noted here that although Islam, as a religion, preaches the ideology of equality through emphasizing a 
classless and casteless society, Indian Muslims, including the Meo, are divided into high and low ranking castes 
(Bhatty 1996). According to Yoginder Sikand, this is attributable to “the continued impact of Hindu beliefs and 
customs on the converts who still remained within a largely Hindu cultural universe and retained many of its 
associated beliefs and practices” (2000). 
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recently, marriage to other Muslims resulted in ostracism from the Meo community. In such a 

context, suspicions about Meo men entering totally taboo inter-religious marriages387 with Hindu 

women cause further anxiety in this close-knit community.  

In the initial period, cross-region brides are constantly asked by extended family 

members and village women to recite passages from the Koran in an attempt to separate those 

with an “authentic” Muslim identity from Hindu women posing as Muslims.388 There is also a 

failure in these parts to recognize that the Muslims in West Bengal have culturally more in 

common with the Hindus there than with the Muslims in Rajasthan, due to the “sharing of space, 

regional ethos and cultural traits [which cuts] across religions and sectarian differences” (Das 

2006). As a consequence, cross-region brides who have pierced noses, who prefer to wear sarees, 

and/or who share some cultural traits perceived as Hindu are erroneously branded as the religious 

other.389 This stigma of not being Muslim (kafir or bejaat) does not appear to rub off, despite the 

protestations of immediate family members that the brides are Muslims. As one Meo husband 

said: “the doubt always remains: is she a Muslim or a Hindu?”390  

Cross-region brides are also othered through the descriptor “Paro” – used exclusively to 

refer to them. Fieldwork revealed that this term is predominantly used in Meo-dominated regions 

of Alwar and Mewat in Rajasthan and Haryana, respectively. According to Virendra Vidrohi, a 

local social activist associated with an NGO, Matsya Mewat Shiksha Evam Vikas Sansthan, in 

the Alwar District, “historically, the River Yamuna formed a natural boundary to the region 

populated by Meos. Any person who hailed from ‘us paar’ or ‘the other side’ of the river was 
                                                
387 Inter-religious marriages in India constituted a mere 2.7 percent of all marriages conducted in India in 2005. See 
Goli et al., 2013 for details.  
388 Meo bride BMMn6, interview and translation by author, 16 December 2011, Alwar District, Rajasthan; Focus 
group: Meo village men FGMMn2, interview and translation by author, 30 August 2014, Mewat District, Haryana.  
389 Meo bride MMn12, interview and translation by author, 25 July 2012, Alwar District, Rajasthan; Meo bride 
BMMn45, interview and translation by author, 21 September 2014, Mewat District, Haryana. 
390 Meo husband MMHn3, interview and translation by author, 16 December 2011, Alwar District, Rajasthan.  
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called ‘Par ka’ or ‘from the other side.’”391 This historically created geographical descriptor used 

for all people from regions other than Mewat is now singularly employed for women who come 

into Meo families as brides from other parts of India. Unlike earlier times, today, the term Paro 

does not just imply spatial alienation; it is also saturated with the negative values of poverty and 

deprivation. Villagers in the larger Mewat region affirm that, “nowadays, the term is understood 

as an abusive expression. Employing it against someone is akin to swearing. It is considered both 

abusive and hurtful to either call a woman Paro or label her as such.”392 The pervasive and 

deliberate use of Paro for all cross-region brides erases their identity by rendering them 

nameless. One cross-region bride married to a Meo man expressed her anguish about this generic 

label, by stating that: 

It feels strange to be called Paro. What hurts is that there is a lot of respect for the local 
brides. These women are called by their first names: so and so is Rehana or Parveena or 
Ruksana. And us? We are all simply called Paro. No first names for us. It just doesn’t 
feel right. It shows the lack of respect people here have for us.393 

Fieldwork revealed that, until the early 2000s, a majority of the cross-region brides here were 

suspected of being Hindu (gair jaat samajhte the).394 That appeared to change as the Tablighi 

Jama’at gained more ground locally after the Babri Masjid demolition in 1992. Locals stated that 

local Meo men trained as Maulvis, or religious preachers, by the Tablighi Jama’at are fast 

emerging as matchmakers for poor unmarried Meo men. Many of them go to the provinces of 

Bihar or Andhra Pradesh to preach or take over religious duties because of the sizable Muslim 

populations there. They are thus able to identify poor Muslim families with marriageable-age 

                                                
391 Interview and translation by author, 19 December 2011, Alwar city, Rajasthan.  
392 Focus group: Meo village men FGMMn2, interview and translation by author, 30 August 2014, Mewat District, 
Haryana.  
393 Meo bride BMMn37, interview and translation by author, 31 August 2014, Mewat District, Haryana.  
394 Under Islam, inter-religious marriage, especially with polytheists such as Hindus, is considered haram, or taboo. 
These women have to convert to Islam in order to marry Muslim men. However, Islam allows Muslim men to marry 
Christian or Jewish women as they are considered “people of the book.” 
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daughters. Only these brides are spared the ordeal of having to prove their “Muslimness.”395 

However, since they predominantly come from very poor Muslim families, the tag of poverty 

and its problematic association with filth is stereotypically used through comments like, “those 

women have bad habits and are less clean” (aadat aur safai theek nahin).396  

Strategies of Othering and Exclusion Within Conjugal Communities 

The parallels between the trope of Paro used by the Meo and that of Biharan in the 

Hindu-dominant regions of Haryana and Rajasthan cannot be missed. Both signify poverty, 

savagery, uncouthness, and underdevelopment, and both are intentionally utilized to “other” 

cross-region brides, with the end objective being to undermine their self-esteem and lower their 

resistance against the excessive extraction of their reproductive and productive labour.  

However, the othering and exclusion of the cross-region brides within the extended kin 

network, and by the village women who, as neighbours, interact with them on a daily basis 

during the performance of household or agricultural activities, varies for those married into 

Hindu or Meo households. On the one hand, women married into Hindu families encounter 

quotidian prejudice and discrimination from their husbands’ kin groups and dominant peasant-

caste village women, primarily because of their presumed low caste or Dalit status. On the other 

hand, cross-region brides in Meo households also experience exclusionary behaviours directed 

against them: their suspect religious status caused by perceptions that they are not Muslim 

enough due to their mode of dress or cultural practices fuels discriminatory behaviour towards 

them. To illustrate, the presence of syncretic culture in East India has Muslim women wearing 

sarees, an attire considered Hindu-only dress among the Meo and other Muslims in North India. The same 

                                                
395 Dr. Abdul Aziz, interview and translation by author, 31 August 2014, Beesru village, Mewat District, Haryana; 
Mother-in-law MILn10, interview and translation by author, 17 December 2011, Alwar District, Rajasthan.  
396 Focus group: Meo mixed men and women FGMWMn1, interview and translation by author, 29 August 2014, 
Mewat District, Haryana. 
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holds true for nose piercing.  

Undergirding these two sets of distinct discriminatory and exclusionary behaviours is the 

prevalence of chauvinistic ethnocentric beliefs in North India toward people from East and 

Northeast India, in which the “North East region is [seen as] a periphery not only in terms of 

geography. It is also a periphery to the dominant image of caste, race and religion in India.”397 

The dichotomous representation of one’s cultural supremacy and the primal subordinate position 

of certain undesired ethnicities or regions occurs through language, food, customs, behaviour, 

and/or physical features. The process of “making the women more like us” involves both an 

idealization of the self as innately superior and a filtering out of locally undesirable cultural 

characteristics (taur tareeke) of the brides. These include visible cultural markers like language, 

dress, and food habits.  

Here, the concept of creating “authentic clones”398 (Mirchandani 2012), in which 

sameness and difference are simultaneously enacted for performing authenticity work, becomes 

useful in understanding the status of cross-region brides. It recognizes the centrality of 

asymmetrical power relations – emerging from the historical process of colonialism and the 

contemporary neoliberal project – in shaping the trajectory of extraction of labour from workers 

and in creating idealized workers who are simultaneously denigrated for their race, ethnicity, or 

spatial location. According to Mirchandani, the process of authentic cloning that involves “the 

establishment and recognition of the social location of actors” (ibid, 135) results in the 

circumstances of Indian call centre workers, who, though they are desired for their affective 
                                                
397Mitra Phukan, Munish Tamang, and Manjit Baruah, “Northeast India: The Internal Other?” Lila Interactions, February 
17, 2014, accessed February 12, 2016, http://www.lilainteractions.in/2014-2-6-mitra-phukan-munish-tamang-manjeeet-
baruah-northeast-india-the-internal-other/. 
398 Kiran Mirchandani uses this term to refer to a process through which Indian call centre workers have to mimic 
their Western customers, undergoing language and accent training that involves shedding their native accents and 
ways of speaking English (2012). The performance of authenticity work involves “establishing [its] legitimacy in 
the context of colonial histories and transnational economic relations” (ibid, 133).  
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labour in the global neoliberal economy, are continually reminded of their low ranking in “an 

imagined and experienced hierarchy” (Mirchandani 2012, 138) of race and ethnicity. Similarly, 

the cross-region brides are lauded for their docility and servility in the face of the extraction of 

their productive and reproductive labour by the conjugal families – a theme that will be explored 

in-depth in Chapter Seven – yet are constantly apprised of their hierarchical low placement in the 

conjugal caste and ethnic order. Their “(in)authenticity” is always emphasized by defining their 

difference from the normative local brides through comments like: “They can never become 

truly like us. Difference will always remain” (farak hamesha rah jayegaa).399  

The legacy is devastating for the brides, but different than that of the Indian call centre 

workers in some ways.400 Unlike the call centre workers, who enact their authentic cloning in the 

public arena of their work-sphere and only while they are at work, the brides have to do it on a 

continual basis – while also being subject, again on a continual basis, to ethnoracist and caste 

hatred within the private sanctity of their homes. Further, unlike the call centre workers, who 

remain anonymous and invisible to callers even as they undertake their expected authenticity 

work, the cross-region brides, because of the very nature of the relationship they are in, are 

denied that invisibility and anonymity. Their distinct physical difference forces them to remain 

“in the gaze,” both within the private space of the household and in the public sphere of the 

village and their kin group. They also lack the easy opt-out option of not reporting to work the 

next day.  

For some brides, the cleansing of their cultural heritage and imposing of the (believed) 

                                                
399 Focus group: village women FGWn6, interview and translation by author, 2 November 2011, Rewari District, 
Haryana.  
400 The call centre workers often face racialized violence during phone calls with Western customers. 
Unsurprisingly, the BPO (Business Process Outsourcing) industry has a high level of attrition when it comes to its 
employees. This is also due to the failure of management to address employee concerns. See pages 101–18 in Kiran 
Mirchandani, 2012, for more.  
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cultural superiority of their conjugal communities are articulated through the unilateral decision 

of their husbands and in-laws to change their names to names considered more locally 

appropriate. A few brides (n=6) brought this name-based discrimination to the notice of the 

researcher during the interview phase, thus proving its significance for the women. The only 

justification offered by the families for this name change was that the women’s original given 

names were unpronounceable and alien sounding; under this guise, for three of the women, the 

names Chondona, Asiya, and Ragheswari were changed to Chandni, Asma, and Rakhi, 

respectively.401 However, the grief this caused for the women was evident in their interpreting 

this move as a deliberate erasure of their identity. As one woman said: “my name is given no 

value at all. My parents had given a lot of love and thought in choosing this name for me. It is as 

if with my name change, my own original self was being erased” (hamare naam ki kadar nahin 

ki. Maa baap ne pyar se soch ke rakha tha. Naam ke saath jaise mujhe hi mita diya).402 While 

perhaps not deliberate, such name stripping and supplanting with locally approved names is 

another way to alienate the women from their culture and to demonstrate the low value accorded 

to it. 

Similarly, the racialization of language is another trait of ethnoracism manifested in the 

rural hinterlands of Haryana and Rajasthan for a vast majority of these cross-region brides. 

While the brides linguistically adapt themselves by learning local languages – simply as a 

survival strategy, to be understood – they find that the locals are not so accommodating towards 

them speaking their own mother tongues. Linguistic bigotry here takes the form of villagers 

ridiculing their languages, along with a clear sub-text of intention to reinforce inferiority (majak 

udate hain). During focus groups, the village women revealed: “whenever we are tired of 
                                                
401 Mother-in-law MILn7, interview and translation by author, 17 November 2011, Jhunjhunu District, Rajasthan. 
402 Muslim bride BMn1, interview and translation by author, 17 November 2011, Jhunjhunu District, Rajasthan.  
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working in the fields and need a break, we pester the brides to speak anything in their language. 

When they do, we find it sounds funny and weird (ajeeb). We just crack up in laughter hearing 

them speak.”403 Conjugal family members also participate in linguistic bigotry, by enforcing 

strict rules about speaking exclusively in the local language, even with other women from their 

natal regions. In part, this disciplining is derived from the family’s anxieties around possible 

rebellion on the part of the brides. The women end up censuring themselves by not speaking 

their mother tongue – to their children, other brides, or their families via cell phones – in the 

presence of family members or villagers. This conformity, while sparing them the agony of 

having their language made fun of, also results in a gradual loss of ability to converse in it, a fact 

ruefully acknowledged by brides who had been married for longer periods.404 With language 

being a key to one’s cultural identity, this forced suppression also results in the denial of 

transmission of their native language and culture to their children. Conjugal family members and 

villagers, blissfully unaware of this toll, proudly tout the success of the women’s linguistic 

assimilation through comments like, “look, she speaks our language (boli) just like us,”405 or 

“you cannot make out she is not a Haryanvi by her speech. She has mastered it. It is only when 

you look at her that you realize that she is a Biharan.”406 Conjugal families and villagers, 

complacent in their belief about their own cultural superiority, fail to recognize the violent 

impact of such a forcible assimilation, which causes the brides’ “entire self and body also [to] 

come into question, making every single physical, mental, and emotional manifestation seem 

inadequate” (Rebollo-Gil 2004, 920).  
                                                
403 Focus group: Jat village women FGJWn1, interview and translation by author, 8 October 2011, Rohtak District, 
Haryana.  
404 Hindu bride BHn25, interview and translation by author, 31 October 2011, Rewari District, Haryana; Meo bride 
BMMn9, interview and translation by author, 24 July 2012, Alwar District, Rajasthan.  
405 Focus group: Village women FGWn6, interview and translation by author, 2 November 2011, Rewari District, 
Haryana.  
406 Village woman VWCn7, interview and translation by author, 1 November 2011, Rewari District, Haryana.  
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The Stigma of Being Biharan 

As indicated earlier in this chapter, all cross-region brides hailing from the eastern 

provinces of India (such as Jharkhand, Odisha, West Bengal, or Assam) are usually lumped 

together as “internal others” under a homogenized category of “Biharan” by the conjugal 

communities. However, this term, technically, is meant to refer to only those women who are 

native to the state of Bihar in East India. It is instead used to represent all brides from East India 

through a few essential – largely negative – characteristics, in order to explain their behaviours, 

values, attitudes, cultural practices, and material circumstances. This branding also extends to 

entire swathes of brides who are dark-complexioned, but who hail from other provinces like 

Maharashtra or Chhattisgarh. Such tarring is not only imbued with ethnocentric notions of 

superiority that denigrate their cultural identity as inferior, it is also closely tied to caste prejudice 

that associates dark colour with low caste status. According to the villagers here, “the term 

‘Biharan’ implies low caste status. It is because low caste men from Bihar migrate here to work 

as agricultural workers. They come because they are poor and uneducated.”407 One cross-region 

bride from Tripura attributed this inaccurate branding to the fact that “folks here are ignorant that 

there are other provinces too in the east.”408 This is a truism also pointed by anti-racist activists, 

who refer to the widespread ignorance in the rest of India about the country’s Northeastern 

provinces.409  

Such ethnocultural chauvinism is displayed by the dominant-peasant castes in particular, 

by their utilizing of all-encompassing terms such as Haryanvi, Jats or Yadavs for themselves. 

                                                
407 Focus group: Mixed caste youth FGMn1, interview and translation by author, 12 October 2011, Rohtak District, 
Haryana.  
408 Hindu bride BHn18, interview and translation by author, 11 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
409 See, for example, Richard Kamei, “India’s Racial Hatred Kills Nido Taniam in Delhi,” Countercurrents.org, 
February 2, 2014, accessed March 12, 2015, http://www.countercurrents.org/kamei020214.htm.  
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The process of undermining the cultures and ethnicities of the internally othered cross-region 

brides occurs when natal communities are made the butt of ridicule and/or the brides’ supposed 

“primal venal” nature is emphasized. It is not at all uncommon to find villagers in conjugal 

communities making sweeping generalizations like: “Bihar is a backward and a disreputable 

area. Trucks are looted there commonly by people there.”410 Another extremely hurtful 

generalization heard by the author in one focus group was: 

there is a lot of poverty there [in Bihar]. Parents are willing to sell their daughters for 
small amounts to obtain alcohol (daru). They have no feelings for their daughters or what 
might happen to them. They are ready to sell them to whoever pays them the most 
(bechne ko tayyar rahte hain).411 

In this context, the disturbing statements (introduced in Chapter One) made by Om Prakash 

Dhankar, a senior party member of the BJP in Haryana, that, if elected, he and his party would 

“get girls from Bihar for unmarried Haryanvi boys”412 reinforce the low worth attached to people 

from Bihar in Haryana. Comments like these made by people who hold a political position413 not 

only objectify the Bihari women as expendable commodities that can be “brought in” to 

overcome the bride shortage in Haryana, but also bolster and reify the masculinity of Haryanvi 

males. 

The combination of ethnocentric statements and beliefs do not just reinforce false 

assumptions about the natal families in the conjugal areas; they create “saviour” narratives of 

Haryanvi or Rajasthani men, both Hindus and Meo. These local rejects are transformed into 

“knights” who rescue the women from their heartless families and inconsiderate local (natal 
                                                
410 Focus group: Jat men FGJMn1, interview and translation by author, 13 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
411 Focus group: Yadav women FGWn6, interview and translation by author, 2 November 2011, Rewari District, 
Haryana.  
412 Sushmita Dutta, “BJP leader O.P. Dhankar stokes controversy, promises ‘Bihari wives for Haryana men,’” Zee 
News, July 7, 2014, accessed August 3, 2014, http://zeenews.india.com/news/nation/bjp-leader-op-dhankar-stokes-
controversy-promises-bihari-wives-for-haryana-men_945483.html.  
413 O.P. Dhankar got elected as a legislator to the Haryana Assembly in 2014 and became a cabinet minister in the 
BJP majority government.  
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region) men. To cite an example, one cross-region bride from Maharashtra was constantly told 

by her husband that if it were not for him, she would have been sold by her alcoholic father to 

human traffickers.414 Another woman recounted that both her husband and her mother-in-law 

would make statements like: “men in your region are bestial and animal-like (wahan par admi 

haiwan hain). They are drunkards and good for nothings. You would have suffered there. Here, 

your life is heavenlike (mauj mein hai).415 By offering to “save” the brides from presumed 

eventual prostitution through marriage, these men reproduce the problematic white colonialist 

saviour narrative of saving brown women from brown men (Spivak 1994, 93). Further, such 

narratives end up playing a big role in diminishing the women’s bargaining ability vis-à-vis the 

division of household labour, a point that will be discussed in-depth in the next chapter. 

This strategic “othering” is employed as a discursive practice – in this case, by the Jats, 

Ahirs, and Yadavs – to reinforce the self as the norm, and one’s group as distinct and superior to 

other ethno-cultural groups – which, in this case, are derisively lumped together as “Biharis.” 

Interestingly, Orientalist discourse, used in the colonial/imperial project to represent the 

colonizing Europeans as the “self”416 (Said 1979), is eerily evoked in rural parts of Haryana 

when the locals versus the cross-region brides, and, by association, their natal families and natal 

communities, are discussed. At the very basic level, this “self vs. other” rhetoric is used against 

the brides’ dress, cooking, eating habits, and manner of speech. For instance, these othered 

brides, who are said to lack social graces, have to be taught the “right way” by the ostensibly 

more culturally refined local women – who, once again, lump all the brides, who are either from 

                                                
414 Hindu husband HHn5, interview and translation by author, 8 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
415 Hindu bride BHn56, interview and translation by author, 23 September 2014, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
416 According to Said, attributes such as developed, cultured, refined, and intelligent were often evoked for the 
colonizers, while the colonized natives were depicted as the “other,” or as primitives and barbarians, who had then 
to be taught the right way by the colonizers. For more, see Said, 1979. 
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East India or dark-skinned, under the overarching category of “Biharan.” Local women in one 

focus group said: “the Biharans lack manners or etiquette. They do not know that if a guest 

comes to a house, you have to offer food and drinks. They just do nothing.”417 One mother-in-

law said: “she would eat the roti by breaking it very crudely, and eat using her hands. We 

advised her to always eat food with a spoon. Earlier, after eating, she would wipe her hands on 

her clothes. We had to teach her to use a towel instead.”418  

Stereotypical tropes, similar to the ones used for Bihari migrant male labourers, are 

harnessed in the process of reifying conjugal communities. For instance, women neighbours of a 

cross-region bride from Odisha stated: “when she first came here, her body emitted the stink of 

fish. We simply couldn’t sit next to her. Gradually, as she started eating our food, that smell 

lessened. … The women smell because they are Bihari and eat … fish.”419 Such derisiveness 

toward certain types of food that traditionally comprise the diet of some cross-region brides is 

drawn from food rules that are used as an informal codification system within the caste system, 

in order to classify and demarcate boundaries between high and low castes.420 Certain foods and 

cuisines thus become emblematic of pure and impure caste status.421  

When employed against cross-region brides and their parents, the term “Biharan” thus 

becomes invested with connotations of poverty, desperation, crime, filth, and savagery. Such 

                                                
417 Focus group: Mixed caste village youth FGMn1, interview and translation by author, 12 October 2011, Rohtak 
District, Haryana.  
418 Mother-in-law MILn5, interview and translation by author, 1 November 2011, Rewari District, Haryana.  
419 Focus group: Village women FGWn2, interview and translation by author, 9 October 2011, Rohtak District, 
Haryana.  
420 Amrit Dhillon, “In India, Caste system ensures you are what you eat,” Post Magazine, July 27, 2014, accessed 
March 13, 2016, http://www.scmp.com/magazines/post-magazine/article/1558061/you-are-what-you-eat.  
421 Similarly, one’s dress and jewellery have also constituted markers of caste. In Rajasthan, for instance, the colour 
of turbans and the way these are worn by men visibly reveals their caste identity. In Haryana, historically, Dalit or 
low caste men were restricted from wearing long pants or covering their chest. Saree is also draped in distinct 
regional styles by women in different parts of India. For more, read Emma Tarlo, 1996; Chisti and Martand, 2013; 
Lynton, 2002.  
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ethnoracist discourse further layered with caste prejudice causes anguish for the cross-region 

brides. As one bride said: “when they [the village women] call me a Biharan, I feel tremendously 

angry. I come home and cry. But I cannot do anything about it. I have to just learn to accept the 

pain that comes when I am called a Biharan.”422 Their helplessness in terms of taking counter 

steps against this form of problematic stereotyping also stems from the fact that conjugal family 

members also subscribe to it. One cross-region bride from Tripura, who had been labelled as a 

Biharan, summed up her frustration by saying: “well, even my Jethani423 calls me Biharan. If my 

husband’s closest family members call me that, how then can I expect that village women will 

desist from using that label?”424 

It is important to note, however, that such ethnocentric prejudices about Bihar as a 

province and Biharis as people are selectively exhibited toward certain categories of cross-region 

brides even if they are not from there. For instance, brides from Himachal Pradesh and those 

from Uttar Pradesh are excluded from being labelled as Biharans, as it is argued that they are 

closer to the Haryanvis in cultural and social practices than the others. This was evident from 

many villagers’ statements, such as the following: “there is a difference in the way of living of 

Biharans from ours. Their dress and food habits differ. The ones from Himachal Pradesh 

maintain cleanliness like us and live the same way. But it cannot be said about the others.”425 

Ironically, the labelling of a significant majority of cross-region brides as Biharan, even 

when they are not from Bihar, has had the unintended effect of creating divisiveness amongst the 

group of brides as a whole. Women hailing from other provinces, like Odisha, Assam, or West 

                                                
422 Hindu bride BHn17, interview and translation by author, 11 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana. 
423 Jethani refers to the husband’s elder brother’s wife. 
424 Hindu bride BHn18, interview and translation by author, 11 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana. 
425 Focus group: Jat village women FGJWn1, interview and translation by author, 8 October 2011, Rohtak District, 
Haryana.  
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Bengal, make it a point to emphasize their distinct and separate identity from Biharans, through 

statements like: “the folks here assume that we are all from Bihar and are low caste. Bihar is 

located one place and Odisha is at another place. People migrate from Bihar for agricultural 

wage work. But in our region, no one migrates as agricultural labourers.”426 Another bride said: 

“we are not from Bihar. We are from a higher caste than them.”427 In large part, their comments 

illustrate that their anxiety around distancing themselves from the “Biharan” tag stems from the 

dominant belief amongst Hindu conjugal communities, particularly in Haryana, that “all Biharis 

are low caste.”428 The emphasis by some of the cross-region brides that “we are a higher caste 

than them [Biharis]” reveals their worries about being tarred, by default, as low caste, and having 

to face caste discriminatory and exclusionary practices as a result. Further, the very act of these 

brides dissociating themselves from being identified as Biharan also reinforces the negative 

association of this tag in conjugal communities. 

Kaale kaua jaise lagti hai (She resembles a black crow): Colourism and Cross-Region 

Brides 

Caste and ethnic discrimination is intensified by the colourism or skin-tone prejudice 

practiced by the conjugal families and communities against darker-hued cross-region brides. 

Though the numbers are not large in this regard, that should not act as a hindrance to discussing 

research findings that resonate with the deep-rooted Indian abhorrence of dark complexions.429 

                                                
426 Hindu bride BHn14, interview and translation by author, 10 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
427 Hindu bride BHn17, interview and translation by author, 11 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
428 Hindu bride BHn9, interview and translation by author, 9 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
429 Indian cinema is recognized as an important vehicle for the dissemination of ideology on a pan-Indian level 
(Prasad 1998; Kazmi 1999). Hindi films have played a big role in reinforcing whiteness or fair skin as a desired 
feminine beauty ideal. Successful female actors have always been fair-skinned, with those having a higher 
percentage of melanin usually relegated to minor supporting roles. See also Gaurav Dubey and Bharati Dubey, 
“Dark Side of Bollywood: Racism exists in Hindi Film Industry,” Mid Day, March 24, 2014, accessed March 17, 
2016, http://www.mid-day.com/articles/dark-side-of-bollywood-racism-exists-in-hindi-film-industry/15180078. The 
endorsement of fairness creams and light skin guaranteeing upward social mobility and societal acceptance for high-
 



 271 

Skin-colour discrimination proscribes marriage choices for dark-hued poor women, who are 

rejected in the local marriage market and thus forced into accepting the marriage proposals of 

bachelors from North India. The penalization of such dark-complexioned women through their 

rejection in the local marriage market and their consequent separation from their family, 

community, and region haunts them even in their conjugal communities. Post-marriage, their 

dark skin impedes their acceptance into conjugal communities, largely due to its association with 

low caste status and undesired ethnicity. This was made evident in one interview with a darker-

hued bride from West Bengal, who stated that: “the people here think that because I am dark in 

colour, I belong to a low caste. They make fun of me and call me low caste (neech jaat ki).”430 

Further, the intersection of gender, caste, and ethnicity with colourism creates multiple 

oppressions for dark-skinned Dalit cross-region brides. 

Fair-skinned women, such as those from Himachal Pradesh or Uttarakhand, appear to be 

exempt from being branded as low caste simply because “they are ‘fair complexioned’ (gori or 

saaf-suthri).”431 Their non-discrimination occurs largely because their skin-tone is more in line 

with the dominant colour discourse that privileges whiteness with higher caste status. Similarly, 

the social capital of light skin and its association with a higher caste identity appears to privilege 

lighter-hued Dalit cross-region brides solely because it allows for the easier fabrication of a 

higher caste genealogy for them – quite unlike the experience of dark complexioned women 

from a similar Dalit caste background. One Jat man who was married to a dark-skinned cross-

region bride verbalized the close relationship between skin colour and ranking in caste hierarchy 

                                                                                                                                                       
ranking female and male film actors also strengthens the bias. Widespread colour prejudice in India resulted in the 
launch of a “Dark is beautiful” campaign in 2009. Also see Parameswaran and Cardoza, 2009, for a detailed study of 
colour bias in Indian advertisements.  
430 Hindu bride BHn17, interview and translation by author, 11 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
431 Village woman VWCn2, interview and translation by author, 9 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
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by stating that:  

if there are two women from outside and one is fair and the other dark, the common 
assumption in Haryana’s society (samaj) is that fair skinned people are from higher 
castes. Such women are assumed to come from well-to-do families and higher castes. The 
dark-skinned women are called Churhan or Chamaran – they are immediately 
understood as having low caste origins.432  

Subscription to this belief results in bachelors demanding lighter-hued cross-region 

brides. Hindu husbands (n=9) interviewed during this research stated explicitly that if they had 

an option, they would have preferred a fair-skinned bride, preferably drawn from the 

neighbouring region of Himachal Pradesh because “their colour and physical features are similar 

to ours” (unka rang aur nayan naksha hamse milta hai).433 In other words, they would not have 

settled for someone dark skinned. However, due to their inability to pay a higher premium to 

marriage mediators and obtain a “saaf suthri” (fair-complexioned wife), these men settle for the 

less desirable option of a dark-skinned woman from another part of India, as they are desperate 

to get married (majboori mein lani pardti hain).434  

The internalization of this colour-based construction of ideal feminine beauty amongst 

men and the acknowledgement that a dark-skinned wife is their least preferred choice have 

significant implications on married life for the couples. Dark skinned brides (n=11) stated in 

interviews that their husbands often reminded them of the “favour” they had done by marrying 

them, despite the women’s rejection in the natal marriage markets due to their dark colour. Such 

statements are also meant to ensure that the women are grateful to their husbands for rescuing 

them from the worse fate of spinsterhood in their natal communities. This colour prejudice not 

only causes dark-skinned brides to relive the trauma of being dark skinned in a colour-conscious 

                                                
432 Hindu husband HHn5, interview and translation by author, 8 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
433 Brother of husband HBn2, interview and translation by author, 13 November 2011, Jhunjhunu District, 
Rajasthan.  
434 Hindu husband HHn6, interview and translation by author, 9 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana. 
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society, it also makes them bitter about the instrumentalist nature of their marriage. One darker-

hued bride stated: “had they not seen me when they had begged my father to marry me? They 

needed someone to cook and clean for them. And now they talk about my colour.”435  

Such rescue-oriented comments directed against the dark-skinned brides also reveal the 

strategic use of colourism by the husbands and their families, in order to erode the women’s 

bargaining ability within the conjugal households around their labour. “Colour” becomes a 

convenient tactical tool that is brought into use by the family when more labour needs to be 

extracted from the brides, or when they want to quell the brides’ resistance against 

discrimination on the multiple axes of ethnicity, caste, and colour. Men’s families, it appears, do 

not fully accept such wives and thus create an internal hierarchy that privileges lighter-toned 

daughters-in-law over darker ones. One dark-complexioned cross-region bride stated: 

The fact is that women here are fair skinned while I am darker. They do not like me. 
When they [my husband and his family] had come to Maharashtra for marriage, they did 
not consider the skin tone – whether a dark-skinned woman would fit the bill. Now, they 
worry about what their relatives might comment about my caste or skin colour. If there is 
a festival, wedding, or any function within the family, I am not taken anywhere. 
Nowhere! Perhaps they think that I might appear as a misfit in their family. All the 
women will be fair skinned whereas I’ll be dark. I’ll stand out. Perhaps, that’s what they 
think. I have never been taken anywhere. For instance, there was a marriage in Rohtak – I 
was not taken there nor even when a marriage was held in this village.436  

According to Hunter, the combination of dark skin tone and markedly ethnic facial features 

creates multiple layers of limited life opportunities (2007, 243) and lesser social and economic 

capital (ibid, 246) for dark-skinned women, in general. The historical linkage of dark skin with 

low caste status and lighter skin with upper caste Hindus (Ayyar and Khandare 2013), and the 

continued stranglehold of skin tone bias in contemporary India, ends up visibly stigmatizing a 

majority of women from Odisha, Bihar, Jharkhand, West Bengal, and Maharashtra, who have a 
                                                
435 Hindu bride BHn62, interview and translation by author, 25 September 2014, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
436 Hindu bride BHn5, interview and translation by author, 8 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana. 
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darker complexion, as “neech jaat” (low caste) even if they are not Dalits. The association of 

skin tone and physical features to caste ranking also results in the constant challenging of caste 

credentials, as is evident from the statement of a non-Dalit cross-region bride:  

Village women constantly question me, “where are you from? Which caste do you belong 
to?” When I reply I am from a particular caste, they say I do not look like one but 
resemble some other low caste group. … They raise this issue at all places. Suppose I am 
sitting outside the house, they ask my caste while passing by on the street. Or when we 
go to the fields for work, they cross-examine me there too.437 

With skin bias being “related to interwoven beliefs about light skin’s signification of superior 

racial, regional, and upper caste/class identities,”438 dark-skinned cross-region brides are damned 

to perpetual low caste and, by extension, low social status in conjugal communities. Family 

members and villagers commonly use insults such as “black crow” (kala kaua) or “black snake” 

(kali nagin) – both as descriptors and as forms of address for dark-skinned brides. Seven cross-

region brides in the Rohtak, Rewari, and Mewat Districts of Haryana stated being explicitly 

subjected to slurs like these. This skin-tone bias is also witnessed in the Meo community, where 

the dark complexion of a majority of cross-region brides gets associated with the undesired 

ethnicity of Biharans. The normalization of colourism amongst the Meo is also evident in the 

extensive use of the terms Biharan and Bihari to pejoratively refer to any dark-hued Meo woman 

or child.439 

Race theorists working on colourism and internal discrimination point out that deeply 

embedded prejudice about dark skin associates darker skin tones with “savagery, irrationality, 

                                                
437 Hindu bride BHn48, interview and translation by author, 18 December 2011, Alwar District, Rajasthan.  
438 Jyoti Gupta, “Understanding Colorism: An interview with Dr. Radhika Parameswaran,” August 3, 2014, accessed 
January 6, 2016, http://jyotigupta.org/understanding-colorism-an-interview-with-dr-radhika-parameswaran/.  
439 Focus group: Meo village men FGMMn2, interview and translation by author, 30 August 2014, Mewat District, 
Haryana.  
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ugliness and inferiority” (Hunter 2005, 2). During this study, focus groups440 revealed disturbing 

views about skin-tone discrimination, with comparisons being made between the locals as fair, 

aesthetically beautiful, and civilizationally superior, and the dark-skinned cross-region brides as 

ugly, primitive in behaviour, and less intelligent. Ironically, among the cross-region brides 

themselves, a racial hierarchy is also created, with those from the province of Himachal Pradesh 

ranked first due to their similarity in “racial” attributes to the locals, and others from the eastern 

states of Jharkhand, West Bengal, and Odisha ranked the lowest. Villagers echoed problematic 

racial fears of miscegenation by stating:  

the women being brought in from there: they are short in height. Due to harsh summers 
there, they are also dark-complexioned. People here are light skinned and of a taller 
build. Obviously, the “breed” (nasal) will get impacted as their children will be darker in 
colour and shorter in height.441  

Anxieties about dark-skinned women diluting local “racial attributes” not only influence 

the types of interactions between the local women and the cross-region brides, but also 

potentially create a barrier in the creation of gender solidarity between the two disparate groups. 

Scholarly works reveal that colour prejudice proves psychologically damaging for women’s self-

worth and self-esteem (Jha 2015, 53). In the case of cross-region brides, it is feared that this 

continual ascription of low caste ranking and undesired ethnicity might compromise their ability 

to negotiate advantageous patriarchal bargains in the conjugal households. More in-depth 

longitudinal research needs to be done on colourism to understand its long-term implications on 

these cross-region brides.  

Conclusion 

The failure to acknowledge the intersectionality of the multiple oppressions along the 

                                                
440 Focus group: Mixed caste men group FGMn2, interview and translation by author, 12 October 2011, Rohtak 
District, Haryana.  
441 Ibid. 
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axes of gender, caste, patriarchy, and class, can lead to weak conceptual architecture in terms of 

being able to grasp the complex, lived realities of cross region brides – and, by extension, those 

of their children. The necessity of foregrounding these axes of oppression in any analysis of the 

everyday experience of Dalit women has been repeatedly stressed by Dalit feminists (see Guru 

1995; Hardtmann 2010; Rege 2003). Additionally, prejudice arising from a combination of 

ethnoracism, colourism, and concerns about religious purity, especially among the Meo, adds 

another burden that the cross-region brides have to face along with the existing oppressions of 

patriarchal expectations, gender norms, and rigid cultural mores. Fashioning and circulating a 

dichotomy of “us” versus “them” both creates and justifies a series of exclusionary regimes for 

this set of “othered” brides. Such regimes do not give them a moment’s respite from the multiple 

and overlapping prejudices and discriminatory behaviour they experience, as their poisonous 

tentacles are also extended within the private domain of the brides’ own homes, where their 

husbands and extended family members also treat them differentially. The fabrications of higher 

caste identity among the in-coming Hindu cross-region brides – in large part, caused by the 

inability to verify their caste credentials, due to the vast distance between the two regions and the 

conjugal community’s inability to speak the natal language – are largely concocted to ensure that 

the edifice of local oppressive caste hierarchies remains intact through severe restrictions on 

local inter-caste alliances. However, neither the families nor the conjugal kin groups and 

communities accept these women as caste equals. 

On the one hand, new forms of ideological coercion and consent are manufactured to 

ensure the continuation of the ideologies of caste and ethnoracism. On the other hand, these 

coercions and oppressions are deployed to underscore the subordinate status of the brides. These 

“inter-caste” marriages, instead of promoting caste “integration,” heighten the caste-based 
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repression against these brides. Since such marriages can be interpreted as political acts that 

threaten to destabilize caste hierarchies and attendant privileges, caste violence constitutes a 

pedagogical tool used to instruct Dalit brides in how to avoid overstepping caste boundaries. The 

combination of ethnoracism and caste othering ensures the brides’ submissiveness and 

compromised ability to obtain advantageous patriarchal bargains. The ethnoracist project of 

“making the women more like us” emphasizes the subordinate positions of some ethnicities that 

become invested with primal characterlessness. Bearing a close resemblance to what is termed as 

Cultural Genocide442 in other parts of the world, this belief provides the conjugal families and 

communities with justifications for the supposed filtering out or cleansing of undesirable cultural 

characteristics. This involves forcibly making the brides shed their cultural markers, including 

language and customs, and ensuring their conformity to the local customs and language. This 

form of assimilation is not benign. Instead, it should be acknowledged as forcible and deliberate: 

one where no accommodation is made to respect the cultural heritage and distinctiveness of the 

othered cross-region brides.  

Furthermore, in light of the extensive evidence unearthed in this research that proves 

various ways in which the cross-region brides face caste-based discrimination, it is indeed 

surprising to have an author of the assimilationist school, Mishra – who has worked in five 

villages in the Rohtak District of Haryana – contend that the inter-caste nature of these alliances 

is “accepted as ‘normal’” (2013, 71), and that they do not “affect caste hierarchy” or “local caste 

authority” (ibid, 74), primarily because the marriages are driven by circumstances of sex 

imbalance. On the other hand, a study on brides in Uttar Pradesh notes that if the families “are 

                                                
442 Cultural Genocide is a term that was coined by lawyer Raphael Lemkin in 1944, to distinguish cultural cleansing 
from other forms of genocide. It is recognized as the systematic destruction of traditions, values, language, and other 
elements that make one group of people distinct from other groups. It involves the forceful imposition of one 
culture’s values over another’s through the erasure of cultural heritage. See Shamiran Mako, 2012, for more.  
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not themselves from a Dalit community, they ask for a ‘clean caste’ bride” (Kaur 2012, 84). If 

caste purity is not a matter of concern, why else would families seek a “clean caste bride”? Kaur, 

in her study of cross-region brides in Uttar Pradesh, similarly notes that brides of Bengali descent 

face an “incompleteness of acceptance” from their husband’s relatives, with one bride 

“lament[ing] that ‘her husband’s younger brother doesn’t touch her feet on festivals or while 

going out of town’”443 (2012, 83). The contentious nature of the “assimilation” and the 

“integration” of the brides within the kin networks is evident from the experience of some 

families who are unable to obtain local brides for brothers of men with cross-region wives (n=7). 

The stigma of having a “neech jaat jethani” (low-caste sister-in-law) deters local families from 

negotiating matrimonies with these local women. In a majority of cases, such stigmatized 

families have had to bring in another cross-region bride.  

This backdrop of multiple oppressions faced by the cross-region brides in the conjugal 

communities of Haryana and Rajasthan sets the tone for the next chapter. How do these women 

tread their everyday existence and negotiate day-to-day encounters with the very people who 

other them? How are intra-gender relations and gender dynamics framed and played out in this 

scenario? And, do the women adopt some strategies to manoeuvre better bargains for themselves 

in the intimacy of the households and/or in the conjugal communities? These are some questions 

that are explored in depth in the following chapter. 

 

                                                
443 Among the Hindus, blessings are sought from the elders in the family by touching their feet as a mark of respect. 
This custom is usually performed by those ranked lower in the familial hierarchy. In olden days, “going out of town” 
often implied taking perilous journeys, and hence the greater need for blessings.  
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Chapter Seven. “They Make Better Wives” and “We Are Treated Like Flies”: 

Making Sense Of Cross-Region Brides’ Everyday Existence 

“I was afraid about what people here would be like. Would they accept me or like me? Each 
woman has this fear when she leaves her own family and its comfort and goes to a new family. 
What will the mother-in-law be like? Or the husband? One is naturally tense about it.”444 

Marriage, in India, is a moment of traumatic rupture for any new bride – whether local or 

cross-region – as she steps out from under the security of her relations and away from her 

hierarchically elevated status as a daughter only to enter a new home as a daughter-in-law. In 

rural North India, with the prevalence of classical patriarchy with a patrifocal445 and patrilineal 

form of family structure, patriarchal constraints operate to create subordination of and control 

over women, especially the new in-coming brides, who begin at the bottom of the power 

hierarchy. Restrictions on village and gotra exogamy in marriage amongst the Hindus and the 

Meo Muslims further heighten the vulnerability of the new brides, as they leave their natal 

villages behind and migrate to their new homes, which are located a fair distance from their own 

family homes. The additional norm of patri(viri)local residence results in the new daughters-in-

law entering the households as “effectively dispossessed individuals” (Kandiyoti 1987, 279), 

with truncated rights and an inferior status within the family hierarchy (ibid). This creates 

legitimate grounds for concern about the reception and the treatment of the brides. Apart from 

having to adjust to living in a new household and negotiating relationships with their husband 

and his family, their changed status as daughters-in-law brings on new responsibilities and 

workloads.  

The stress of adapting to a new family, changed status, and a lower position in the family 

                                                
444 Hindu bride BHn5, interview and translation by author, 8 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana. 
445 A household where the head of the household is a senior male. 
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power hierarchy is particularly magnified for the cross-region brides. Unlike most marriage 

migrations in rural India that usually involve a distance of not more than three and a half hours 

travel time from natal homes (Fulford 2013, 02), these women often come from distances 

involving two to three days of travel from their villages, located in distant provinces like Assam, 

West Bengal, Tripura, and Odisha (see Appendix F for details on the natal regions). The 

adjustments that the cross-region brides have to make are harder than for other new brides, who, 

as locals, are at least on familiar cultural terrain in terms of language, social norms, caste 

behaviours, and familial expectations around their duties and responsibilities as daughters-in-

law. Not only are the cross-region brides torn from all their familiar cultural and social moorings, 

they have to additionally contend with unfamiliar languages and physical environments; different 

ways of cooking, eating, and dressing; alien cultural norms and customs governing their 

behaviour; and a lack of familiarity with the chores they are expected to perform. However, 

while they have to quickly learn to perform “authenticity work” (Mirchandani 2012) – by 

embracing the mores of their conjugal communities, through adapting to new ways of labour 

extraction, learning to speak the conjugal language, and adopting the social customs – this 

assimilative process is both illusionary and contradictory, as their sameness is continually 

marked by their difference in physical features, caste, ethnicity, and/or religion.446  

Additionally, cross-region brides enter their relationships on more unequal footing than 

do local brides. For one, their parents, as wife-givers, are not able to give any dowry to the 

grooms due to their poverty. Instead, the grooms unconventionally bear all the wedding 

                                                
446 As discussed in Chapter Six, Kiran Mirchandani, in her work on transnational call centre workers in India, uses 
the term “authenticity work” (2012, 133) to describe a set of practices that the workers have to enact to mimic or 
clone their Western customers. To do so, they complete language and accent training. Yet, at the same time, they 
have to retain their unique “difference,” articulated through racial and ethnic stereotypes, that allows them to 
perform their affective labour. 
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expenses. This further increases the brides’ vulnerability within conjugal households and 

compromises their bargaining ability. Studies show a linkage between an inability to bring 

adequate dowry and a higher incidence of domestic violence experienced by women at the hands 

of their husbands and in-laws (Kumari 1989). The amount of dowry paid not only increases the 

overall stature of the natal families, it also plays a crucial role in the women’s ability to negotiate 

a better status in the conjugal households (Bloch and Rao 2002). Further, within the larger 

context of pan-Indian caste violence against the Dalits,447 belonging to a low caste or Dalit group 

and/or “othered” ethnicities like “Bangalan” or “Biharan” might also alter intra-household 

power dynamics and relations and the ability to secure better terms in patriarchal bargains.  

According to Kandiyoti, “[w]omen's strategies are always played out in the context of 

identifiable patriarchal bargains that act as implicit scripts that define, limit, and inflect their … 

options (1988, 285). She stresses that patriarchal bargains are fluid and constantly negotiated 

between the brides and the female members of the affinal families (ibid). This fluidity of 

bargaining ability allows the women to renegotiate, to their benefit, demands on their labour and 

the power they wield within intra-household relations. As well, any woman’s successful intra-

household bargaining outcomes are also based on a set of variables defined as the “fall-back 

position” and consisting of “the outside options which determine how well-off [she] would be if 

cooperation failed” (Agarwal 1994, 54). For others, social support systems emerge as one fall-

back position that influences the bargaining outcome (ibid).  

Studies have demonstrated how daughters-in-law in North India, in general, adopt 

innovative ways, such as “submission and silence [as] conscious strategies of self-

                                                
447 Times News Network (TNN), “Crimes against Dalits rise 245% in the last decade,” The Times of India, August 
9, 2014, accessed February 7, 2015, http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/Crimes-against-dalits-rise-245-in-last-
decade/articleshow/39904583.cms.  
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representation” (Raheja and Gold 1994, 11), to subvert and resist patriarchal controls exercised 

by the mothers-in-law over them). Resistance strategies of the brides thus involve both covert 

and overt defiance, undertaken at multiple levels against restrictions placed on their mobility or 

association, or the extraction of their labour by other family members. These challenges often 

allow the women to wrest greater agency over themselves and to negotiate advantageous 

patriarchal bargains.  

Similarly, the research findings for this study demonstrate how most cross-region brides 

undertake some form of resistance to reshape the demands on their labour, or to contest the 

“othering” they face because of their different caste, ethnicity, and/or religion. At the outset, it 

must be clarified that not all cross-region brides undertake such measures, but the very fact that a 

significant proportion (n=45), or 39 percent, of interviewed brides brought up such strategies 

during the interview stage merits serious scholarly attention to their conscious or unconscious 

intentions to contest and reshape gender relations and power dynamics within the households.  

According to Gramsci, subordinate groups may not fully subscribe to hegemonic beliefs 

and ideas, yet their consent and conformity is ensured through the power of hegemony that does 

not allow them to act in contradictory ways to challenge and overturn the rule of the elites. The 

disconnect between the ideology, or “received ideas,” and the everyday experience of the 

subordinate, understood as “practical ideas” (Cheals 1979, 110), results in contradictions. The 

hegemonized may show glimpses of awareness about such contradictions or disconnects between 

their reality and the hegemonic discourse. In the same way, the brides, despite the contradictions 

in their everyday reality, wherein they are treated in a sub-par manner, as low caste, ethnic 

others, and as “bought” women, do not attempt to debate the contradictions or launch 

counterhegemonic challenges against dominant ideologies of caste and patriarchy. Instead, they 
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continue their allegiance to such hegemonic belief systems through their attempts to convince 

detractors that they are not low caste, ethnic inferiors, or bought. As a consequence, their 

contradictory consciousness results in “a situation in which the contradictory state of 

consciousness does not permit of any action, any decision or any choice, and produces a 

condition of moral and political passivity” (Gramsci 1971, 326).  

With this larger backdrop, this chapter examines the day-to-day existence of the cross-

region brides within the intimacy of their relationships with their husbands, their conjugal family 

members, and kin and village women in the conjugal areas, with a particular emphasis on the 

intra-gender relations and gender dynamics. It undertakes a comparative analysis of the relations 

of dominance and subordination, patriarchal constraints, and the bargaining power of cross-

region and local brides within households and villages, to examine if there are any variances for 

the two sets of brides. As noted in Chapter Six, the caste, ethnicity, and/or religious identity of 

the brides all play a significant role in shaping their everyday intimate and public encounters. 

Given this, does the manner through which these marriages are arranged – either through 

mediators or marriage agents, with the grooms paying their fees – additionally compromise their 

status and bargaining ability, by creating a perception that the latter have been “bought” and thus 

have to be treated as commodities? This chapter also undertakes a close look at the brides’ 

subjectivity through their acts of resistances against the patriarchal controls exercised over them. 

It probes their ability to reshape or resist the hegemonic patriarchal and/or caste ideology on an 

everyday level of existence within the household, and on a broader societal level through 

individual or collective action. 

The first part of the chapter situates the centrality of women’s labour in the agrarian 

economy and animal husbandry in Haryana and Rajasthan. Interestingly, in the contemporary 
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period, the rise in cross-region marriages has occurred parallel to the entire region experiencing a 

severe agrarian crisis. The rural poor seek to cushion its impact by extracting more unpaid labour 

from female family members on family farms. The agrarian crisis has also caused women from 

landless, marginal, and small farm-holding families from both the Meo community448 and the 

dominant-peasant Hindu caste groups to enter the agricultural wage market; these women seek 

casual or long-term contract agricultural wage work, as part of the household’s coping strategy 

(Bhalla 1999; Chowdhry 2011). Here, the necessity of the “free” labour of female family 

members in household subsistence farming and agricultural wage work is contextualized against 

the neoliberalism-induced agrarian crisis, rising rural household indebtedness, and high rates of 

rural unemployment.  

The next two sections of the chapter frame the everyday reality of these brides within the 

masculinity crisis faced by their husbands in the context of the neoliberal agrarian crisis and their 

failure to secure wives locally. What impact do local hegemonic masculine norms have on these 

men’s experience (and vision) of their manhood? What are the repercussions of the men’s efforts 

to reclaim their manhood in terms of their intimate relationships with their cross-region wives? 

Does the greater degree of surveillance and control over the brides’ movements exercised by the 

husbands represent their attempt to be hyper-masculine? These are a few of the questions 

covered in these sections. Subsequently, the chapter goes on to examine the manner through 

which patriarchal controls and discipline are exercised on these brides to mould them as dutiful 

wives. Here, the treatment of the local versus cross-region brides is compared in relation to the 

patriarchal restrictions they encounter; the bargains they undertake; the ideological constraints 

they face; the extraction of their labour; the regulation of their movement and association; and 

                                                
448 Dr. Abdul Aziz, interview and translation by author, 29 August 2014, Beesru village, Mewat, Haryana. 



 285 

the gender-based violence and disciplining mechanisms they live with.  

The fourth part of the chapter draws interconnections between post-neoliberal reform 

land speculation, rises in land prices, and the inheritance claims of extended family members, as 

these relate to the worsening of the cross-region brides’ intra-household status, and affect their 

right to their husbands’ property and other productive assets. The fifth and last part of the chapter 

examines the cross-region brides’ agency, resistance, and coping strategies used in overcoming 

their social and cultural isolation. It interrogates whether and how cross-region brides enact 

resistances to obtain better patriarchal deals. It also foregrounds their manoeuvres to negotiate or 

undermine the constant surveillance they face and the excessive demands placed on their labour, 

by utilizing the concept of “everyday acts of resistance’ (Scott 1985). The section undertakes a 

comparative analysis of the strategies used by the local and the cross-region brides, in order to 

analyze if some strategies of resistance and negotiations to obtain better bargaining options are 

unique to one group and not transferable to another.  

Women’s Labour as Central to the Agrarian Economy in Haryana and Rajasthan 

“Lugai ke bina na ghar ka, na khet ka kaam chaale” (Without a wife, both the home and the 
field go to ruin)449 

An oft-repeated refrain addressed in this study is the necessity of wives to ensure the 

smooth functioning of the household and continuance of farming activities. This is unsurprising 

as unpaid female family labour is central to cattle rearing and household subsistence farming in 

Haryana and Rajasthan. In these parts, it is traditionally the daughter-in-law who does the bulk of 

the agricultural work, tends the cattle, and carries out household chores (Chowdhry 2011, 158–

80). In comparison to these expectations of the daughters-in-law, the same female family labour 

                                                
449 Focus group: Meo men and women FGMWMn1, interview and translation by author, 30 August 2014, Mewat 
District, Haryana.  
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demands are not placed on daughters, as it is assumed that they too, as future bahus or brides, 

would have to shoulder similar work responsibilities in their conjugal households; they are thus 

pampered in their natal homes and are given lighter duties and even indulged in their shirking of 

assigned chores.450 Notwithstanding this, daughters do work alongside their mothers and other 

female relatives, in agricultural activities, cattle rearing, and household related activities, but the 

elements of discipline and punishment employed for daughters-in-law, for being lax or for 

underperforming, are absent in their case. 

Excluding the ploughing done exclusively by the men, women perform the bulk of 

agriculture-related activities on their family farmlands, such as sowing, weeding, irrigating, 

spreading fertilizer, harvesting crops, processing harvested crops, and storing food. Findings 

from interviews and studies estimate that their labour contributions account for over 80 to 90 

percent in the agricultural arena (ibid, 172).451 Since the Green Revolution, despite the 

mechanization of farming, there has been an exponential jump in the “per hectare utilization of 

female family labour … by 22.52 percent between 1971-2 and 1980-1 (ibid, 166). The resulting 

upsurge in women’s work participation in agriculture and the higher incidence of women 

agricultural workers and women cultivators, who work to supplement family incomes, have 

transformed women into “economic assets” (Sethi 2009, 43). After agriculture, animal husbandry 

ranks second in the rural economy in these parts, with the burden of taking care of the cattle 

(maveshi), a labour-intensive activity, being borne entirely by household women. All cattle-

                                                
450 Focus group: Meo women FGMWn1, interview and translation by author, 21 September 2014, Mewat District, 
Haryana; Focus group: Hindu women FGWn5, interview and translation by author, 31 October 2011, Rewari 
District, Haryana.  
451 Focus groups with villagers in the Rohtak, Mewat, and Rewari Districts affirm the high participation of rural 
women in agriculture. Only the use of the plough or the tractor is undertaken by men in the research areas, while all 
other agricultural labour is performed by the women. Focus group: Mixed caste Hindu men FGMn2, interview and 
translation by author, 12 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana; Focus group: Meo men FGMMn2, interview and 
translation by author, 30 August 2014, Mewat District, Haryana.  
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related activities – from the collection of the green fodder, to the preparation of the nutrient-rich 

feed for the cattle, to milking, to the handling of dung to make dried cakes for use as cooking 

fuel – are done by the women. With rural diets being simple and consisting of wheat as a staple, 

milk and dairy products like curds, butter, and ghee452 have traditionally been the main 

supplement: owning cattle thus becomes not just a matter of family pride, but also a necessity for 

providing high energy and protein rich food to these rural families. However, since the White 

Revolution,453 animal husbandry has emerged as a steady source of supplemental income for 

already stretched households here.454 This has also increased the burden of work for rural 

women, who already suffer from long and backbreaking workdays.  

Families undertaking cross-region marriages are overwhelmingly landless, small, or 

marginal farmers with a landholding size averaging not more than one hectare (see Appendix D). 

With the phasing in of neoliberal reforms, prices of farm inputs have increased, as the state has 

either withdrawn or slowed their provision of agriculture input support systems in the form of 

subsidies, tariffs, and credit facilities (see Reddy and Mishra 2009, for more). At the same time, 

the returns from agriculture have been on a constant decline, as the prices farmers receive for 

their products are not adequate enough to compensate for the higher input costs. With the 

increasing push towards industrial agriculture in post-reform India, where both the input and 

output aspects of agricultural production are increasingly controlled by big corporations, small 

and marginal farmers undertaking contract farming455 find it increasingly difficult to make 

                                                
452 Ghee is clarified butter made from milk and used for cooking in Indian cuisine.  
453 The White Revolution, also known as “Operation Flood,” refers to an aggressive initiative implemented by the 
Indian state for dairy development among rural dairy producers from the early 1970s. Primarily village-milk 
cooperative led, it sought to link the market, or the consumers, directly to the dairy producers.  
454 The commodification of milk has led to a decrease in protein and energy intake within families, as milk and its 
by-products, which earlier would have been consumed by the family members, are now diverted to the market.  
455 In the face of declining farm incomes, rising costs of inputs, and the withdrawal of the state from agriculture 
support, agribusiness-led contract farming is aggressively promoted as a solution to the problems besetting Indian 
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money from farming. In order to compensate for the decline in income and the higher 

agricultural input costs, they are resorting to growing high value crops that in turn demand higher 

inputs of labour, thereby increasing their own and their family’s labour. During interviews, 

marginal and small farmers in the research areas recognized that: “if we hire labour, then what 

returns will be left for us? We do not have big pieces of land nor are we landlords. All our 

earning from the land will go to pay wages.”456 The shift in farming practices from own-resource 

based to industrial-input agriculture has also increased rural household indebtedness, due to 

increased reliance on informal moneylenders who charge a usurious rate of interest (Chhikara 

and Kodan 2013). 

The Crisis of Masculinity and its Impact on Marital Relations 

The contemporary process of accumulation and dispossession by neoliberal capital and 

the agrarian crisis have left uneducated, poorly educated, and landless men in Haryana and 

Rajasthan more marginalized than others. The societal and cultural associations of maleness with 

the ability to earn a decent livelihood and enter a marriage that includes procreation have created 

anxiety amongst this swathe of men, who, because of their social and/or economic unsuitability, 

are unable to attain both. This crisis in masculinity457 has led to increased violence in the private 

                                                                                                                                                       
agriculture. It is promoted as an alternative to farmers “seeking capital and new technology and other inputs and 
production services” (Singh 2005, 252). Agribusinesses and farmers enter into advance contracts for a particular 
agricultural product with a pre-agreed upon price, quantity, and quality. All risks are borne by the growers, including 
that of natural calamities or rejections of the entire crop when the product fails to meet stringent quality 
requirements. The “self-exploitation” of farmers under this type of inequitable contractual arrangement that favours 
the big agribusinesses also increases gender inequalities (ibid, 1624–25). 
456 Focus group: Meo men FGMMn2, interview and translation by author, 30 August 2014, Mewat District, 
Haryana. 
457 Critical masculinity studies in India, while drawing from Western theorizations of masculinity (Connell 1987; 
Mosse 1996), are based on South Asian men’s experience within the intersection of caste ideology, the colonial 
encounter, religious fundamentalism (in particular, chauvinistic Hindutva or right wing Hindu ideology), and local 
forms of patriarchy. The recognition of the role of local cultural and structural factors in redefining postcolonial 
masculinities in South Asia has led to a more nuanced and sophisticated analysis that breaks away from the 
universalization of the Western hegemonic masculine concept. See Chopra, Osella, and Osella, 2004, and 
Chakraborty, 2015, for more. 
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sphere. A recent study revealed that economic stress – either because of the men’s failure, as 

heads of households, to adequately provide for their families or their 

unemployed/underemployed status – has created anxiety about their ability to perform 

masculinity in the public sphere; they subsequently resort to intimate partner violence as a form 

of compensation (Nanda et al. 2014, 21). Studies elsewhere also demonstrate a link between the 

“disordered” masculinity of socially and economically precarious men and their historical and 

contemporary marginalization through the processes of colonialism, racism, and neoliberalism 

(Goebel 2015, 145–46).  

The author’s research revealed a glimmer of contradiction in the tension between the 

public posturing and private persona of some of these beleaguered males. At times, their private 

self manifests violent abuse to compensate for the inadequacies they experience in the public 

sphere. At other moments, the men display empathy with their spouses and surreptitiously make 

small concessions to soften their spouses’ lives, but in ways wilfully hidden from the public 

gaze. Interestingly, the publicly hypermasculine persona and the private and more 

accommodating self often appear to co-exist in such relationships.  

In the case of the men in cross-region marriages, in addition to the economic stressors, 

the feeling of being “less than others” or “not equal” is reinforced by the rejections from local 

families, which refuse to enter into matrimonial alliances with them on the grounds that they are 

unfit husband material because of their poverty, unemployed status, or physical deformity. They 

are also subject of ridicule for other men, who often use innuendos like “they suffered from 

deficiencies” (usme kami thi) in describing their rejection locally as groom material. Societally, 

they become outcasts: “they are treated disparagingly and with suspicion. If an unmarried man 

visits any house, he is made to feel uncomfortable. Why isn’t he married, or perhaps he has his 
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eyes on women in that house.”458 It is these men’s internalization of social values and 

expectations about hegemonic masculinity459 and manhood, as well as their desire to conform to 

dominant norms and be accepted within the fold of the elite masculinity club, that subliminally 

drive them to seek wives from other regions in an effort to shed their marginal masculine status.  

The devalued masculinity of such men who then enter into cross-region alliances has 

repercussions on their relationships with their wives. Their inadequacy around acting “male” 

occurs at multiple interlocking levels: they are poor, landless, unable to earn, or to earn enough 

to provide for the household,460 and have physical handicaps. For such men, “the home is 

sometimes seen as a zone of emasculation, given that the male head of the household is unable to 

provide for its material well-being” (Mehta 2008). Resultantly, the men appear to exaggerate 

their masculinity through a higher incidence of physical violence enacted visibly against their 

spouses. These acts of masculine compensation are undertaken to reinstate their position within 

the normative masculine club. In this context, it must be clarified that spousal violence is not 

restricted to cross-region brides alone. The National Family Health Survey (NFHS-3) of 2005–

                                                
458 Hindu husband’s brother HBn2, interview and translation by author, 13 November 2011, Jhunjhunu District, 
Rajasthan. 
459 Hegemonic masculinity is simply defined as a set of practices that allow men’s dominance over women to 
continue and reinforce the social subordination of women by men. Connell and Messerschmidt state that 
“hegemonic masculinity was not assumed to be normal in the statistical sense; only a minority of men might enact it. 
But it was certainly normative. It embodied the currently most honoured way of being a man, it required all other 
men to position themselves in relation to it” (2005, 832). In that sense, hegemonic or normative masculinity operates 
by subordinating women and other marginalized or devalued men who do not conform to the normative ideals. 
Critical masculinity studies recognizes that hegemonic masculinity “is a multilevel concept operating at local, 
regional, and global levels that also simultaneously engages cultural, individual, and structural factors” (Lushers 
2009, 389). It consists of hierarchies of masculinities that are expressed through relations of power between different 
groups of men (Connell 1995). It takes note of pluralities of masculinities and local gender hierarchies that 
constantly contest and reshape the prevailing hegemonic masculinity. In the case of India, caste ideology has led to 
the emergence of Brahmanical masculinity, where upper caste men exercise domination over lower caste men and 
subjugate their masculinity through processes that are emasculatory in nature. In the context of the resurgence of 
chauvinistic Hindu nationalism, this Brahmanical masculinity rebranded as Hindutva masculinity is exercised 
against Muslim men through sexualized acts of violence against them or their women (Vijayan 2004).  
460 According to a study of Indian masculinity, economic stress and resultant anxiety emerge as big contributors in 
triggering intimate partner violence (Nanda et al. 2014, 21), with less educated and poorer men perpetrating a higher 
percentage of intimate partner violence (ibid, 42). See Nanda et al. (2014) for more. 



 291 

06 revealed that 27 and 50.2 per cent of married women in Haryana and Rajasthan, respectively, 

had experienced spousal violence (physical, emotional, and/or sexual) (International Institute for 

Population Sciences (IIPS) and Macro International, 2007).  

Women – and in particular, the mothers-in-law – also play a role in reinforcing 

hegemonic masculinity. This is because it implies the maintenance of patriarchal ideology, which 

the mothers are co-opted into through the inducement of their elevated status in the familial 

power hierarchy after the marriage of their sons. They are thus more invested in ensuring that the 

daughters-in-law conform to their expected gender roles, accomplished by thwarting attempts at 

emotional intimacy between the sons and their wives. The mothers-in-law do this by either 

keeping the wives continually busy or by goading their sons to commit violence against their 

wives. For the cross-region brides, this combination of conjugal family women’s attempts to 

buttress patriarchy and the men’s anxieties about their marginal masculine status creates a 

particularly noxious intimate environment.  

The degree and intensity of controls and the violence enacted on these women is also 

dependent on the mode through which they have been obtained, either through marriage with 

their parents’ assistance or through trafficking. For the men who “buy” their wives from 

marriage agents or human traffickers, their masculinity undergoes a severe bruising of ego 

because they have paid for their wives, unlike the prevalent customary norm of grooms receiving 

money and other marriage gifts from the brides’ families. They display greater belligerence in 

their behaviour towards their wives, either through strict control over their movements and 

freedom to meet other women within the village, or through acts of physical violence that even 

local men condemn as reprehensible. During the course of one focus group interview with Meo 

men, the subject of “mardangi,” or masculinity, of men who had “bought” wives came up for 
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discussion. It was emphasized that, in relation to men with local wives, such men exhibited 

higher degrees of control over their women as a way to assert their masculinity (mardangi jharte 

hain apni aurat ko dabaa kar).461  

It would be erroneous to assume that all men in cross-region marriages subscribe to the 

dominant norms of masculinity and exhibit aggressive hyper-masculine posturing vis-à-vis their 

wives. Within the public sphere, “men may cultivate a façade of normativity while privately 

acting in unsanctioned ways” (Osella and Osella 2006, 19), and in doing so, they contest the 

prevailing hegemonic masculinity. This “personal masculinity” (Bird 1996), where men in this 

study (n=22) were found to do away with some elements of hegemonic masculinity within the 

intimate sphere of husband-wife relations, varied from individual to individual. According to 

some interviewees, it is expressed through a range of gestures and concessions, such as helping 

out with household chores or taking care of children, moving away from a joint family household 

to establish separate households, or reducing demands on the women’s labour in agriculture. One 

woman related how her husband responded to her plea for a lesser workload: “he said ‘just 

accompany me to the fields. I will do the work. You just chip in what you can.’”462 Often, such 

men express their subjectivity against the dominant masculine norm surreptitiously, in order to 

avoid being labelled as “henpecked” (jooru ka ghulam) and becoming subject to further male 

ridicule.  

The men’s recognition that they were considered “inadequate” (bechara) prior to their 

marriage, and their realization of the change in their status – as married, with children, and 

without the need to depend on other family members for meeting their subsistence needs – 

                                                
461 Focus group: Meo men FGMMn2, interview and translation by author, 30 August 2014, Mewat District, 
Haryana.  
462 Hindu bride BHn10, interview and translation by author, 9 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
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causes them to take such measures. A Meo man who had remarried because his first wife died in 

childbirth stated: “I try to make her life comfortable. Look, I even bought her a gold hansli 

(necklace). I buy her clothes whenever she asks for them. If she takes care of me, then I should 

also do the same.”463 

Other gestures included buying rice or stealthily bringing in eggs or cooked meat dishes 

for their wives. For instance, one man stated: “I buy rice for her and bring it home. Even I have 

adjusted to eating rice once in a day. If she is happy eating rice, then at least she will feel 

contented and not think of leaving me.”464 Such men’s gestures acquire significance given that 

the diet amongst the Hindus in Haryana and Rajasthan is predominantly vegetarian, with wheat 

as the staple cereal; meat and eggs are taboo; and rice is looked down as an inferior cereal. Some 

men also take their wives out for a day to nearby small towns, where the women can relax and 

eat what they like without censure or ridicule – being away from the oppressive social norms. 

This was illustrated as a strategy in the interview of one man who said: “I take my wife to the 

city for an outing. We eat samosas465 and other snacks there and enjoy ourselves.”466 Such 

actions of these husbands not only demonstrate a softening of their stance toward their wives, 

they also indicate their subtle resistance against constrictive rules regarding intimacy, eating, and 

public behaviour within their own communities. These intimate and almost surreptitious acts of 

accommodation and respect for their partners show how these couples try and work out a 

companionate relationship within the surrounding constraints of societal norms and expectations 

about gender roles and gender behaviour. Such examples also challenge the stereotypical 

characterization of these men as patriarchal monsters, and force observers to see them, to some 

                                                
463 Meo husband MMHn4, interview and translation by author, 16 December 2011, Alwar District, Rajasthan.  
464 Hindu husband HHn12, interview and translation by author, 12 November 2011, Rewari District, Haryana.  
465 Samosa is a fried triangular savoury snack that is usually stuffed with spiced potatoes.  
466 Hindu husband HHn7, interview and translation by author, 9 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana. 
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extent, as victims of societal and patriarchal norms and expectations. 

“It Feels Like I Am in a Prison”: Regulating Freedom of Movement 

“I fear that we’ve spent so much and then she might run away. That’s what we worry about the 
most. We do not let her go anywhere alone.”467  

The rural women in this study stressed that maintaining close links with their natal 

families and their kin married in the same or adjoining conjugal villages is central to their ability 

to negotiate better bargains in their conjugal homes. Although they are subjected to varying 

degrees of seclusion under prevailing patriarchal norms, they do not undergo the same degree of 

hawk-like monitoring by their female relatives – like the mother-in-law, the husband’s sister 

(nanad), or the husband’s brothers’ wives (jethani) – that the cross-region brides face.  

Out of a total of the 116 interviewed cross-region brides, a staggering 93, or 80 per cent, 

reported facing some form of controls that the local brides are usually exempt from. The reported 

degree of surveillance and/or restraint varied from total confinement within the four walls of the 

house to restricted movement within the village. It was found to be also dependant on factors 

such as: a) the mode by which the marriage had been undertaken, i.e., whether the bride was 

trafficked, coerced, or married with her parents’ approval; b) the duration of the marriage; c) the 

amount invested by the family in the marriage; and d) whether the woman had children or not 

from the current marriage. 

Such regulation takes different forms. For instance, on an everyday basis, the woman is 

denied privacy even when she wants to relieve herself; it is not uncommon to find women from 

the men’s family accompanying the new bride as she attends to nature’s calls. She is also 

chaperoned when doing household chores, such as collecting water or firewood. The constant 

chaperoning prevents the new brides from speaking to other cross-region brides and women 
                                                
467 Husband’s sister SHHn2, interview and translation by author, 15 December 2011, Jhunjhunu District, Rajasthan.  
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neighbours; it also dissuades local women from reaching out and striking up friendships.468 Other 

strategies involve locking up, at night, the room where the new couple sleep, to prevent the bride 

from running away in the night. In another method, witnessed only in the Jhunjhunu District of 

Rajasthan, where villages are located far from agricultural fields and where almost every family 

has a small house on its farm, families strategically relocate the newly married couple to a 

remote dwelling commonly known as the “kua.” The difficult access to any mode of transport 

from the kua, the new bride’s unfamiliarity with the local terrain and/or the language, and the 

total absence of interaction with anyone other than the immediate family members lead to this 

extreme choice in sequestering these particular new cross-region brides. The families candidly 

admit that the payment of a considerable sum of money to marriage agents leads them to take 

such measures to prevent the loss of their monetary investment in a “wife.”  

The claustrophobia brought on by the constant surveillance and regulation results in the 

women experiencing their lives as “being confined to a prison” (pinjare mein kaid).469 Further, 

the denial by the men’s families to let them visit their natal families accentuates this prisoner-like 

perception. Out of the 116 brides interviewed, 73 stated that they had been refused permission to 

go to their natal regions in the early years of their marriage. This is in stark contrast to the 

relative ease with which the local brides can routinely visit their natal families during festivals, 

life-cycle ceremonies, and childbirth. This differential behaviour can be partly attributed to the 

high cost of travel between the two distant regions, the poverty of the men who seek cross-region 

alliances, and the inability of the bride and her husband to be savvy in navigating complex 

modes of travel. But the real reason lies in the fear of the conjugal families that the brides might 

stay back home for good. One mother-in-law who prevented her daughter-in-law from visiting 
                                                
468 Hindu bride BHn2, interview and translation by author, 7 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana. 
469 Hindu bride BHn5, interview and translation by author, 8 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
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her family said she did this because she “feared that she might not return here. We would lose all 

the money that we had paid to the marriage agent. That’s the main reason why I did not let her 

visit home.”470  

However, there is some easing off around the brides’ freedom to visit their natal regions 

as more time passes and after they bear children. The families hope that maternal love might 

deter them from deserting their marriage. One man married to a woman from West Bengal 

explained: “once the child was born, I took her home for a visit. I felt that then she would not 

leave me as she’d love the child.”471 In some cases, families allow the women to visit natal 

families only when they keep back their children, especially the boy-children, using them as a 

ransom to secure the women’s return. 

Significantly, villagers also play a role in the surveillance of the brides by acting as the 

informal “eyes and ears” for the families. One woman from Odisha recalled how her attempt to 

run away due to the culture shock she experienced as a new bride in Haryana came to naught:  

I was accosted by two village women who questioned me about my movements. I had 
told my family that I wanted to explore the village and go for a walk. But in actuality, I 
was finding my way out of the maze of lanes and bylanes to escape. They said they 
would take me back home. After “escorting” me here, they scolded my mother-in-law 
and said, “you better control your daughter-in-law’s movements or else she’ll run 
away.”472 

Such behaviour of local women vis-à-vis the cross-region brides is not surprising, as the former 

often share caste and kin alliances with the families bringing in cross-region brides. This 

informal and often invisible community policing not only deters the brides from running away 

from abusive or difficult family situations, it also makes it doubly hard for them to open up to the 

local woman and share their distress with them. Such fissures in empathetic solidarity for the 

                                                
470 Mother-in-law MILn4, interview and translation by author, 31 October 2011, Rewari District, Haryana.  
471 Meo husband MMHn3, interview and translation by author, 16 December 2011, Alwar District, Rajasthan. 
472 Hindu bride BHn10, interview and translation by author, 9 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana. 
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gendered nature of the brides’ oppression and exploitation allow more extreme forms of 

patriarchal subordination to occur, thus normalizing gender-based violence in all forms. These 

normalized hostage-like situations, exclusively limited to the cross-region brides, should be 

interpreted as acts of violence that attack the women’s freedom of movement and make them 

experience discrimination on a daily basis within the households and in the villages.  

Undertaking Intra-gender and Intra-household Bargaining 

“Suppose I was married in my own place, it would still be my region. The language would be the 
same. When I came here, everything was different. The language was different. The way they 
cook rotis473 with hands, I was not used to that. They fetch water on the head while I carried pots 
on my side.”474 

Unlike the local newly-wed women who are conversant in the local language and familiar 

with the social mores and customs, the cross-region brides are at an added disadvantage because 

of their total uprootedness from everything familiar to them. Regulation over their movements 

heightens their sense of isolation and increases their dependence on close conjugal female family 

members, who are their only female contacts in the initial period. Relations with the mothers-in-

law, the jethanis, and the husbands’ sisters, the nanads, thus acquire significance as these women 

play a central role in transforming the brides into authentic clones (Mirchandani 2012) of 

themselves – for the quicker and more efficient extraction of their labour. The processes 

involved in the authenticity work (ibid) include: teaching the brides the local language; schooling 

them in the everyday tasks related to the household, agriculture, and cattle; and helping them 

navigate the social and cultural mores of the region, including the customs and traditions of their 

jati that incorporate, amongst others, veiling and self-regulatory practices.  

The initial period of marriage is also when intra-gender negotiation about the division of 

                                                
473 Flat bread made of whole-wheat flour and cooked on a griddle.  
474 Meo bride BMMn3, interview and translation by author, 16 December 2011, Alwar District, Rajasthan. 
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labour occurs. Here, the cross-region brides’ total dependency on affinal kin women to inform 

them about gender roles and the family’s demands on incoming wives appears to set the stage for 

their exploitation. These women, including the mothers-in-law, husbands’ sisters, and the wives 

of their husbands’ brothers, help the brides learn domestic chores and the local language as 

quickly as possible, in large part, to reduce their own work load – which, in many instances, has 

increased due to household coping strategies against neoliberal reforms in agriculture.  

Local women often stated that: “at the time of finalizing the marriage, our parents tell our 

prospective in-laws that our daughters are not going to work in the fields. Consequently, we 

work in the fields if we wish to and if we do not like to, we do not.”475 Unlike with local brides, 

whose families negotiate future demands on their daughters’ labour based on the amount of 

dowry that they give, such bargaining appears to be absent or significantly reduced in cross-

region marriages. This is due to the poverty of the natal families, the lack of dowry that 

accompanies such brides, and the geographical distance, which prevents their families from 

giving gifts in cash and kind at significant life-cycle ceremonies like Bhaat476 or Chuchak.477 

One cross-region Muslim bride from Assam married to a Meo man in Mewat summed up their 

compromised status and lowered bargaining ability:  

The biggest difference is that we come from very poor regions and families. Our parents 
are not able to give dowry. Whereas over here, families give money, jewellery, furniture, 
clothes, and even cars as dowry: the dowry often costs Rupees 1 or 1.2 million. The 
outsiders come empty-handed. Obviously, the locals who bring so much are valued and 
respected (unki kadar hai).478  

The women’s intra-household and intra-gender bargaining outcomes are also dependent on the 
                                                
475 Focus group: Jat women FGJWn1, interview and translation by author, 9 October 2011, Rohtak District, 
Haryana. 
476 Bhaat, also called Bhaat nuana, is a pre-wedding ceremony in which the groom’s or bride’s maternal uncles are 
invited by their sister for a meal of rice or Bhaat. They come bearing gifts for the entire family  
477 Chuchak is another life-cycle ceremony performed by the maternal side of the family. This occurs one month 
after the birth of a child.  
478 Meo bride BMMn28, interview and translation by author, 28 August 2014, Mewat District, Haryana.  
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earning ability of their spouses and their economic ranking within the household (Vera-Sanso 

1999, 583). Women whose husbands earn less than other male members in a joint-family 

household situation, are unemployed, or are physically handicapped appear to get short shrift, as 

they are dependent on the pooled income and resources of the family for their subsistence. Such 

reasons for compromised bargaining ability are not exclusive to cross-region brides, but also 

extend to the local women. However, it must be kept in mind that, very often, it is those men 

who are considered social losers and thus rejected as grooms in the local marriage market – due 

to their poor economic standing, disability, or character flaws – that, in a majority of cases, seek 

out caste-transgressive and non-customary marriages. Their own lowered status in society and 

family negatively impacts their new brides too. Other variable factors, such as the caste and 

ethnicity of the women; the way their marriages have been conducted, i.e., through a marriage 

agent or the bride herself; and the presence (or the absence thereof) of “social support systems” 

(Agarwal 1997, 9) that involve social capital in the form of kin and caste ties, also influence the 

intra-family bargaining dynamics and outcomes.  

The family’s payment of mediator fees, and, in some cases, the additional small amount 

of money given to the natal families to help with wedding expenses, create an assumption that 

the brides are “bought” and are thus akin to bonded labour; this perception immediately changes 

familial power dynamics in favour of the in-laws. The common refrain used by the men and their 

families is that the baharwalis, or outsider brides, are cheaper than buffaloes. Used exclusively 

for brides from the eastern provinces of India, while sparing those from Himachal Pradesh, 

Uttarakhand, and Uttar Pradesh, such statements appear to be an extension of the overall 

“othering” and ethnic discrimination that people from East India, particularly from Bihar, suffer 

in other parts of the country. Statements such as, “buffaloes cost Rs 60,000 whereas a wife can 
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be obtained for a mere Rs 30,000,”479 which are often made in the presence of the brides, are 

deliberate strategies to lower their self-esteem, reinforce their subordinate ranking in the family 

hierarchy, and demonstrate their low value. 

The internalization of the market economy ethos and the reinforcement of the women’s 

value as commodities – wherein inefficient or unproductive goods or wares are replaceable with 

more efficient ones – are evident in comments like the following: “if they will not work as 

expected, then very much like a buffalo that does not yield enough milk, they can be dispensed 

with and replaced with another hard-working woman.”480 The intermeshing of this attitude with 

patriarchal values about marriage, social disciplines, and the stigma associated with desertion 

play a significant role in, as was stated in one focus group, “extracting more work from outsider 

brides. They cannot do as they wish. They also have to work more than the locals.”481 

Docile Cross-Region Brides Versus Fiery Locals 

The dominant discourse about these brides is almost always in relation to their ability to 

work. Paradoxically, despite being denigrated as ethnically and caste inferior within the families, 

cross-region brides are also projected as compliant and docile hard workers, who do not 

complain about the long hours of labour nor the type of work demanded of them. Descriptions 

like “hard-working,” “does not reply back,” “quick worker,” and “uncomplaining when asked to 

do more chores” are frequently used by the conjugal family members in describing them. The 

contradiction in simultaneously representing the cross-region brides as hard working and as 

ethnically and/or civilizationally inferior is best explained through the concept of “stereotypical 

dualism” (Hulme 1986, quoted in Hall 215–16), wherein stereotypes have two features: 1), 

                                                
479 Hindu husband HHn21, interview and translation by author, 25 October 2014, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
480 Phool Kumar Petwar, interview and translation by author, 24 July 2014, Narwana, Jind District, Haryana.  
481 Focus group: Jat women FGJWn1, interview and translation by author, 9 October 2011, Rohtak District, 
Haryana. 
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several characteristics are collapsed into one simple image that represents the essence of the 

people; and 2) the stereotype is split into two halves – good and bad. 

One elderly mother-in-law compared her two daughters-in-law, one a local and another 

from West Bengal, by saying: “the Bangalan is hard-working. If you tell her to do some work, 

she never refuses nor answers back when asked to do more. But if you ask the local bride to 

“please do this,” she does it grudgingly, or worse, even refuses to do it.”482 Additionally, 

conjugal family members deliberately praise cross-region brides’ workhorse ethics and 

simultaneously denigrate the local brides for not being respectful or hardworking, through 

comments like: “these brides agree to go for agricultural wage labour without a demur, but the 

local brides will never do that.”483 

Local brides appear to draw flak from their in-laws for their arrogant and rude attitude 

towards the elders, generally more rebellious nature, sloppy work ethic; for their numerous visits 

to their natal families for protracted periods of time; for being constantly on their cell phone; and 

for calling their families or kin members at a moment’s notice to intervene on their behalf against 

their in-laws, for any imagined or real slight. Such comparisons are based on the cross-region 

brides’ compliance and submissiveness toward the labour demands – both reproductive and 

productive – made on them by the households. These should be interpreted as deliberate 

strategies calculated to create discord and unhealthy competition between the two sets of brides, 

both within the household and in the community. Ironically, both groups are similarly 

subordinated by the overarching patriarchal ideology because of their subordinate status as 

daughters-in-law. At the household level, such statements also appear as shrewd tactics to extract 

labour more efficiently and willingly from both sets of women. Part of the reason for this is that, 
                                                
482 Mother-in-law MILn17, interview and translation by author, 25 October 2014, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
483 Bimla Devi, President, Shakti Parishad (NGO), 2 November 2011, Rewari District, Haryana.  
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for both sets, the women’s labour is being increasingly utilized for more family subsistence 

farming activities and/or paid wage work in agriculture, thereby increasing their overall 

workloads.  

The valorization of the cross-region brides as “hardworking,” as having “better family 

values,” and as “the ones that we prefer over local ones” should be interpreted as “public 

transcripts.”484 These are staged by members of the conjugal families, including the husbands, in 

the presence of both cross-region and local brides, in order to ensure the compliance of these two 

sets of women in the face of unequal and oppressive power relations. Such public transcripts of 

the conjugal family members, if taken purely at face value and not examined critically, run the 

danger of being accepted as truisms by scholars and offered as proofs of the assimilation of 

cross-region brides (Chaudhary and Mohan 2011; Kaur 2004; Mishra 2013). James Scott warns 

precisely against such naïve conclusions, emphasizing that public transcripts offer an illusion of 

consensus between the supraordinates and subordinates, by serving as a “self-portrait of 

dominant elites as they would have themselves seen” (1990, 08; emphasis original).  

It is important also to note that the hidden transcripts of these families, undertaken in the 

private sphere, run contrary to their public avowals of preferring these brides over the local ones. 

This “offstage discourse” becomes explicit through their statements that they have to “somehow 

endure the fact of marrying these women because of their helplessness (majboori) to secure 

                                                
484 James Scott, in his work on Malay plantation workers (1990), put forward the concept of hidden and public 
transcripts in shaping the everyday resistance strategies of subordinate groups. He explained public transcripts as the 
discourse enacted between the dominant and the subordinated. This “public record of superior-subordinate relations 
in which the latter appears to acquiesce willingly to the stated and unstated expectations of the former” (Amoore 
2005, 22) plays a key role in shaping the resistance strategies of subordinates. On the other hand, hidden transcripts 
refer to the “discourse that takes place ‘offstage,’ beyond direct observation by powerholders” (Scott 1990, 04). 
Hidden transcripts are undertaken by the dominant elites as much as by the subordinated groups away from the 
enactment of public transcripts. In the case of the elites, hidden transcripts provide their true perceptions and 
outlooks regarding their subordinates, while, in the case of those dominated, these transcripts serve as sites of 
resistance and rebellion.  
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brides locally,”485 and that “the family’s status is lowered within the kin group (sir neecha ho 

gaya) because of a low caste daughter-in-law.”486 In the case of the local brides, the public 

transcripts also serve as veiled threats, used to dissuade and/or prevent them from undertaking 

open resistance against existing unequal relations of power within the patriarchal familial 

hierarchy. Such public transcripts also conceal the discrimination enacted on a day-to-day basis 

within the private sphere vis-à-vis the cross-region brides, either in the form of caste or ethnic 

othering through exclusionary practices, or through unequal treatment in the division of 

household labour or the allocation of resources.  

“The ‘Outsider’ (Baharwali) Brides Treat Us Better”: In-Laws Weigh Their Options 

In the classic patriarchy operating in conjugal areas of Haryana and Rajasthan, elderly 

parents customarily live in their own home with the eldest son and his wife, who are expected to 

take care of their well-being. Within this form of patriarchy, the desire to ensure old-age security 

and welfare causes mothers-in-law to try to maintain control over their sons. This is done 

through their close monitoring of, and continuous delegation of work to, their daughters-in-law, 

so that they do not have any spare moment to build intimacy and affection with their husbands 

(Kandiyoti 1988). However, negotiation over power relies on a number of variables, including 

the dependence of the older family members on the younger generation; this dependence can be 

economic and/or caregiving in nature. Thus, the mothers-in-law do not want to antagonize the 

daughters-in-law, because their own well-being and the provision of their daily needs depend on 

the cooperation of these new entrants into the family. The social and economic position of the 

various sons within the family hierarchy, which is dependant on their ability to earn income from 

the external market and/or the need for their labour in the continuation of family subsistence 
                                                
485 Meo husband MMHn10, interview and translation by author, 28 August 2014, Mewat District, Haryana.  
486 Hindu husband HHn5, interview and translation by author, 8 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
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farming, also reshapes intra-family dynamics and plays an additional role in influencing the 

decision-making process of the parents. 

Upending the dominant societal and cultural norms that usually have the elderly parents 

live with the eldest son, a significant number of interviewed in-laws (12 out of a total of 21) had 

strategically chosen to live with their sons who had cross-region wives. In relating why they had 

made this decision, one man stressed: “the ones from outside are imparted good values from their 

parents. They know how to keep a family intact, whereas the ones from here do not bother about 

it. The local brides are arrogant and do not serve our needs properly.”487 Once again, such 

statements asserting that the “greater respect and care conferred to the elders by cross-region 

brides”488 motivates their relocation should be understood as public transcripts – staged for both 

sets of brides, but with different end results in mind. For the local brides, these provide a 

cautionary note about the fallouts of transgressing their hierarchical and submissive role as 

daughters-in-law, including, importantly, a lesser or zero share in the family inheritance. Quite 

differently, for the cross-region brides, these transcripts are meant to affirm their continued 

docility and subservience to the established unequal intra-familial hierarchies of power and 

gender relations; the potential for better status and a share in the family’s resources, including 

land and other productive assets, works as an inducement for the women to behave in the fashion 

expected of them. However, in actuality, the non-erosion of the older female’s authority; the 

compliance of the younger women, and acceptance of her rank within the familial power 

relations and hierarchy; the economic dependence of the son and his family on the father’s 

income; the compromised bargaining ability of the cross-region brides; and the dependency of 

older family members on the daughters-in-law, in general, to cater to their day-to-day needs and 
                                                
487 Father-in-law FILn1, interview and translation by author, 7 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana. 
488 Father-in-law FILn7, interview and translation by author, 30 August 2014, Mewat District, Haryana.  
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comforts, appear to guide such decisions. In other contexts, local daughters-in-law who possess 

better fall-back options challenge the power and authority of the older generation. One mother-

in-law explained: “they [local daughters-in-law] are ‘tez tarrar’ (have fiery temperaments). This 

one from Bangal is nice and docile. … The ones from here cannot be browbeaten so easily.”489 

The deliberate idealization of cross-region brides as making better daughters-in-law than 

local brides, because of their so-called inherent cultural traits, like docility, a caring nature, a 

deferential attitude toward in-laws, and an ability to work uncomplainingly, runs in close parallel 

to the representations of certain racialized and ethnic groups of women from countries of the 

Global South as ideal domestic workers and caring nannies (Stasiulis and Bakan 2005, 71). In 

Canada, placement agencies use seemingly naturalized attributes of docility, hard work, 

subservience, and motherly affection to describe Filipina domestic workers, and also pit them 

against West Indian domestic workers, who are represented in the dominant discourse as 

“aggressive, incompetent and cunningly criminal” (ibid, 77). This rhetoric allows employers and 

placement agencies to control and regulate groups of women workers who try to assert their 

rights, and demand better wages and working conditions. The artful deployment of a similar 

strategy by rural families in Haryana and Rajasthan also neutralizes the brides’ dissent, pits 

women within the same household against one another, and allows for the easier extraction of 

labour from both sets of brides. The decision to live with sons who have cross-region brides thus 

appears as a carefully thought-out strategy, in which the older women weigh options about which 

daughter-in-law can best serve their interests, through acceding to their subordinate status.  

Self-valorization as a Coping Strategy 

Such instrumentalist representations of cross-region brides as good workers and 

                                                
489 Mother-in-law MILn15, interview and translation by author, 30 August 2014, Mewat District, Haryana.  
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caregivers are problematically appropriated by the brides themselves to turn their suffering into a 

virtue. Their reconceptualization of themselves as more virtuous and hardworking in comparison 

to the local women is evident in comments like the following: “we work both at home and in the 

fields. The ones from here are not able to manage that. It may be a rare local woman who is able 

to work long and hard in the fields and then take care of chores at home.”490 They also end up 

valorizing their work ethic and commitment to marriage, despite experiencing intimate partner 

violence. As one bride explained: “We Bengali women know the meaning of marriage and 

honour, whereas those local women do not. A husband is a husband for life. If our husbands are 

abusive or uncaring, we do not leave them and go running back to our parents the way they 

do.”491  

Such self-valorization should be understood as another component of how the brides 

perform authenticity work, as they try and make meaning of their “place in an imagined and 

experienced hierarchy” (Mirchandani 2102, 138) of patriarchy, caste, and ethnicity. 

Mirchandani, while discussing the Indian call centre workers who have to negotiate the racism 

and bigotry of their Western customers, argues that, “marginalized groups sometimes use the 

language of racial difference to their discursive advantage by legitimizing their authenticity and 

disrupting the normative hierarchies in place” (2012, 138). Very much like the Indian call centre 

workers, who reify themselves as a cut above their Western customers, the brides denigrate the 

local women because of their supposed “lack of respect for elders,”492 and their uncouth and 

impolite manner of speech, which does not take note of hierarchies within families. In doing so, 

they find a unique twist to the internal othering, prejudice, and stereotyping that they are 

                                                
490 Hindu bride BHn33, interview and translation by author, 2 November 2011, Rewari District, Haryana. 
491 Hindu bride BHn23, interview and translation by author, 12 October 2011Rohtak District, Haryana.  
492 Meo bride BMMn26, interview and translation by author, 29 August 2014, Mewat District, Haryana. 
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continually confronted with. In interviews, the women emphasized that: “there is a vast 

difference between the local women and us. They do not know how to respect family members 

or how to ensure that the family honour stays intact.”493 However, although this reverse othering 

of the local women as possessing less wifely traits enables the cross-region brides to feel a cut 

above the former, it also works to their detriment. First, it prevents them from questioning and 

resisting their own oppression and subordination. Second, it works to deepen the fissure between 

the two groups of women – cross-region and local brides – who are both manipulated by the 

hegemonic patriarchal ideology, through the stereotypical constructs used in their subjugation 

and exploitation. Notwithstanding these drawbacks, the process of reverse othering allows the 

brides to subvert their marginalized position and turn their exploitation and oppression into an 

asset. The women’s construction of this alternate valorized subjectivity occurs as a defence 

mechanism against the constant belittling they endure in the household and in the village. 

How Does the Dice Roll: Negotiating Intra-household Bargaining 

Patriarchal ideology co-opts older women into enforcing patriarchal norms and ideology, 

by offering them rewards of reduced workload, increased stature in decision making, and control 

over the younger incoming female family members’ labour (Kandiyoti 1988). Kandiyoti notes 

that, in the face of threats or slippages to the patriarchal order through the younger women’s 

resistance against the existing power hierarchy within the family, the older women resort to 

greater enforcement of patriarchal norms and ideology; this ensures that they are able to cash in 

on the previous incentives offered to them by their own in-laws, to ensure their compliance 

during their own stint as daughters-in-law (ibid, 282–83).  

The ability of brides to resist what they perceive as excessive demands on their 

                                                
493 Hindu bride BHn33, interview and translation by author, 2 November 2011, Rewari District, Haryana.  
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productive and reproductive labour is “critically related to the proximity (or otherwise) of 

effective support networks, in particular, networks of natal kin” (Palriwala and Uberoi 2008, 30). 

These “excessive” demands (zyada kaam karwana) range from the older women in the 

household off-loading their own domestic chores onto the brides’ shoulders; buying more cattle 

to augment the family income through the sale of milk, giving the brides more work to do in 

looking after the cattle; or forcing the brides to work as casual agricultural wage labourers on 

other people’s land, to supplement declining household incomes derived from family subsistence 

farming.  

Local women are able to derive strength (majbooti) from the nearness of their families, 

described by one man as: “they have the solid backing of their families” (unke paas peeche se 

thok hai).494 As a result, they appear more successful in obtaining better deals for extra demands 

on their labour, particularly in the realm of household chores or as casual wage labourers in 

agriculture. Quite the opposite, the cross-region brides are described as helpless (majboor) in 

terms of resisting excessive demands on their labour, because of their long distance from the 

natal regions and the consequent weakened familial support networks. This is fully exploited by 

conjugal family members. Two such family members stated in interviews that: “unlike the locals, 

we are able to make the baharwali work for wage labour (majdoori) in other people’s fields. 

They go without protest,”495 because “they have come from outside. They worry that if we throw 

them out, where will they go and who will take care of them.”496  

However, in instances where the families have more than one cross-region bride (n=23), 

either sisters or two cross-region brides brought in at different periods of time, the familial power 

                                                
494 Meo husband’s brother MMHBn1, interview and translation by author, 31 August 2014, Mewat District, 
Haryana.  
495 Mother-in-law MILn15, interview and translation by author, 30 August 2014, Mewat District, Haryana.  
496 Father-in-law FILn2, interview and translation by author, 13 November 2011, Jhunjhunu District, Rajasthan. 
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dynamics are tilted in the brides’ favour. Together, they have more opportunities to manoeuvre 

advantageous patriarchal bargains, register stronger protests against the caste or ethnic 

discrimination within the family and in the community, and provide support to each other in the 

face of abuse or exploitation. This is underscored by the fact that the (cross-region) marriage of a 

female sibling into the same conjugal family as her sister is undertaken only if the first bride is 

relatively content with her married state, as evident from the statement of one bride, who had 

arranged the marriage of her younger sister to her brother-in-law (devar): “I suggested my 

sister’s hand for my devar. This family [the husband’s] has treated me well and her marriage 

here would ease my loneliness (akelapan).497 

The brides’ inability, or unwillingness, to challenge their unequal treatment vis-à-vis the 

local brides, their subordinate ranking in the family hierarchy, and/or the discrimination they 

face on account of their caste and ethnicity can be partly attributed to their internalization of the 

hegemonic patriarchal ideology and their firm belief in marriage as a sacrosanct institution. 

Illustrating this, one bride expressed: “marriage happens once in a lifetime. Once a girl becomes 

‘mature,’ she has to be married off.”498 Other options for women, such as desertion or remaining 

unmarried, were dismissed through statements like: “you cannot bring shame (beizzati) to the 

[natal] family by leaving the marriage”499 and “it is a dishonour to a family to have an unmarried 

daughter sitting at home. Society does not take it easily.”500 Prima facie, such statements can be 

interpreted as evidence of the women’s internalization of patriarchal ideology, which creates 

their inertia around resisting or challenging their own exploitation. At a deeper level, such 

statements should be understood as attempts to reconcile their compromised bargaining ability 

                                                
497 Hindu bride Bhn4, interview and translation by author, 8 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana. 
498 Meo bride BMMn9, interview and translation by author, 24 July 2012, Alwar District, Rajasthan.  
499 Meo bride BMMn39, interview and translation by author, 31 August 2014, Mewat District, Haryana. 
500 Hindu bride BHn33, interview and translation by author, 2 November 2011, Rewari District, Haryana. 
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and lower rank, because of fewer or no fall-back options – attributed to, among other causes, 

their lack of ownership of productive assets, their inability to be economically independent, and 

the dominance of social norms that frown on women deserting their marriage. One woman 

married into a Meo family in Mewat expressed this consciousness in very articulate terms:  

I really have no options. If I return home, I will become a burden (bojh) on my parents. It 
will mean an extra mouth to feed. My brothers and their families will resent my presence. 
It is hard to earn a day’s earning there in agriculture. There are very few jobs available. I 
do not even own a piece of land that I can till and feed myself. Other women in the 
village will look at me suspiciously and fear that I will steal their husbands.501 

This is not to say that local brides are not hegemonized by the prevailing patriarchal values or 

constrained in challenging or resisting domination and oppression. However, the geographical 

proximity of familial or kin support imparts local brides with greater agency in dealing with 

unfair bargaining outcomes or gender-based violence, quite unlike the cross-region brides.  

The presence of conjugal caste and kin personnel in the local elected government posts 

and police department also appear to restrain the women from seeking interventions against 

domestic abuse or denial of property rights, as the former’s caste and kin loyalties appear to 

transcend their duties and responsibilities to their official posts. One bride, who was harassed by 

her conjugal family members while her husband had migrated to the city for work, recalled her 

futile efforts to seek help: 

[at] the police station [the person] in charge there, instead of writing down my complaint, 
would call up my conjugal family or the village chief and ask ‘what is the problem.’ He 
would ask me to make peace with them. … He could not do that for a local woman, who 
would have been accompanied with her father, her brothers and cousins to ensure that the 
right procedure was followed.”502  

The women’s outsider status and fewer fall-back options – and resultant weakened 

bargaining ability – create discrimination in other spheres of intra-household and intra-gender 

                                                
501 Meo bride BMMn13, interview and translation by author, 25 July 2012, Jhunjhunu District, Rajasthan.  
502 Hindu bride BHn57, interview and translation by author, 24 September 2014, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
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dynamics. In particular, dual standards are often observed between the local and the cross-region 

brides within households through the denial of jewellery, gifts, or the purchase of new clothes. 

One cross-region bride from Andhra Pradesh provided an example of such intra-family 

discrimination: 

For a local [bride], the families will buy a 2 tola503 gold necklace (hansli), but for the 
paro, a simple silver anklet (payal) is also out of question. We remain bare-necked – just 
as we had come from our parents (jaise aaiye the, vaise baratte hain). Nor do we get any 
jewellery later on, quite unlike the local ones. The families say, ‘oh she is from outside 
(paar), why does she need anything.’”504  

Such everyday acts of discrimination and their treatment as inferior members of the family 

reaffirm the cross-region brides’ subordinate status and provide legitimacy for their abuse and 

neglect. Interestingly, their demand for parity through the equal intra-household dispensation of 

jewellery, and not for equality in the allocation of household chores, is based on the traditional 

custom of regarding jewellery as stri-dhan, or women’s wealth, as a form of insurance they can 

use in times of personal or financial crisis. This is not surprising as, in both Haryana and 

Rajasthan, being given jewellery as part of one’s dowry is still considered the sum of women’s 

share in paternal property – in lieu of land, which remains the sole inheritance prerogative of 

men.  

Land, Inheritance, and Profits: Reshaping Intra-household Relations 

With the prevalence of patrilineal inheritance in the conjugal regions, whereby land and 

other productive assets are passed down the male line, the marriage of other male members in the 

family, particularly in instances where land is at stake, is a direct threat to the proportion of 

inheritance that other married brothers and their children stand to gain from the formers’ 

bachelor status. It must be recalled here that 33.38 percent of men in cross-region marriages are 
                                                
503 Tola is used as a measure for gold and silver in India. One tola equals 11.33 grams. 
504 Meo bride CRBMMn34, interview and translation by author, 29 August 2014, Mewat District, Haryana. 
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landless, and 34.91 percent own less than one hectare of land (see Appendix D). In instances 

where families own tracts of land that span more than one hectare, it appears that the cross-

region brides face significantly higher levels of violence and abuse from their husband’s 

relatives. With property already driving a wedge between family members, the entry of these 

brides, as potential procreators of children who have the first stake in their father’s inheritance, 

further vitiates intra-gender dynamics within the households. One man, whose brother was in a 

cross-region marriage, candidly elaborated on such changed and charged familial relations: 

Now that he’s married, the land and the house will be divided three ways. Earlier, his 
share would have remained within the family and the division would have been fifty-
fifty. This marriage has been a loss (ghata) for the family. The two sisters-in-law 
(devranis) fight and make life difficult for the new bride … They threaten to make her 
life so hellish that she will voluntarily choose to end the marriage by running away.505  

Almost all the research regions have witnessed a sharp rise in land prices, due to real 

estate speculation, state-led land acquisition for industrial complexes, and the rezoning of 

agricultural lands for industrial or urban planning use. In particular, the regions falling within the 

National Capital Region (NCR) of Delhi, such as Rohtak, Rewari, and Alwar, have witnessed the 

sharpest hike, with an acre of land fetching as high as Rs 10 million.506 The economically 

backward province of Mewat, after becoming a part of the NCR, has also seen a rise in land 

value.507 The changed political economy, with its attendant new emphasis on land speculation 

and land dispossession, has caused rural families with small landholdings to begin to regard their 

land strictly in monetary terms. Faced with constantly declining returns from agriculture, 

increased inroads to risky commercial contract farming, and rising debts to informal 

                                                
505 Hindu husband’s brother HBn2, interview and translation by author, 24 July 2012, Jhunjhunu District, Rajasthan.  
506 Chander Suta Dogra, “Haryana’s Outlawed Daughters,” Indian Express, February 12, 2015, accessed February 
14, 2015, http://indianexpress.com/article/india/india-others/the-sunday-story-haryanas-out-lawed-daughters/.  
507 Focus group: Meo men FGMMn2, interview and translation by author, 30 August 2014, Mewat District, 
Haryana.  
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moneylenders, they now consider the meagre compensation paid by the state for land as cash in 

hand, which they can use for paying off debt and investing in non-agricultural livelihoods.508 In 

other words, in these areas, land is “no more perceived as a legacy for future generations. It is 

now valued only for its market value. This has changed the way people relate to each other in a 

family. Brotherly love (bhaichara) does not exist anymore because of this.”509 

Within households, the amount of property at stake and the number of claimants, in 

addition to the caste and ethnicity of the daughters-in-law, further alter intra-gender dynamics 

and relations. If the husband is unemployed or physically handicapped in a way that prevents 

him from working, this creates further rancour, as his proportion of the land and other assets does 

not alter, despite his and his wife’s economic dependence on conjugal family members. A 

significant number of cross-region brides (n=21) talked about being mistreated and made to feel 

unwelcome because of “the property angle (zamin ke chakkar se).”510 This comes from the wives 

of their husbands’ elder brothers (Jethanis), who, as elder family members, have a higher 

ranking in the patriarchal power hierarchy and thus wield a lot of clout in the allocation of 

household responsibilities.  

Unlike the nanads, or the husbands’ sisters, who have a lesser stake in the patrilineal 

inheritance,511 their husbands’ elder brothers’ wives, or jethanis, view these brides as a direct 

threat to their own husbands’ and children’s future inherited share. As discussed, the absence of 

                                                
508 Focus group: Meo men FGMMn3, interview and translation by author, 21 September 2014, Mewat District, 
Haryana. 
509 Phool Kumar Petwar, interview and translation by author, 24 July 2014, Narwana, Jind District, Haryana.  
510 Meo bride BMMn25, interview and translation by author, 29 August 2014, Mewat District, Haryana.  
511 The prevailing local custom here denies daughters’ equal inheritance to paternal property, despite legislation 
affirming equal inheritance rights for daughters. Women also weigh their long-term fall-back options and 
calculatingly choose to gift away their share to their brother/s, in exchange for the latter maintaining relations with 
them after marriage. Such relations may include: customary gifts given by natal family members at various life cycle 
ceremonies, the option for the women to return home for visits, and the brothers’ affirmation of natal protection and 
assistance in instances of abuse or neglect. For more, read Chowdhry 1994a, 299–340.  
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familial networks to deter the brides’ abuse emboldens the jethanis to deliberately mistreat the 

former. They offload more chores on them, make efforts to stop their integration into the 

household through discriminatory behaviour, and/or use abusive and derogatory language 

towards them, as evident from an interview with one cross-region bride, who said: “My jethani is 

always bent on making my life miserable here. … I am made to work more in the house. She 

wants to accumulate (hardapna chahti hai) all the land. If I run away and desert my husband, 

then her children will get our share of the property.”  

According to Agarwal, a gap exists between women’s legal rights and their actual 

ownership of land in South Asia, where women face significant barriers in securing their legal 

rights over land and in exercising control over the land they own (1994). She concludes that 

there is a gap between the law that guarantees women equal rights over inheritance and actual 

practice, which thwarts its implementation (ibid). In Haryana, in particular, women’s right to 

paternal property has become even more contested, due to the rise in land prices. It is not 

uncommon to find families denying their daughters a share in the ancestral parental property, by 

willing it to other males down the line, using violence or intimidating tactics, threatening to sever 

all ties with them, and/or resorting to social shaming to make them give up their rightful share.512 

The barriers that prevent local women from realizing their property rights get accentuated 

for cross-region brides. Violence, an integral component in making local women sign away their 

rights to inheritance (Chowdhry 2012, 46), is similarly exhibited towards cross-region widows to 

deter them from staking claims to property. The disturbing, normalizing trend of a culture of 

violence towards cross-region brides was made evident in interviews with brides, through 

                                                
512 Chander Suta Dogra, “The Sunday Story: Haryana’s Out-lawed Daughters,” Indian Express, February 12, 2015, 
accessed February 14, 2015, http://indianexpress.com/article/india/india-others/the-sunday-story-haryanas-out-
lawed-daughters/. 
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statements such as: “I am beaten up a lot by his [my husband’s] family. In fact, they would like 

me to die childless so that I do not claim my husband’s considerable property.”513  

In these regions, customarily, female claims to property are not encouraged, and a 

widow’s claim to inheritance among the dominant-peasant caste groups, who own most of the 

land here, is frowned upon because of the threat it poses to male lineal inheritance (Chowdhry 

2012). In this context, a widow’s ability to bargain for her inheritance rights becomes dependent 

on her access to mechanisms of policing and justice. However, for the cross-region widows, the 

absence of social legitimacy within the conjugal communities, due to their perpetual outsider 

status, the non-existence of marriage certificates, intimidating tactics of deceased husbands’ 

relatives, and, 

the lack of familial support makes their position weak (majbooti naa hain unki, peeche se 
koi na hai unka haq mangne ke liye). The police also disregard their pleas for justice. In 
our region, cross-region widows and their children get only one third or half of the 
property that a local widow would normally get.”514  

The potential for such changed intra-gender dynamics within a family appears to be negligible in 

instances where there is no agricultural land at stake. Since over one third, or 37.22 percent, of 

men (this excludes figures from Mewat) who enter cross-region alliances do not own agricultural 

land (see Appendix B), prima facie, their wives should not face the same degree of mistreatment 

as compared to those whose husbands do own land. However, even the small plots of land on 

which houses are constructed in villages are becoming bones of contention, with the 

skyrocketing land prices in rural Haryana and Rajasthan, due to the increased compensation rates 

for land acquisitions that range from anywhere from Rs three million to the astronomical sum of 

                                                
513 Hindu bride BHn54, interview and translation by author, 23 September 2014, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
514 Meo husband’s brother BMMHn1, interview and translation by author, 31 August 2014, Mewat District.  
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Rs 15 million for an acre515; the proximity to the NCR of Delhi; and the gradual merging of the 

villages adjoining major cities like Rohtak, Rewari, Alwar, Jhunjhunu, and Nuh into urban 

territories. Further, if the husband dies before the division of the ancestral homestead has 

occurred, his widow’s position becomes more precarious. To cite an example, one cross-region 

widow faced violence from her deceased husband’s family members, as they wanted her to 

vacate the house in which she was living with her two small sons. The escalation in land prices 

in this village, as a result of it becoming a part of the NCR of Delhi, had made the 135 square 

foot plot of land valuable enough for other family members to resort to violence. In this woman’s 

case, the outcome was better solely due to the intervention of a local elderly female neighbour. 

What needs to be emphasized here is that this normalization and legitimization of physical 

violence and other methods of coercion have a spill-over effect on all women, whereby this 

behaviour gets deployed against them with greater ease. 

The violation of inheritance rights for such widows and their children appears to be large-

scale enough to have led an Alwar-based NGO, Matsya Mewat Shiksha Evam Vikas Sansthan, to 

ensure that women’s inheritance claims regarding their deceased husbands’ land and other 

productive assets are upheld. In particular, the advocacy work of Maulana Mohammad Hanif, a 

respected Meo religious leader, has resulted in the compulsory registration of the Nikahnama, 

which he says, “can be shown in the courts as proof if the property dispute is not resolved at the 

community level. It helps her fight for her share in the inheritance.”516  

Some cross-region brides actively resist attempts to divest them of their and their 

children’s fair share of inheritance, despite the intimidation and violence. As one bride asserted:, 

                                                
515 Sukhbir Siwach, “Rewari farmers oppose land acquisition citing less compensation,” The Times of India, 
December 11, 2014, accessed 23 January 2015, http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/chandigarh/Rewari-farmers-
oppose-land-acquisition-citing-less-compensation/articleshow/45466757.cms. 
516 Interview and translation by author, 19 December 2011, Alwar, Rajasthan.  
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“why should I run away and have them enjoy my husband’s share of land and cattle. I know they 

[other family members] would love it. I am going to just stand my ground and ensure my 

children get their father’s property (yahin pe danti rahoongi aur bachoon ko unke papa ka haq 

dilwaongi).”517 This recognition coupled with their determination to stand their ground belies the 

dominant representation of the brides as victims who are exploited by all and sundry in the 

conjugal regions, including by their families, communities, and local governance entities.  

“Are We Any Less than Local Wives?” Agency, Resistance, and Coping Strategies of 

Cross-Region Brides 

The subjectivity of the brides, whether local or cross-region, is expressed in two ways: 

the first consists of undertaking overt, or direct, modes of resistance against perceived excessive 

extraction of their labour by the conjugal families, controls and regulations over their 

movements, and/or representational strategies that denigrate their caste or ethnic background. 

The second, and by far, most powerful, method involves disguising resistances within their 

everyday routine to escape detection and subsequent reprisals.  

One effective strategy used by the local brides is to engage in overt acts of resistance and 

rebellion to renegotiate patriarchal bargains in their favour. As discussed, they have the 

advantage of familial policing and support mechanisms to back them up. Further, with women’s 

labour being central to both the rural agrarian economy and the household, local women can use 

the threat of returning to their natal home (maika) to strike advantageous bargains. Their absence 

makes the smooth functioning of the household economy come to a standstill, particularly if 

there are no other women in the family to take on their workload. In other instances, it dumps an 

additional workload on other female members already overburdened with their chores. This puts 

                                                
517 Hindu bride BHn33, interview and translation by author, 2 November 2011, Rewari District, Haryana. 
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pressure on the conjugal families to conciliate the women quickly – despite making threats like 

“we will get an outsider bride to replace you” (bahar se doosri bahu le aayenge),518 meant to 

coerce their daughters-in-law into weaker bargaining positions. Oftentimes, the terms for truce 

include placatory gifts (negs), a reduced workload, better treatment by in-laws, or the setting up 

of a separate household for the couple. For the mothers-in-law, the ability of their local 

daughters-in-law to strike advantageous patriarchal bargains takes away or reduces the privileges 

promised to them as a reward for their own earlier submissiveness as daughters-in-law 

(Kandiyoti 1988). As previously noted, these altered power relations play a big role in the 

decision of some mothers-in-law to live with sons who have cross-region brides, instead of with 

those married to local wives.  

In the case of cross-region brides, however, there are other crucial variables that alter 

their bargaining power, including: their caste status, i.e., whether they are Dalit or not; the natal 

family’s level of poverty; whether dowry was paid or not; the manner in which the marriage was 

arranged, i.e., either through an altruistic marriage mediator, commission-based broker paid by 

the groom’s family, or through another bride who is a close female relative; whether another 

cross-region bride is married into the same household; the need for their productive and 

reproductive labour in the conjugal family; and the earning status of their husbands and the 

couple’s resultant economic contribution to the family budget.  

The brides recognize that undertaking tactics of overt rebellion or non-compliance can 

invite disciplining mechanisms, which range from physical violence, to verbal abuse, to denial of 

their freedom of movement and association. Such disciplining mechanisms against perceived 

insubordination are not limited to cross-region brides, but extend to the local women as well; the 
                                                
518 Focus group: Village women FGWn5, interview and translation by author, 31 October 2011, Rewari District, 
Haryana. 
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only difference is that the intensity and scale of the violence is far more in case of the former, 

due to the absence of familial policing mechanisms and fall-back options. Notwithstanding this, 

a few cross-region brides (n=17) reported employing similar threats as the local women – such 

as, “if you make me work hard, I will leave you and go back home”519 – in order to leverage 

better deals for themselves within the households. The knowledge of their husbands being social 

rejects locally is also used as a bargaining tool, as evident from one woman expressing: “if I 

leave him, I know he will never get another wife.”520  

This threat is similar to the ones that Vietnamese and Chosonjok brides employ when 

threatening to return to their native countries in order to negotiate better deals with their 

Taiwanese or South Korean husbands (Freeman 2005; Wang 2007). In their case, the women’s 

agency is also based on the knowledge that the conjugal family stands to lose a lot from their 

return home, including “the money the husband paid to the commercial agency, the face lost in 

the neighborhood, and the loss of a good domestic helper” (Wang 2003, 720).  

Challenging Negative Representations 

The women also openly resist and challenge stereotypical tropes of their families, caste 

groups, and ethnicities. In part, their overt challenges occur because they experience, first hand, 

the impact of these discursive imageries on their everyday life and their status within the families 

and villages. The derogatory portrayal of the women’s families is actively challenged by the 

brides within the private and public spheres, in particular, the dominant stereotype of cross-

region brides being sold by their parents. Barbs such as “sold” (bech diya) and “bought” 

(kharidan) are frequently employed by conjugal family members and villagers in describing the 

brides. Village women also stated that they “deliberately use the term ‘paro’ to taunt them. We 
                                                
519 Hindu bride BHn14, interview and translation by author, 10 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
520 Hindu bride BHn8, interview and translation by author, 11 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana. 
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are aware that it upsets and hurts them.”521 Brides acknowledged in interviews that such terms 

and epithets “cut them deeply like a knife (chubh jaati hai churi ki tarah).”522 They resist being 

labelled as “bought” (kharidi hui), by asserting that, “our parents married us off through the 

proper customs and rites of our region.”523 Here, wedding albums and marriage photos are often 

used as evidence to demonstrate the legitimacy of their marriages, to silence their detractors who 

call them bought, and to reinstate their position as “married” women. One bride from Jharkhand 

stated that she, “started showing it [the wedding album] to my detractors here. They eventually 

came around to accept that I was not a ‘bought bride.’”524 

Aspersions about their religious identity are similarly challenged. In the case of the Meo 

community, inroads of Islamic fundamentalism, particularly after the Babri Mosque demolition 

in 1992, have led to their shedding of syncretic aspects of their culture, including attire. Muslim 

women from other parts of India who have married into Meo families are questioned about their 

religious identity simply because they wear sarees. The women challenge this problematic 

linkage of attire to religious identity in this region, wherein all “authentic” Muslim women are 

supposed to wear the traditional “Islamic” or “Muslim” style of dress, like the salwar kameez.525 

The saree is perceived as “Hindu-only” clothing. One Muslim woman from West Bengal argued 

that she was, “not a lesser Muslim … because Muslims in Bangal wear sarees.”526 For her, the 

saree was primarily emblematic of her cultural identity as a Bengali woman, and not of her 

religious identity as a Muslim. Her desperation to hold on to this attire has to be understood in 

                                                
521 Focus group: Meo men and women FGMWMn1, interview and translation by author, 30 August 2014, Mewat 
District, Haryana.  
522 Meo bride BMMn27, interview and translation by author, 29 August 2014, Mewat District, Haryana. 
523 Hindu bride BHn23, interview and translation by author, 12 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana. 
524 Hindu bride BHn30, interview and translation by author, 1 November 2011, Rewari District, Haryana. 
525 A salwar kameez is a two-piece South Asian outfit consisting of a loose tunic and baggy pantaloons. A dupatta, 
or stole, is loosely draped over the chest and head.  
526 Meo bride MMn45, interview and translation by author, 21 September 2014, Mewat District, Haryana.  
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the context of the erasure of her other cultural markers, notably, language and food.  

Another area of overt resistance relates to the typecasting of all cross-region brides as 

Biharans. As discussed in Chapter Six, in contemporary India, this term is stereotypically 

associated with poverty, crime, and economic backwardness. In this context, the women, while 

resenting and speaking out against the Biharan label, are also able to deconstruct, to some extent, 

the flawed thinking of people in conjugal regions, through comments such as: “people here are 

ignorant about other regions of India. Just because [male] migrant labour in agriculture here 

comes from Bihar, they automatically assume that we are also from Bihar.”527  

Equally, calling the brides low caste (neech jaat), or simply referring to them as Churhan 

or Chamaran, elicits sharp retorts from the brides about the duplicitous attitude of the conjugal 

families towards caste, such as: “at the time of marriage, where did concerns about marrying into 

the same caste vanish (shaadi karte samay jaat kahan gayee thi). All you wanted was a wife”528; 

or, “at that time, you pleaded with my father to agree to the alliance. You knew we were low 

caste.”529 One Dalit bride, now living with her husband in their independent household, 

commented on the caste slurs made by her female neighbours: “They call me Churhan or 

Chamaran. I retort back, ‘Big deal.’ Now that I rule this house, I will, instead, be called the 

‘Queen’ of my husband’s heart.”530 

These varied instances of resistance and challenge posed by the cross-region brides on an 

everyday basis contest hegemonic representational tropes about their victimhood and passivity. 

They also push the boundaries defining religious, caste, ethnic identity, and women’s rank and 

status within the patriarchal ideology. Nevertheless, the women, while displaying an awareness 

                                                
527 Hindu bride BHn18, interview and translation by author, 11 October 2011.Rohtak District, Haryana. 
528 Hindu bride BHn62, interview and translation by author, 25 September 2014, Rohtak District, Haryana. 
529 Hindu bride BHn67, interview and translation by author, 25 September 2014, Rohtak District, Haryana. 
530 Hindu bride BHn64, interview and translation by author, 25 September 2014, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
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of their oppression and subordination at an individual level, enact their resistances without a 

clear consciousness of the hegemonic ideological constraints that provide legitimacy for their 

oppression and subordination. In this sense, they exhibit Gramscian “contradictory 

consciousness” (1971, 76); their rebellions, or challenges, as they occur at an individual level, 

are not waged to overturn or dismantle the dominant ideologies of caste, religion, or patriarchy 

through collective action.  

To illustrate, the women recognize the contradictions inherent in their role as daughters-

in-law within the patriarchal ideology – in which the simple fact of being married justifies the 

extraction of their unpaid labour. Their awareness is evident from their statements that: “we are 

brought here for making rotis” (kaam karvane ke liye layee the),531 and “once we are unable to 

perform labour, we will be flicked away like flies” (jab kaam nahin kar payenge tab makhi ki 

tarah chatak diya jayega).532 Yet, they do not undertake actions to resist the control of 

patriarchal ideology. Additionally, while the women might display critical insights about why 

they are subordinated and othered, they still operate within the dominant paradigms by seeking 

legitimacy for themselves within these constructs. For instance, their stressing of their 

“legitimate” married status, by using marriage albums as evidence, reveals their desire to be 

recognized as worthy of receiving the privileges and position bestowed by patriarchy to married 

women. However, such overt expressions of subjectivity, whether made in the private sphere or 

the public arena, often invite retaliatory action. Conjugal family members either use violence to 

subjugate them within the household, or socially ridicule them by circulating comments in the 

community: they are labelled as “characterless,” or it is said that, “she doesn’t behave according 

to societal norms. She is not a ‘good’ woman (uska chal chalan theek nahin. Woh aurat theek 
                                                
531 Meo bride BMMn13, interview and translation by author, 25 July 2012, Alwar District, Rajasthan.  
532 Hindu bride BHn62, interview and translation by author, 24 September 2014, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
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nahin hai).”533  

The Infrapolitics of Subtle Resistances: Asserting Agency Through Routine Acts 

As a consequence, a large number of the cross-region brides resort to random and subtle 

forms of resistance that are “integrated into social life and [are] a part of normality” (Vinthagen 

and Johansson 2013, 03; emphasis original) to avoid such disciplining mechanisms. The 

enactment of such rebellions during the performance of mundane and routine household 

activities is best understood through James Scott’s concept of the “infrapolitics” of “everyday 

acts of resistance” (1990). Unlike Gramscian counterhegemonic rebellions that seek to dismantle 

dominant hegemonies, everyday acts of resistance “stop short of outright defiance, and are more 

ordinary, indirect strategies of opposition, that often exist under the radar of the dominant group” 

(Kastrinou-Theodoropoulou 2009, 03). These strategies are used by the subalterns against their 

superordinates, in circumstances where violence is used as a retaliatory or disciplining 

mechanism. The subalterns engage in these everyday acts of resistance without directly 

challenging or confronting the dominant ideology or powers; instead, their acts occur within the 

functioning of daily life, do not require coordination or planning, and are often undertaken 

individually. Thus, they escape detection by the elites against whom the resistances are waged. 

This “infrapolitics” of “everyday acts of resistance” consists of a range of activities, such as 

“footdragging, dissimulation, false-compliance, pilfering, feigned ignorance, slander, arson, 

sabotage, and so forth” (Scott 1985, 29).  

The cross-region brides also follow the “rules of the game,” whether it is by doing their 

household chores or work in the fields, but it is within the nuances of life that their resistances 

are articulated. Very much like the peasants in Scott’s study, who choose to undertake “everyday 
                                                
533 The villagers in the conjugal areas routinely and informally made such remarks about the brides. This occurred 
more in the Mewat and Rohtak Districts of Haryana.  
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acts of resistance” to avoid open and direct confrontation because of the bloodshed involved, the 

brides too recognize their foot-dragging or non-compliance as manoeuvres to contest and reshape 

unequal relations of power. They thus adopt “under the radar activities” to avoid violent reprisals 

for their acts of subordination. For the cross-region brides, the female family relatives of their 

husbands and the local women belonging to the same caste as the conjugal families constitute the 

immediate and visible dominant group responsible for their oppression. It is against this group 

that their “everyday acts of resistance” are enacted. 

The irony of their resistance lies in the fact that both categories of women – whether 

subordinate or dominant – are members of the larger subordinate group of “women” within the 

hegemonic patriarchal ideology. Amoore emphasizes that, “subaltern identities are embedded in 

complex overlapping social networks in which individuals simultaneously assume positions of 

domination and subordination” (2005, 23). This underscores the need to recognize that power 

hierarchies existing within subordinate groups can be quite fluid and context-specific. The very 

women who appear to be in dominant positions vis-à-vis cross-region brides might also be 

engaging in their own everyday acts of resistance, albeit against other groups of women or men 

that they perceive as dominant and oppressive. This contradiction is evident in intra-gender 

relations, wherein mothers-in-law exercise power and control over incoming daughters-in-law, 

yet both are subordinated by patriarchal ideology, and expected to conform to its gender 

proscribed roles. Additionally, while other women higher up in the family power hierarchy, like 

the jethanis, might, in actuality, chafe against patriarchal controls and restraints, they 

simultaneously impose similar constraints on all incoming brides. To make matters more 

complex, in the case of caste ideology, an alliance is created between the dominant and 

subordinate groups belonging to a particular caste group, either between men and women or 
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between various ranks of women, within the household and larger community. 

The “infrapolitics” of their resistance ranges from taking longer than usual to complete 

jobs assigned to them, to spending more time fussing over children, to pretending to fall sick. 

Such “hidden transcripts” of resistance – though the women were quick to state that, if they are 

caught, they face immediate reprisal in the form of verbal and physical abuse from either the 

mother-in-law or the husband – are clearly undertaken as covert resistance strategies. The 

women emphasized that their success in this regard lies in having their resistance remain 

undetected. For instance, one bride from Maharashtra who was constantly abused by her husband 

and her in-laws, both verbally and physically, chose to feign sleep or tiredness and lie in bed for 

large parts of the day. Her rationale was: “if they abuse me all the time, why should I work for 

them? I will not get up and do chores for them.”534 At other times, the women cite unfamiliarity 

with physically arduous chores as a tactic to avoid or delay doing them (n=13). For instance, 

cattle-rearing, because of the very nature of the work involved, is extremely taxing on women’s 

labour and time. Some claim a fear of handling cattle or refuse to handle dung “because it is dirty 

and smelly,”535 using these as ploys to reduce this portion of their workload (n=9). In instances 

where the families do not have the option of relying on other women’s labour in the household, 

given that cattle-rearing is done almost entirely by women, they are forced to either sell off all 

the cattle or reduce the number to just one, kept for meeting the family’s daily dairy needs. This 

resistance is significant as rural families often derive a part of their household income from the 

sale of milk to the dairy industry. Such examples of women’s subtle resistance are “from the 

perpetrator’s point of view … often designed to be beneath notice” (Scott 1985, 35).  

The women also often deliberately choose to shun the company of female conjugal 
                                                
534 Hindu bride BHn62, interview and translation by author, 25 September 2014, Rohtak District, Haryana. 
535 Hindu bride BHn32, interview and translation by author, 2 November 2011, Rewari District, Haryana. 
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relatives or local women, by voluntarily opting for the isolation of their rooms, thus denying 

their “tormentors” the opportunity to assert caste supremacy over them. One bride from West 

Bengal, taunted for her ethnicity and caste by village women, defended her self-imposed 

isolation by saying: “I do not speak to any village woman. They just make fun of me. … It’s 

better that I stay indoors.”536 Other brides opt to undermine unequal relations of power by 

“regulating” their behaviour. For instance, instead of taking part in the collective activities of 

getting firewood, fodder, or water, they opt to do these separately or at different times of day. As 

one woman said: “the village water tap is a distance from here. I go there only after all others 

have [gotten their] water … I do not speak to anyone.”537 Such voluntary acts shrink both the 

public and private spaces available to cross-region brides in their conjugal homes and 

communities. Yet, these acts allow individual brides to reclaim agency. It must be noted that 

seclusion or self-imposed isolation is an extreme form of coping strategy that negatively impacts 

the brides and takes a toll on their mental and physical health. During the course of interviews, 

over 10 percent of the women reported feeling depressed (n=17). It is worrying indeed that of 

the 116 brides interviewed, 5 brides stated that they often harboured suicidal thoughts, and 2 had 

attempted to kill themselves. 

Arranging marriages for women from their natal kin groups and villages with men from 

their conjugal communities and linking up with other cross-region brides from their natal region 

emerge as a strategy. Through these actions, they can push against the gradual shrinkage of the 

private and public spaces available to them to carve out new non-hostile spaces, where they can 

interact with each other and perform “hidden transcripts” of resistance. This strategy also allows 

them to create an informal support and policing mechanism that they lack in the conjugal 
                                                
536 Hindu bride BHn13, interview and translation by author, 11 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
537 Hindu bride BHn17, interview and translation by author, 11 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
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communities. One woman from West Bengal who had chosen to mediate a marriage for just one 

woman from her natal village, explained: “earlier, there wasn’t anyone from back home here. 

See, I was alone here. I will not speak to my neighbour, but with her, I can speak out [about] 

what is troubling my heart. That’s why I got her married here.”538 Further, as previously 

discussed, mediating the marriage of their blood sisters or first cousins into the same conjugal 

family, or into another family in the same village, also subtly shifts the bargaining power in their 

favour: the patriarchal negotiations and resistance strategies of the two daughters-in-law can now 

occur in unison.  

Community building between women from the same natal region through marriage not 

only gives them strength in numbers, but their shared cultural heritage also reduces the degree of 

cultural isolation they feel on an everyday basis. One woman from Odisha who had arranged the 

marriage of another Odiya woman talked about how: “[it] allows us to speak in our language and 

reminiscence about home. Whenever we get nostalgic, we cook pakhal baat aar bhaja 

(fermented rice and fried vegetables) and sit on the roof and eat it together. [Village] women 

laugh at us but we do not care.”539 At a surface level, the ability to get together informally to 

converse in their mother tongue and eat prohibited foods not only allows the women to keep a 

part of their cultural identity alive, it also enables them to circumvent eavesdropping by relatives 

or neighbours, because “others cannot understand a word of what we speak to each other or to 

our families on the phone.”540 At a deeper level, such acts also constitute the women’s everyday 

resistance. Though they might not consciously interpret their actions as resistance, the need to 

undertake such measures implies latent or unconscious resistance on their part.  

                                                
538 Meo bride BMMn9, interview and translation by author, 24 July 2012, Alwar District, Rajasthan.  
539 Hindu bride HBn39, interview and translation by author, 12 November 2011, Rewari District, Haryana.  
540 Hindu bride BHn14, interview and translation by author, 10 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
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The intense monitoring and surveillance of the brides and/or fears about being “reported 

back” to their in-laws or husbands restrict their opportunities to forge friendships with local 

women. Despite this, the brides try to snatch spaces for conversations with the local women 

during the performance of mundane household activities as illustrated by the statement of one 

cross-region bride: “[w]hat we do not do is go to their homes, sit there and chat at length. Our 

conversations are limited to what we can talk about standing with water pots on our heads.”541 

Other innocent activities, such as getting clothes tailored by woman neighbours, also provide an 

opportunity to create alliances. One local village woman who runs a tailoring business out of her 

home mentioned, “[t]hey often come alone. It is then that I ask them as to how they are treated 

by the mothers-in-law and other relatives. At all other times, they are constantly looking over 

their shoulders to see if someone is watching them.”542 Some cross-region brides manage to 

create friendships that bypass surveillance from conjugal families, as evident from an interview 

with one bride, who stated that:  

I have one woman, a local, in this village as my confidante and friend. … She advises me 
on how to negotiate the customs here and deal with any difficult situation that I find 
myself in vis-a-vis my in-laws or other women in this family. But I am careful not to let 
my family here know about this friendship. She would be placed in a difficult position 
then.543 

Such overtures of friendship are not one-sided. The local women, despite their caste and ethnic 

prejudices and the hawk-like monitoring of the brides by the conjugal families, also try and make 

connections with the brides and, in the process, become their allies. Such friendships or acts of 

reaching out are often underscored by a sentiment of pity (daya) towards the cross-region brides 

who, as one woman said: “have no one of their family to support them. So, we try to ensure that 

                                                
541 Hindu bride BHn5, interview and translation by author, 8 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
542 Village woman VWCn2, interview and translation by author, 9 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
543 Hindu bride BHn57, interview and translation by author, 24 September 2014, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
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the unfortunate woman (bechari) does not suffer.”544 Such measures, whether driven by pity or 

desire for friendship, go a long way in destabilizing the negative impressions of the local women 

as the brides’ oppressors.  

Negotiating Intimacy 

Perhaps the most surprising element of the qualitative fieldwork was the openness of a 

handful of brides in discussing how they negotiate intimacy with their husbands and use it to 

strike advantageous bargains for themselves. Though the numbers were few (n=5), the very fact 

that these women voluntarily brought it up during discussions on resistance strategies merits 

discussion here. One thirty-year-old Muslim woman married to a Meo man in the Alwar District 

stated that: 

My husband cannot sexually satisfy any woman. He gets finished up before he enters me 
(andar aane se pahle hi khatam ho jaata hai). Whenever he wants me to behave like a 
“proper” Meo wife and do his bidding, I taunt him about it. I do not shy from telling my 
mother-in-law how her son cannot satisfy either me or any other woman. I tell this all in a 
loud voice so that the neighbours can also listen. This is so in case he decides to give me 
talaq,545 I just want to make sure that he can never get another wife. There are times I get 
beaten up for this, but I have the satisfaction of hurting his manhood (mardangi).546  

This bride’s interview is telling on several counts. She uses her intimate knowledge of her 

husband’s problem of premature ejaculation as a bargaining tool whenever she is asked to toe the 

patriarchal line and conform to societal norms. Her awareness of her vulnerable status as a 

Muslim wife leads her to publicly humiliate him, by proclaiming his loss of hegemonic 

masculinity (mardangi), thus effectively denying him the chance of marrying another woman. In 

another instance, a woman married to a physically handicapped man discussed how she uses his 

dependence on her for sex to ensure she is not abused:, “if he does not treat me well, then he 

                                                
544 Village woman VWCn6, interview and translation by author, 31 October 2011, Rewari District, Haryana. 
545 According to the Muslim law in India, a Muslim male can divorce his wife by simply saying Talaq (divorce) 
three times to her. He is also allowed to have four wives.  
546 Meo bride BMMn13, interview and translation by author, 24 July 2012, Alwar District, Rajasthan.  
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suffers the consequences in the night.”547  

In all five cases, the inability of the men to successfully perform “masculinity” through 

male dominance in sexual relations is seized by their wives to push the boundaries of their 

subordinate status. This allows them to negotiate better deals with their husbands by using sex as 

a bartering tool. Their consciousness about the vulnerability of the men vis-à-vis their lack of 

sexual prowess, its linkage to the hegemonic masculine gender identity, and the shame 

associated with the failure of manhood displays a sophisticated and nuanced understanding of 

how socially constructed roles of maleness psychologically frustrate men. This subjectivity is 

erased in the hegemonic image of cross-region brides as passive victims who silently suffer 

indignities at the hands of their husbands. Though this sample size is too small to arrive at any 

conclusion in this regard, these voices of embodied autonomy offer counter-narratives to the 

monolithic representation of cross-region brides as “sexual slaves” who silently suffer the lust of 

North Indian men, day and night (Rahman 2009). 

Conclusion 

These examples of subaltern cross-region brides’ subjectivity and resistance against 

patriarchal controls and demands for their conformity, ability to negotiate bargains within the 

intimacy of their relationships, and self-awareness run counter to stereotypes of rural women as 

docile bodies that submissively accept discipline and the extraction of their productive and 

reproductive labour. Such examples of their ingenious subjectivity shatter discursive 

representations of the brides as passive victims. Their strategies demonstrate their constant 

efforts to negotiate social relations and power in rural North India to their benefit. They also 

demonstrate that defiance and resistance may not take conventional forms; instead, agency and 

                                                
547 Meo bride BMMn41, interview and translation by author, 31 August 2014, Mewat District, Haryana.  
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rebellion can be exhibited by feigning compliance and passivity to avoid everyday acts of 

intimidation and violence.  

Their “veiled discourse(s) of dignity and self-assertion within the public transcript” (Scott 

1985, 137) – as counter-hegemonic strategies against discrimination and policing – also reinforce 

the suspect nature of their acceptance or assimilation as equals within conjugal families and 

communities in Haryana. Moving out to set up a separate household immediately relieves 

pressure on brides, both local and cross-region, as they are freed from their in-laws’ constant 

surveillance and continuous demands on their labour. In the case of local brides, parental backing 

and open negotiations over their labour results in the couple moving out of the joint family 

household even faster. However, cross-region brides better succeed in cases where the husbands 

are more sensitive to their predicament; where they have a modicum of economic independence; 

when paternal land has already been divided amongst the brothers; and where the men are totally 

dependent on the wives due to old age or infirmity. This also provides them an opportunity to 

develop a different relationship with their husbands. Such relocations also allow the brides to get 

away from the intimate acts of caste prejudice typically experienced in the private spaces of the 

conjugal households.  

Overall, despite the women’s narratives of resistance and measures to carve out 

independence, on all counts, compared to local brides, cross-region brides suffer inequality, 

discrimination, and a higher incidence of gender subordination and gender violence. In large 

part, this can be attributed to their non-customary marriage, weakened familial support, and their 

subsequent lack of fall-back options to strike advantageous bargains. The “internal othering” of 

the brides through the prejudices of ethnoracism, religious ideology, and caste superiority 

additionally weakens their bargaining ability. The dispossession of matrimonial choice, caused 
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by the neoliberal accumulative process, which forces the women to enter such matrimonies, 

haunts them in their married life through their multiply weakened position in their conjugal 

families and communities. This dispossession has repercussions on the future of the children 

born of such transgressive unions. The concluding chapter briefly examines the import of the 

non-customary nature of these matrimonies on the rights and status of these children. 
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Chapter Eight. What Lies Ahead: Cross-Region Marriages and Beyond 

“Now, this is both my home and the place of existence. No one can dislodge me.”548 (Yaahi ab 
mera ghar hai, sab kuch hai. Dati rahoongi.) 

The author’s main objective for this study has been to advance theoretical understanding 

about the new forms of gender subordination and oppression that have emerged out of the 

complex relationship between the intersecting ideologies of patriarchy, caste, religious 

fundamentalism, and neoliberal capitalism, using India as an example. The study argued that the 

sum effect of these ideologies, while accentuating the dispossessions of historically and socially 

marginalized groups within India, has affected the women from these groups more drastically by 

dispossessing them of choice in matrimony. The consequence of this particularized matrimonial 

dispossession has been explored in this study, through the study of a new phenomenon that 

emerged on the rural North Indian marriage-scape soon after India embraced the neoliberal 

market reforms agenda in 1991: non-customary cross-region marriages undertaken by men from 

the Meo Muslim community and the dominant-peasant Hindu caste groups with women from 

distant and economically marginalized parts of India.  

The study situated these Indian cross-region marriages within the contexts of the larger 

global marriage migratory flows of brides from the Global South to the Global North and the 

cross country marriage migration of women within Southeast and East Asia, which have been 

clearly defined by the flows of brides from economically less developed regions or countries to 

economically more affluent ones (Constable 2005a and 2005b; Freeman 2011; Yang and Lu 

2010). However, the study demonstrated that cross-region marriages in India have been distinctly 

shaped by the contemporary and the historical marginalization of certain segments of its society, 

                                                
548 Hindu bride BHn68, interview and translation by author, 25 September 2014, Rohtak District, Haryana. 
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both in the natal and conjugal regions. These marriages, in which locally ineligible men travel 

across vast distances within India’s national boundaries to find and then marry women from its 

remote regions, are transgressive on multiple counts of caste and religion.  

The spread of the neoliberal market economy in India has rendered certain sections of 

Indian women more vulnerable than others to the hyper-commodification of their bodies and to 

the lack of choice when it comes to marriage. The comparative analysis of cross-region brides 

and local brides revealed significant differences between the lived realities of these two sets of 

brides. The transgressions of caste, religion, and ethnicity contained in the very nature of the 

cross-region matrimonies adversely affect the everyday experience of this set of brides. As a 

result, there is an erosion in their bargaining ability around both their labour and bodies; a lack of 

traditional and (natal) familial monitoring mechanisms and fall-back options to protect against 

their abuse and/or exploitation, due to the distance between the two regions; and a process of 

othering that exposes them to caste, ethnoracist and religious prejudice, and discrimination 

within the intimacy of their marriages, the private space of the households, and the public arenas 

occupied by kin groups and villagers in general.  

The study cautioned against building totalizing narratives of assimilation or trafficked 

victimhood. Existing scholarship about these brides is weakened by two fault lines: theoretical 

and empirical. The theoretical weakness within one strand of the existing literature lies in its 

tendency to homogenize all brides within an overarching category of Indian women, while 

ignoring attributes like caste, religion, and ethnicity that distinctly shaped the trajectory of their 

experiences, gender relations, and dynamics of power. The other substantive literature on the 

brides similarly homogenizes all brides as victims of trafficking and sexual slavery, while 

overlooking the strategic hypergamous choices undertaken by poor women from distant parts of 
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India to seek wedded unions with North Indian men. The associated empirical failure of these 

two sets of scholarship lies in their inability to: 1) deploy research methods that either interrogate 

the brides’ position within the intersection of caste, class, ethnicity, religious fundamentalism, 

and patriarchy; or 2) use research tools that provide the brides a platform to share counter-

hegemonic narratives, whether of internal othering, their non-trafficked status, or their 

subjectivity.  

The extant literature (Kaur 2013 and 2015; Mishra 2013) commonly attributes the 

emergence of these cross-region marriages to the female deficit, which, it purports, is caused by 

the nexus between the use of new reproductive technologies for sex-selective abortions and the 

pre-existing bias against girls in the conjugal regions. The study went beyond this simplistic 

understanding to show that the female deficit does not uniformly cut across all castes among the 

Hindus; instead, the bride shortage is overwhelmingly evidenced as occurring within the 

dominant-peasant caste groups and is localized to its lower classes of men.  

This study also overcame the one-dimensional representation that the anti-trafficking 

discourse circulates about these marriages and the various actors involved in them. It showed 

that the anti-trafficking narrative – with its reductionist “all brides are trafficked” claim-making 

(Pandey and Kant 2003; Rahman 2009) – which has acquired hegemonic status within INGOs 

and among policy makers, is inherently flawed on several counts. For one, fieldwork data in this 

study showed that trafficking constitutes only a small percentage of the total cross-region 

marriages, and that the master narrative of “all brides are trafficked” is primarily based on 

extrapolations made from unstandardized and unsubstantiated data. Second, anti-traffficking 

activists and NGOs have deliberately created a moral panic about the (assumed) pervasive sexual 

slavery and labour servitude of the migrating women, in order to institutionalize their claims. It 



 336 

is important to note also that this moral panic results in attracting funding for their activities. 

This monolithic discourse does not provide any insight into the multilayered complexity of 

marriage migration experiences, including around the diverse routes or modes of marriage 

migration or the range of actors mediating such matrimonies. Third, this study showed that such 

knowledge formation reinforces epistemic violence for the cross-region brides, by projecting 

them as passive victims of male violence. The foregrounding of trauma narratives results in the 

complete erasure of the women’s subjectivity, which is exhibited through their “everyday acts of 

resistance” (Scott 1985). It also erases the proactive measures taken by natal families against 

marriage fraud and trafficking. These erasures have not only fed into and reiterated Orientalist 

representational strategies about “Third World” men and women, they have also justified 

carceral interventions that remain heavily weighted by the “rescue” paradigm.  

The study demonstrated that the cross-region brides occupy a contradictory space, which 

on the one hand, forecloses their agency, while simultaneously giving them a space from which 

to challenge established patriarchal norms and power structures. Interviews showed that when 

this set of women consciously opts for cross-region marriages, they are partially aware of their 

future compromised status, largely due to the patriarchal low ranking of new incoming 

daughters-in-law within familial hierarchies of power. Many brides spoken to during this study, 

whether local or cross-region, exhibit resistance and agency against the narrow confines of 

ascribed behaviours, extractive labour strategies, and asymmetrical power dynamics and 

relations. However, unlike with the local brides, who are advantageously placed to negotiate 

favourable patriarchal bargains over their labour, the following aspects further compromise the 

cross-region brides’ bargaining ability: caste discrimination, ethnoracism, doubts about their 

religious identity, the mode through which they are married, the lack of dowry as their families 
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are unable to provide one, the payment of all wedding expenses by the grooms, and the lack of 

familial policing mechanisms, due the vast distance between the natal and conjugal areas. The 

virtual non-existence of fall-back options makes it risky for these brides to mimic the resistance 

strategies of the local brides. Consequently, their everyday acts of resistance largely occur as 

“hidden transcripts” (Scott 1990): acts of rebellion or disobedience covertly woven into the 

fabric of everyday household activities, which allows them to regain some agency over their 

lives. In this context, the brides undertake strategic resistance through the act of mediating 

marriages for other women from their natal regions, and bringing them into their conjugal 

villages or families. This allows them to push back, to some extent, the “assimilative” process, 

by recreating a slice of their natal community, where they can keep their cultural identity alive 

by preserving their language, food habits, and other natal customs.  

The study adopted a synthesis of several theoretical frameworks, including: the political 

economy framework, which explicitly lays out the effects of the contemporary moment in 

predatory capitalism, marked through the paradigms of “accumulation by dispossession” 

(Harvey 2005) and the “feminization of accumulation” (Hartsock 2011); Dalit feminist theory, 

with Sharmila Rege’s nuanced articulation of Dalit Feminist Standpoint Theory, and the 

necessity to recognize Dalit women’s triple burden of caste, class, and gender that shapes their 

lived experiences (2005, 2006); and postcolonial feminism, with its emphasis on deconstructing 

essentialist representations of “Third World” women (Mohanty 2003), the distortion of cultures 

through the border crossing of knowledge about “Third World” women (Narayan 1997), and the 

evoking of Orientalist and colonial West-led rescue narratives as they are applied to native 

women (Spivak 1994). While these theories formed the backbone for the study, it also drew upon 

migration theory, in particular, to examine the role of gendered geographies of power (Mahler 
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and Pessar 2001) in shaping the strategic hypergamous migration strategies of women (Constable 

2005a) for labour or marriage. The overarching aim behind the author’s use of these frameworks 

was to develop a broad, yet honed, analytical perspective on how marriage, as a patriarchal 

institution, intersects with caste ideology, majoritarian religious fundamentalism, ethnoracism, 

and neoliberal capitalism, to reshape marriage choices and strategies for certain specific 

categories of women in India. As well, these frameworks helped in analysing the gender rights, 

status, and gender relations – both intra and inter – of migrating brides involved in cross-region 

matrimonies.  

The extensive field-based inquiry spanned over four years, and was undertaken in 246 

villages within the two conjugal regions of Haryana and Rajasthan, and the two natal regions of 

Odisha and West Bengal. This study, both in its scope and methods, was unique because of its 

sample groups and size. It focussed on the Hindu and Meo Muslim communities in the conjugal 

regions, in order to evaluate the distinct similarities and differences in the cross-region marriages 

and the status of the migrant brides. As discussed, earlier studies have been limited in their scope 

and strategies in the following ways: they did not study the Meo at all; the research ranged from 

one village (Chaudhary and Mohan 2011) to five (Mishra 2013); there were a limited number of 

participants (Mukherjee 2015); they relied solely on secondary sources (Kaur 2012); or they used 

problematic research strategies to access participants (Mukherjee 2015). This study, in contrast, 

adopted a combination of diverse quantitative and qualitative research methods, ranging from 

surveys, one-on-one semi-structured interviews, focus groups, participant observation, and note 

taking. The author conducted 329 one-on-one interviews and 21 focus groups during the course 

of the research, involving diverse actors, including the brides, their parents, the husbands, the 

men’s family members, villagers in both regions, and marriage brokers, in this comprehensive 
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study. The consequent synthesis of theoretical insights revealed a complex and tangled canvas of 

the motives fuelling these transgressive unions.  

Theoretical Contributions 

Situating the cross-region marriages within the political economy framework has led to 

the reconceptualization of these marriages. For one, the study demonstrated that the embrace of 

neoliberal capitalism, with its hallmarks of deregulation, privatization, and globalization, is 

clearly linked to the concomitant rise of cross-region marriages in India. Second, the research 

data proved that the marriage crisis has been largely experienced by lower classes of men from 

certain caste groups and religious communities in India, such as the Meo Muslims and the 

dominant-peasant caste groups of Jats, Ahirs, and Yadavs. As well, in the natal regions, the 

historically socio-economically marginalized Dalit caste groups, who formed the majority of the 

families involved in cross-region matrimonies discussed in this study, experience a sharper 

constriction of marriage choices. Moreover, locally-rejected males from the dominant-peasant 

caste groups in the conjugal regions deliberately and strategically undertake cross-region 

matrimonies, instead of seeking brides from the local female-rich Dalit communities, as has been 

done historically. This allows them, and, by extension, their caste groups, to circulate a 

fabricated same-caste status for a majority of the incoming Dalit brides, and thus keep the local 

unequal hierarchies of power and caste relations intact. The instrumentalist nature of such 

matrimonies allows the dominant-peasant caste groups, particularly in Haryana, to aggressively 

quell the assertiveness of the local Dalits – against both the unjust appropriation of their labour 

by these castes, and the caste-based historical discriminations and exclusions they experience. It 

also permits the dominant-peasant castes to continue extra-judicially punishing those involved in 

local inter-caste marriages of Dalit men with dominant-peasant caste women, which, they argue, 
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threaten to tear apart the socio-economic dominance of these caste groups if women’s 

inheritance rights are recognized. Further, a majority of the cross-region brides, both Meo and 

Dalit, live their married lives with a clear realization of the harsh contradictions in their lives. 

Their bodies are “wanted” by the conjugal families for their free productive and reproductive 

labour, yet, as individuals in their own right, they are undesired. Their “undesirability” stems 

from their low caste status, their ethnicity, and their suspect religious identity, and results in 

prejudicial and exclusionary behaviour from the conjugal family members and the larger 

conjugal community. As well, contentions about the women’s so-called “assimilation” (Kaur 

2004) within the conjugal communities both overlook and justify the violence contained in the 

erasure of the women’s caste and cultural identity; such contentions prosaically label the 

assimilative process as an “adjustment” (Mishra 2013) that married women have to undergo 

anyway. In particular, the denial of caste as an analytical category reaffirms the Dalit feminist 

contention that mainstream Indian feminists commit epistemic violence on Dalit women by 

homogenizing the experiences of all women and by ignoring the interconnections between caste, 

patriarchy, and gender (Rege 2006). Finally, the study proved that trafficking constitutes a small 

percentage of the total cross-region marriages and that the hegemonic mythologies of trafficking 

(Doezema 2010) erase the subjectivity of these brides, through the process of making 

unsubstantiated truth-claims about the numbers trafficked for forced marriage and the women’s 

victimhood.  

To elaborate, the study, by grounding the marriage crisis of a certain strata of men from 

the conjugal regions and of women from the natal regions within neoliberal market reforms, was 

able to shed light on the reasons behind the emergence of cross-region marriages in certain parts 

of India over others. In the conjugal regions, the agrarian crisis, marked by the rising cost of 
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agricultural inputs, withdrawal of subsidies, tariffs, and institutional credit mechanisms, and 

reductions and cutbacks in infrastructure development and farm extension services, has resulted 

in a rise in landlessness, more rural indebtedness, and a shrinkage in landholding size. The 

increased reliance of larger numbers of marginal or small landowning families on sending their 

female family members out to work as agricultural wage labourers has emerged as a significant 

household coping strategy against this acute agrarian distress. For the landless and marginal 

landowning men belonging to the lower classes among the Meo Muslims and the dominant-

peasant caste groups, who are unmarried and who comprise the overwhelming majority of men 

rejected in local marriage markets, this absence of free family female productive labour has 

translated into a direct loss of income. This provides such men the primary impetus to transgress 

customary marriage norms and seek cross-region wives from families that are in greater 

economic distress and lack their own local marriage options.  

The findings revealed that cross-region marriages were overwhelmingly confined to a 

particular subset of Hindus: the dominant-peasant caste groups in Haryana and Rajasthan. The 

factors responsible for their travelling across the country to find brides include: the custom of 

patrilineal inheritance of land; the Hindu Succession Act of 1956 granting women equal rights in 

paternal property; the politicization of the Dalits, in large part due to the affirmative policies of 

the Indian state; and the changes in rural landownership and agricultural practices, due to real-

estate speculation and the acquisitive process of big capital that has increased the cost of land. 

For the Meo men, the worsening of their economic status, due to a combination of state neglect, 

colonial policies, and Hindutva, has created the push for such matrimonies. On the other hand, 

the two natal provinces of Odisha and West Bengal also share a common trajectory, where the 

state-led acquisitive process of big capital has led to large-scale evictions, dispossessions, and 
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dislocations of people from their land, resources, and livelihoods. The resulting rise in poverty, 

indebtedness, unemployment, and distress-led migration is accentuated along caste, gender, and 

religious lines, affecting historically marginalized groups such as the Dalits, the Muslims, and 

women. Additionally, poor Dalit women, disadvantaged by the intersecting burdens of gender, 

patriarchy, class, and caste, and possessing lesser educational attainments and limited or nil 

access to resources for achieving their own economic independence, have suffered a greater 

constriction of life choices due to the structural violence of the neoliberal reforms. The 

combination of these systemic and structural discriminations circumscribes the choice of local 

marriage alliances for such women. The study extended David Harvey’s conceptualization of 

dispossession (2005), by employing the term “matrimonial dispossession” to explain the paucity 

of matrimonial choices available locally to women from these marginalized groups, due to the 

combination of historical and contemporary dispossessions they face. The sum of these 

dispossessions causes the eligible brides to voluntarily opt for cross-region marriage migration, 

striking a strategic patriarchal bargain with men who are locally rejected for their various 

shortcomings and flaws. In doing so, these women clearly operate within the gendered 

geographies of power (Mahler and Pessar 2001) to exercise their circumscribed subjectivity.  

This study further argued that the victim-trafficker narrative is unhelpful in analyzing the 

complex phenomenon of cross-region marriages in India. In fact, this binary embeds class bias 

by equating poor women’s marriage migratory strategies with trafficking. The anti-trafficking 

rhetoric sidesteps critically examining the central role of the contemporary neoliberal state in 

India, in constricting life choices for large swathes of the poor, both rural and urban, through 

predatory growth, dispossessions, dislocations, land grabs, and resource appropriation. The 

knowledge formation about the women, their husbands, and the women’s families is not just 
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reductionist in its claim-making about the victimhood of the women and the bestiality of the 

men. It also feeds into and reinforces essentializing Western representations about “Third World 

women and men. Such totalizing narratives ignore the opportunity to excavate the deliberate 

subversions undertaken by a significant number of the women and their families against 

patriarchal norms governing female chastity and honour. Similarly, the challenges and the 

resistances posed by the cross-region brides, either married or trafficked, against the regulation 

of their movements, the extraction of their labour, and intimate partner violence are denied space 

and legitimacy by the actors dominating anti-trafficking discourse. In doing so, these so-called 

“helpers actively reproduce the marginalisation they condemn” (Agustin 2007, 5).  

Within India, the repercussions of collapsing all cross-region marriages within the 

category of the trafficking of women have been far-reaching and profound. This has set into 

motion a problematic “law and order” approach that criminalizes such marriages and views all 

the parties involved, including the parents and the husbands, as abettors to the trafficking of 

women. Instead of addressing the gender-specific needs and concerns of the cross-region brides, 

the coercive state apparatus has directed resources toward law enforcement deterrent measures to 

“eradicate” trafficking, by establishing 330 anti-human trafficking units (AHTUs) throughout the 

country.549 This institutionalization of the victim-trafficker binary has obfuscated the necessity 

for creative grassroots initiatives to sensitize the conjugal communities and families instead of 

treating them as criminals and deviants. The “repatriation and rehabilitation” rescue package 

stridently pushed by the anti-trafficking groups also fails to recognize the social stigma that the 

                                                
549 The Times of India, “North East Girls Being Trafficked to Haryana for Marriage,” The Times of India, January 
19, 2012, accessed March 3, 2012, http://articles.timesofindia.indiatimes.com/2012-01-19/india/30642582_1_ 
trafficking-home-ministry-ahtus.  
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returnees face in their natal communities on account of their “lost” honour.550 Their re-

integration is made doubly difficult with the gendered barriers to ownership of resources that 

thwart them from obtaining economic independence.  

Given that female deficit is a real problem in Haryana and Rajasthan, and given that 

families will most likely seek brides from elsewhere, the criminalization strategy runs the risk of 

pushing such alliances underground. In other words, the fear of prosecutions might potentially 

force families to adopt strategies to make their brides “invisible,” through the stricter regulation 

of their mobility and increased confinement at home. This might render the brides more 

vulnerable to gender based violence and excessive patriarchal controls within the conjugal 

homes, and consequently prevent access to interventions against their abuse. Lastly, 

criminalizing cross-region marriages also confers the tag of “illegality” to such alliances; these 

then run the risk of being declared “void.” The “illegal” or “void” marriage status has legal 

consequences for the rights of the brides and the children borne from such unions. 

In approaching the study of cross-region brides, this study benefitted from the insights of 

Dalit feminists’ engagement with caste oppression. This is an anomaly that has plagued earlier 

studies in particular, and Indian feminist scholarship in general. Repositioning the cross-region 

brides and these marriages within this framework provided a fresh architecture from which to 

understand the phenomena. Dalit feminist scholars argue that the multiple interlayered 

oppressions of patriarchy, gender, class, and caste have to be simultaneously studied in relation 

to each other when analysing Dalit women’s lives. The absence of situating gendered caste 

relations in cross-region matrimonies has sat uneasily with scholarship on this subject. The study 

                                                
550 Scholars working on intra-Asia cross-border marriages similarly note the barriers in reintegration that the 
returnee brides face on account of their “loss of face,” and the lack of resources and skill-sets that prevents them 
from being economically independent. For more, see Duong, Belanger, and Hong, 2007, and Freeman, 2011. 
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showed how, disturbingly, neither of the two opposing theoretical perspectives on cross-region 

marriages have chosen to discuss the location of the Dalit cross-region brides in the caste 

hierarchy, and the disjunctions it creates in their married lives through the process of “internal 

othering.” This oversight, whether through deliberate scholarly silence or neglect, epistemically 

reproduces caste-based violence against this group of women.  

In the instance of cross-region marriages amongst the Hindus, the violations to caste 

regulated marriage norms were glaring, as the rules of caste endogamy were transgressed 

through matrimonies between different caste groups. While apologists for caste might argue that 

these marriages constitute a progressive step towards the eventual dismantling of caste 

hierarchies, they fail to acknowledge the renewed ascendance of caste and Hindutva in everyday 

discourse in contemporary India: the anxiety of the upper castes about losing their historical 

privileges through affirmative reservations is exhibited through their increased violence against 

the Dalits as much as against the Indian Muslims, including the Meo. The study firmly situated 

the cross-region marriages, a vast majority of which are undertaken by the Meo Muslims and the 

dominant-peasant castes of Jats, Ahirs, and Yadavs, within this context.  

At a micro-level, the milieu of caste contestations in Haryana and Rajasthan, the 

challenges posed by the politicized local Dalits to the hegemony of the dominant-peasant castes 

in the socio-economic and political sphere, and the latter’s retributive caste violence against the 

local Dalits all play an interlinked role in framing the marriage strategies of locally rejected rural 

Jat males from Haryana and Rajasthan. Instead of seeking matrimonies with the locally female-

rich Dalits, the local caste animosities propel these local rejects from the dominant-peasant castes 

to deliberately seek wives from remote and distant regions of India. The long distance 

matrimonies foil verification of the women’s caste, enable the fabrication of higher caste 
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pedigrees for a majority of the Dalit cross-region brides, and, in the process, allow the local 

unequal and oppressive caste hierarchies to remain uncontested by these blatant caste-

transgressive unions.  

Further, the study demonstrated that claims about the caste integration of the cross-region 

brides within their husbands’ caste groups are inaccurate. Its exhaustive empirical evidence 

revealed that a significant percentage of the migrating brides face caste-based and other forms of 

internal othering in the conjugal communities primarily because of their identity, which is 

marginalized on counts of caste, religion, ethnicity, and/or natal location. Their marriage 

strategies are best understood by the concept of paradoxical hypergamy (Constable 2005b, 167). 

Though these brides marry up and obtain a slightly better economic status than that of the natal 

families, they are disadvantaged on two counts: one, by their marriage to economic and social 

losers in Haryana and Rajasthan; and two, by their supposedly undesired caste and/or ethnicity. 

The study positioned the experience of the Dalit brides as married women in the rural 

communities in Haryana and Rajasthan within the intersecting oppressions of patriarchy, caste, 

gender, and ethnoracism. In the case of the Meo Muslims, an added layer of religious 

fundamentalism proscribes the reception of Muslim cross-region brides. Cultural violence is 

enacted on the brides through the forcible imposition of dominant cultural norms. This violent 

assimilative process, involving the shedding of their language, dress, food habits, and other 

cultural markers, is then erroneously interpreted as “integration.”  

A spectrum of prejudicial behaviour is exhibited against the cross-region brides that 

includes name-calling, the use of ethnoracist tropes like “Biharan” to signify their denigrated 

status, and shunning sharing physical space with them. The violence of caste discrimination 

occurs, to a large extent, in the supposedly safe space of these women’s homes – thus 
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invisibilizing the internal othering. Additionally, the families adopt a veneer of caste acceptance, 

as a discursive strategy, for the efficient extraction of labour from these otherwise stigmatized 

brides. While not all cross-region brides experience this stigmatization, the study underscored the 

importance of giving credence to the narratives of the brides who do experience it. For scholars 

and activists, the fallout of negating such testimonies implies both complicity to the Brahmanical 

caste ideology and an act of intellectual betrayal.  

Future Areas of Research 

This study has generated many further questions for research. One area of future research 

could examine the relationship between the contemporary agrarian crisis in India and its impact 

on gendered power and privilege, particularly regarding masculinity. Accounts on the agrarian 

crisis will benefit from interrogating the ways in which the culture of privilege and masculine 

prowess has been questioned, sustained, and dislocated through the impact of this crisis on cross-

region marriages.  

As noted earlier in the study, in both Haryana and Rajasthan, the deepening of the 

agrarian crisis has generated unease within the dominant-peasant caste group of Jats, around 

holding on to their position of economic and political authority. The construction of Jat 

masculinity as hyper masculine defines it by traits such as violent, aggressive, and virile, to name 

a few. This masculinity is also oppositional. It is constructed and upheld not only in contrast to 

femininity, but also as opposed to the masculinity of men from other ethnicities and caste groups, 

such as the Biharis, Bengalis, Madrasis, and Dalits.551  

Studies on masculinity (Connell 1998; Hubbard 2004; Nanda et al. 2014) demonstrate 

                                                
551 Upper caste groups have historically presented men from these ethnic and caste groups as effeminate, deviant, 
and/or criminal. These stereotypes about their devalued manhood were later picked up and reinforced by the British 
colonizers in India. For more, read Charu Gupta, 2016.  
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that economic stress and political crisis are significant causal factors in creating slippages in 

normative masculinity; they also show that the anxieties of the men, in general, about their 

masculinity and their ability to adequately perform hegemonic patriarchal roles are channelled 

into exhibiting greater coercive controls over women, resulting in increased incidences of 

spousal violence (Goebel 2015; Nanda et al. 2014). In this context, two events that took place in 

2016 in the Haryana and Rajasthan underscore the imperative for separate research on the 

masculinity crisis there.  

In February 2016, in Haryana, the articulation of this anxiety took the form of violent 

agitation for the inclusion of the Jat community within the “Other Backward Class” (OBC) 

category, and, by extension, for their access to reservation quotas in government and public 

sector jobs and seats in state-run educational institutions.552 The roots of the simmering 

discontent of the Jat men can largely be traced to the affirmative reservations given to the 

historically marginalized Dalits there. The politicization of Dalit males and their contestations of 

the caste-linked masculine hierarchies operative in these two provinces might be a causal factor 

in precipitating this crisis (Chowdhry 1997, 2005). In this light, further research could interrogate 

how the crisis in the masculinity of the Jat men in cross-region alliances can be resolved. In 

particular, how does their compromised masculinity react to these additional stressors and alter 

their relationship with their Dalit cross-region wives? Additionally, though their masculinity is 

suspect within the hegemonic definition of masculinity operative in these areas, paradoxically, 

they still retain membership within the dominant masculinity simply by their gendered and caste 

identity as Jat males. Do such males, burdened with this contradictory masculinity, attempt to 

                                                
552 Chandar Suta Dogra, “Understanding the Caste Politics behind the Jat Agitation,” The Wire, February 23, 2016, 
accessed February 25, 2016, http://thewire.in/2016/02/23/understanding-the-caste-politics-behind-the-jat-agitation-
22456/. 
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recoup their marginalized masculine status within the caste-based masculine sorority through 

their increased participation in atrocities against other marginalized masculine identities, such as 

that of the local Dalits or the Meo Muslims?  

Another series of events in these two provinces, occurring from August 2016 onward, 

involves the resurgence in chauvinist Hindu masculinity, aided and abetted by the Hindu right 

political party, the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), currently in power in both Haryana and 

Rajasthan. Here, the police and the state administrative machinery have been harnessed by the 

Hindutva forces to spread terror within the Meo Muslim community, through attacks on their 

livelihood sources, rapes of their women, killings, and looting.553 The Meo men, as gendered 

subjects, signify their marginal religion. They are beleaguered by Hindutva’s masculine 

posturing that, on the one hand, through vigilantism, threatens their livelihood and their ability to 

feed their families,554 and on the other hand, emasculates them through the targeted assaults on 

their women. 

A possible hypothesis is that this aggressively religious majoritarian masculinity 

compensates for its loss of masculinity in the politico-economic sphere, by asserting it over other 

soft and vulnerable masculine targets such as the Meo Muslims. However, this conjecture needs 

further study. What shape does the compensatory masculinity of the Meo men take when 

besieged by the hyper-masculine majoritarian religious fundamentalism that deliberately targets 

Meo women?555 In particular, how does the Meo male with a cross-region bride, who is already 

                                                
553 Ajoy Prasad Mahaprashasta, “Mob Violence, Police Action and Rising Communalism Haunt Alwar’s Meo,” The 
Wire, October 3, 2016, accessed October 5, 2016, http://thewire.in/69590/mewat-alwar-meos-gau-raksha/. 
554 Harsh Mander, “The Mewat Biryani raids have permanently damaged livelihoods of poor Muslims,” The 
Hindustan Times, September 29, 2016, accessed September 30, 2016, http://www.hindustantimes.com/columns/the-
mewat-biryani-raids-have-permanently-damaged-livelihoods-of-poor-muslims/story-9iIDje0po0GSf3RN 
ceoqMI.html. 
555 Jahnavi Sen, “After Double Murder and Gangrape, Haryana Authorities Allegedly Seek to Protect Accused,” The 
Wire, September 7, 2016, accessed September 30, 2016, http://thewire.in/64719/dingerheri-gangrape-murder/. 
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marginalized on account of his failure to marry locally, respond to additional threats to his 

compromised masculinity?  

The effect of hegemonic masculinity on the “internally othered” male children of these 

cross-region marriages is another area of inquiry in Masculinity Studies that requires time-based 

research. Anecdotal evidence from the cross-region brides and the conjugal communities reveals 

that the children are considered “inferior” or “polluted” due to their mothers’ Dalit or suspect 

Muslim identity. In such a context, how does the masculinity of these two sets of already 

compromised young men, the Meo and the Jats, articulate itself under the combined pressure of 

caste oppression and/or hyper-nationalist and religious posturing by the majoritarian Hindu 

community? What does it mean to be a “man,” or mard, when their male bodies are marked by 

caste, religion, and ethnicity? Tracing the everyday performance of masculinity by the fathers 

and the male children will allow for a deeper understanding of whether and how hegemonic 

masculinity is contested, subverted, reshaped, or appropriated by these two sets of men. 

A second area for potential future research emerges out of the stigmatized and othered 

status of the cross-region brides in their conjugal kin and caste groups, and the related issue of 

the intergenerational transmission of stigma onto their children. Despite the focus of this research 

not being on the children, it did reveal a worrying trend, both among the Meo Muslims and the 

dominant-peasant Hindu castes; the children are indeed tarred by their mothers’ undesired caste, 

ethnicity, or suspect religious identity,556 and considered “inferior” to those borne of local 

                                                
556 The commonest form of prejudicial behaviour exhibited against these children is through name-calling, whereby 
caste or ethnic epithets deployed against the mothers are similarly extended to the children. For instance, in Mewat 
and Alwar, the common invective is “aie paro ke,” or “hey you, child of a Paro,” while in Rohtak, male children are 
tarred with the ethnic epithet of “Bihari” or “Biharan ke,” that is, a child of a Bihari woman, both by their peer 
groups and adults.556 Studies on racism elsewhere show that name-calling is a common form of peer victimization 
used to reinforce exclusion from peer social groups (Verkuyten and Thijs 2002).  
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women.557 This demands a separate and detailed study, as the comments of a Khap Panchayat 

caste elder pointed to a disturbing discourse:  

There is a stark difference between our children and theirs [those of cross-region 
alliances]. Their complexion is darker. It can be presumed that even their intellect will be 
inferior. Educationally, they will lag behind local peers, and as adults, will have to settle 
for menial and low-paying jobs, unlike others born from the local brides.558 

The linkage of physical attributes and ranking in caste hierarchy to intellectual ability and 

physical prowess has been used historically by upper castes, in order to justify the perpetuation 

of unequal caste hierarchies. Anxieties about the erosion of Jat power and privilege are circulated 

through comments like: “if the influx of the Bihari brides continues, our race will gradually get 

wiped out (nasal khatam ho jayegee). And then, the Bihari race will take over control and 

dominate us.”559 The Meo similarly worry about the “dilution” of their ethnic identity through 

the entry of women from suspect castes or religions (gair jaat or kaafir) into their community.  

This undesired identity has resulted in a small number of families from the Meo 

community (n=7) encountering hiccups in securing suitable matrimonies for their sons. The 

small numbers should not be discounted, as these appear indicative of future trends. Misgivings 

are beginning to be voiced about the matrimonial chances of these children in all areas with such 

transgressive unions: “There will be fissures in our society. Civilized society will not arrange an 

                                                
557 Scholarly works on intra-Asia cross-border marriage migration observe that discourses of ethnicity and racial 
purity are interwoven in mono-ethnic or ethnically homogenous societies like Japan, Taiwan, and South Korea, to 
create national anxieties about the lowering of national stock or dilution of racial characteristics through inter-ethnic 
international marriages (Chen 2015; Freeman 2011). This differential or partial citizenship not only places the 
incoming brides at the bottom of social hierarchy, it also legitimizes their racial discrimination and othering in 
nationalist discourses celebrating ethnic homogeneity and superiority (Cheng 2013; Freeman 2011; Toyota 2008; 
Wang and Belanger 2008). Discourses of ethnic nationalism, particularly in South Korea and Taiwan, legitimize 
discrimination of bi-racial and bi-ethnic offspring, on the grounds of their racial inferiority and ethnic dilution; this 
impacts their social interactions, educational attainments, and marriage prospects (Cheng 2013, 158; Shin 2011). In 
Taiwan, with one in every nine child borne out of a cross-country marriage, fears of low-class and less educated 
Vietnamese brides posing “a threat to an imagined normal, high quality, homogeneous Taiwanese society” (Wang 
and Belanger 2008, 99) have made the state offer incentives like sterilization to reduce the birth of these children, in 
its bid to ensure “population quality” (renkou sushi) (ibid). 
558 Phool Singh Petwar, interview and translation by author, 24 July 2014, Narnaund, Hisar District, Haryana.  
559 Focus group: Jat men FGJMn1, interview and translation by author, Rohtak District, Haryana. 13 Oct 2011.  
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alliance with a son of a Bihari woman. There will be obstacles for him to get married.”560 The 

pernicious hold of the racist belief in a graded hierarchy of people is compounded by caste 

ideology among the Hindus. Villagers worry that if, in future, they enter into matrimony with 

stigmatized cross-region offspring, “their daughter’s children too will be branded as low caste 

(neech jaat) or children of Biharis (Bihari ke).”561 Matters are further complicated by the 

marriage rules of caste, or Gotra, endogamy and village or territorial exogamy, as caste 

verification of the antecedents from the man’s mother’s side cannot take place.562 According to 

some Jat villagers, “our community will then ask the question, ‘whose children are these? 

Where’s the mother from? What caste is she?’ People will ask such questions and it will create a 

big problem later on.”  

Villagers contend that as cross-region marriages increase in Haryana, “a new sub-caste 

group of ‘mutated’ children might emerge. Marriages will then occur only between them.”563 

Families in cross-union marriages with young children concede this harsh reality through 

comments like, “in our region alone, there are nearly 90 who have done the same. We will marry 

within that group if we cannot get a match from our caste group.”564 Furthermore, families with 

cross-region brides acknowledge the import of this stigmatization on securing matrimonies, not 

just for cross-region offspring, but also for other children in extended households, through 

statements like: “societal tarring of family esteem is extended to other family members (parivar 

neeche gir jaata hai). Even my children will suffer in getting matches as our family is now 

                                                
560 Interview and translation by author, 24 July 2014, Narnaund, Hisar District, Haryana. 
561 Focus group: Village women FGWn4, interview and translation by author, 14 October 2011, Rohtak District, 
Haryana.  
562 According to the marriage rules in Haryana and Rajasthan, the gotras of the father, the mother, and the maternal 
grandmother have to be avoided in arranging matrimony.  
563 Focus group: Dahiya Khap Panchayat, interview and translation by author, 21 July 2012, Sonipat District, 
Haryana.  
564 Father-in-law FILn2, interview and translation by author, 13 November 2011, Jhunjhunu District, Rajasthan.  
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branded as having an outsider bride.”565 However, at present, this is merely conjecture.566 

Currently, families in cross-region alliances assert that, “if we are unable to find brides for our 

sons here, then we will fetch brides from elsewhere, just like we did” (jaise hum laaye hain, 

waise hum bhi wahan se ley aayenge).567 In doing so, however, it is feared that they will recreate 

the cycle of stigmatization for their wives and children.  

The limited but suggestive evidence from the field also reveals the pervasiveness of 

colonial and racist discourses of eugenics and scientific racism, whereby such progeny are 

considered a threat to the homogeneity and the pure quality of the Meo and the dominant-peasant 

Hindu caste groups. This bears ominous portents for their future integration into parental 

communities. While instances of othering appear only in the Rohtak and Mewat Districts of 

Haryana and that of Alwar in Rajasthan, it can be speculated that the extension of prejudice in 

other regions might not yet have occurred because cross-region marriages are a relatively new 

phenomenon there; the children are younger in age; and/or their numbers are fewer. These might 

then pose lesser threats to established hierarchies of power and/or caste than, for instance, in 

Mewat, Alwar, or Rohtak, where the numbers are higher and the children have reached a 

marriageable age.  

Additionally, witnessing the quotidian and pernicious caste-based discrimination and/or 

ethnoracist treatment of their mothers, it is conjectured, might impact the psychological health of 

these children. The constant but subtle denigration of their mothers and themselves, through 

exclusionary behaviour or overtly through name-calling or caste/ethnic slurs, may cause a 

                                                
565 Husband’s brother HHn6, interview and translation by author, 27 July 2012, Jhunjhunu District, Rajasthan.  
566 Leela Dube, a respected Indian sociologist, in her work on inter-caste marriages amongst the Rajputs in North 
India with low but “clean” caste women, i.e., from caste groups not engaged in ritually polluting activities, also 
noted that their children, despite being called Rajputs, were given a lower Rajput status than that of their fathers 
(1996, 19).  
567 Hindu bride CRBHn18, interview and translation by author, 11 October 2011, Rohtak District, Haryana.  
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lowered self-esteem and psychological distress that manifests itself through self-efficacy, 

depression, or anger (Sanders-Phillips et al. 2009). Since detailed interviews were not conducted 

with a number of adolescent or young adult children, it is hard to arrive at sharper conclusions 

about their coping strategies.  

More time-based research over a larger research area needs to be done to discover 

whether and how patterns of discrimination repeat themselves or get reinterpreted to cause new 

exclusions related to various life outcomes, like educational attainments, employment prospects, 

marriage, or inheritance rights. Research also needs to analyze how fathers relate to their male 

and female progeny: are they offered unconditional parental love, or does the prejudice that the 

fathers display towards their mothers and to the local Dalits extend to them too? Longitudinal 

studies that are gender differentiated also need to examine the psychological and physical well-

being of these children, as they are exposed right from childhood, on a quotidian basis, to 

varying degrees of segregation and othering by their peers and adults.  

These suggested areas of future research indicate just some of the potential issues and 

questions generated by this study. These acquire more urgency in the wake of studies estimating 

that the number of eligible grooms in India will exceed eligible brides by more than 50 percent 

by the mid twenty-first century (Guilmoto 2012, 92). A range of imaginative and coordinated 

policy actions and grassroots initiatives are necessary to address this crisis. The reverberations 

from a surplus of 40 million unmarried males will lead to an increased movement of women 

around the country for marriage. This intense marriage squeeze in India might potentially 

reshape historically hierarchically oppressive relations centred on caste, religion, and ethnicity.  

It is hoped that the current work can contribute in some modest measure to wider 

conversations, and perhaps to changes in practices and policies, that can support those women, 
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men, and children whose lives are so deeply affected by cross-region marriages in India today. 

To date, the evidence from this study shows that the male marriage squeeze has only accentuated 

fault lines along caste and ethnicity, and led to a worsening of gender status and rights for the 

migrating brides, in particular, and for women, in general. There is a great need to acknowledge 

the “differences” of caste, class, ethnicity, religion, location, and even colour within the 

constructed category of cross-region brides, and how these significantly alter their status and 

lived experience in their conjugal homes and communities. Such a focus might help future 

scholarship analytically move beyond blunt categories of assimilation, integration, and/or 

trafficking, to recognize the messiness and contradictions that characterize the position of the 

brides. Relatedly, it might illuminate a more complex view, one that scholars and activists could 

employ to gain a nuanced understanding about these marriages and the rights and status of cross-

region brides, and shape their strategies for engagement.  

Feminists everywhere can acquire a greater understanding of the gendered nature of 

dispossession under contemporary neoliberal capitalism, by examining the intersecting 

oppressions of patriarchy, caste, ethnoracism, and religious fundamentalism to determine how 

these shape the life trajectories and experiences of women from historically and socio-

economically marginalized communities. The failure to do so can “result in political agendas and 

public policies that fail to be adequately responsive to the interests of women from … 

marginalized groups” (Narayan 1997, 44). 
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Appendix A. Caste and Religion of Men in Cross-Region Marriages 

Caste  Rohtak Rewari Mewat Alwar Total 
(No.) 

Total 
(%) 

Ahir 1 31   32  2.07 
Bharbhunja 1    1    .06 
Bisht 1  6  7    .45 
Brahman  4  16 20  1.30 
Chamar  27 1 6  34  2.20 
Dhanak 3    3    .19 
Dhobi 1  3  4    .26 
Dom 2    2    .13 
Fakir (Muslim)   10  10    .65 
Gujjar    1 1    .06 
Harijan  2 1  3    .19 
Jat 456  2  458 29.64 
Jogi 2 8 1  11     .71 
Khati 9    9    .58 
Kumhar 1  2  3    .19 
Luhar 7  11  18  1.16 
Meghwal    1 1    .06 
Meo  (Muslim)   682 62 743 48.09 
Muslim 
(General) 

  26  26   1.69 

Nai 2 2 15  19   1.23 
Pandit 24    24   1.55 
Prajapat 4   1 5     .32 
Quraishi 
(Muslim) 

  3  3    .19 

Rajput 8 11   19  1.23 
Saini 6    6    .39 
Sakka 
(Muslim) 

  13  13    .84 

Sharma    1 1   .06 
Teli 1  2  3   .19 
Thakur 1    1   .06 
Valmiki 9    9   .58 
Undisclosed 8 4 34  46  2.98 
TOTAL 584 63 817 82 1545 100 
Source: Author’s research study in Alwar, Mewat and Rewari (2011), and  
Rohtak (2014). 
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Appendix B. Reasons for Men in Cross-Region Marriages: 3 Districts of 

Haryana and Rajasthan (Excludes Mewat) 

Reason for 
marriage 

Rohtak Rewari  Alwar Total 
(No.) 

Total 
(%)  

Less or No 
land 

186 43 42 271 37.22 

No regular 
job 

111 7 17 135 18.54 

Old age / 
Over age 

158 4  162 22.24 

Love 
marriage 

19  2 21   2.88 

Death of 
first wife 

9 3 9 21   2.88 

Physical 
handicap 

11 4 5 20   2.75 

Alcoholism 8 1  9   1.24 
Divorce 15   15   2.06 
Arranged 
Marriage* 

27 1  28   3.85 

Second 
Marriage¨ 

  4 4    .55 

Mentally 
challenged 

8   8  1.10 

Illiteracy 6   6    .83 
Family  
Feud ¤ 

7  2 9  1.25 

Social 
Ostracism 

2   2   .28 

Undisclosed 17   17   2.33 
TOTAL  584 63 81 728 100 
Source: Author’s research study in Alwar and Rewari (2011), and Rohtak (2014). 
 
*Same-caste marriage following rules of caste endogamy and village and got 
exogamy. These alliances were with same-caste families from villages in 
neighbouring provinces. 
¨This is applicable only to the Meo. As Muslims, they can have up to four wives. 
The second marriage occurs with first wife still residing with the husband.  
¤Family members creating hurdles in the man’s marriage locally. Often, it is  
attributed to greed for his share of property. 
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Appendix C. Occupation of Men in Cross-Region Marriages 

Occupation Rohtak Rewari Mewat Alwar Total 
(No.) 

Total 
(%) 

Labourer 141 47 471 63 722 46.73 
Farmer * 227 3 213 11 454 29.38 
Driver¨ 84 4 33  119   7.70 
Shopkeeper¤ 19 3 23 2 47   3.04 
Cattle rearing 2 5 3  10    .65 
X-ray Technician    1 1   .06 
Maulvi    4 4   .26 
Goatherd   1  1   .06 
Itinerant salesman    5  5   .32 
Barber 2    2   .12 
Tailor 1  4  5   .32 
Mason 7  17  24 1.55 
Carpenter 5    5   .32 
Gardener 1    1   .06 
Photographer 1    1   .06 
Cable operator 1    1   .06 
Engineer 1    1   .06 
Milk Seller 3  3  6   .39 
Factory worker 21    21 1.36 
Govt. Job 1    1   .06 
Shop employee 9    9   .58 
Electrician 10    10   .65 
Private sector 
employee 

23    23 1.49 

Street vendor 3  2  5   .32 
Sweet shop helper 5  2  7   .45 
Horse cart owner   7  7   .45 
Unemployed 9  15  21 1.36 
Undisclosed 8 1 18  27 1.75 
TOTAL 584 63 817 81 1545 100 
Source: Author’s research study in Alwar, Mewat and Rewari (2011), and Rohtak (2014). 
 
*This category includes those owning less than 2 ha of land.  
¨The category of drivers includes those driving trucks, mini-vans, autorickshaws, or tempos.  
¤This category includes grocery stores, mobile repair shops, tire puncture repair shops, sweet 
shops, and owners of fast-food stalls. 
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Appendix D. Size of Land Holdings of Men in Cross-Region Marriages in 

Selected Areas of Haryana and Rajasthan 

Size of land 
holding 
Area (ha) 

Rohtak 
(No.) 

Rohtak 
(%) 

Rewari 
(No.) 

Rewari 
(%) 

Alwar 
(No.) 

Alwar 
(%) 

Total 
(No.) 

Total 
( %) 

Landless  162 27.14 33 52.39 48 59.26 243 33.38 

Marginal > 
1  

218 37.32 23 36.50 13 16.06 254 34.91 

Small 1 – 2  100 17.12 4 6.35 8 9.88 112 15.39 

Semi-
medium 2-4 

65 11.14 2 3.18 6 7.40 73 10.02 

Medium 4 - 
10 

39 6.68 1 1.58 6 7.40 46 6.30 

Large > 10 Nil - Nil - Nil - Nil - 

TOTAL 584 100 63 100 81 100 728 100 

Source: Author’s research study in Alwar, Mewat and Rewari (2011), and Rohtak (2014). 
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Appendix E. Operational Land Holdings in Mewat District, Haryana 

Large (>10) 
 

Medium (5-10) Small (2-5) Marginal (<2) Landless 

No. of 
holdings 

Area 
(ha) 

No. of 
holdings 

Area 
(ha) 

No. of 
holdings 

Area 
(ha) 

No. of 
holdings 

Area 
(ha) 

Number 
only 

4742 25971 7209 30068 48773 78576 52654 32135 25464 

Source: 2001 Agriculture Census of India, cited in Comprehensive District Agriculture Plan – 
District Mewat, Haryana (Government of India Publication). 
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Appendix F. Provincial Breakdown of the Natal Regions of the Cross-Region 

Brides in Select Research Areas of Haryana and Rajasthan 

Province Alwar Mewat Rewari Rohtak    Total 
Andaman & 
Nicobar 

0 0 0 1 1 

Andhra Pradesh 5 131 0 2 138 
Assam 12 175 6 66 259 
Bangladesh 0 2 0 0 2 
Bihar 9 156 10 71 246 
Chattisgarh 0 0 0 12  12 
Delhi 0 1 0 23 24 
Gujarat 0 4 0 0 4 
Himachal Pradesh 0 0 2 16 18 
Jammu & 
Kashmir 

0 0 0 2 2 

Jharkhand 10 67 2 20 99 
Karnataka 0 2 0 2 4 
Madhya Pradesh 5 7 1 14 27 
Maharashtra 3 25 4 25 57 
Nepal 0 0 0 3 3 
Odisha 5 7 8 31 51 
Pakistan 0 0 0 1 1 
Punjab 0 0 0 8 8 
Rajasthan 0 0 0 10 10 
Tamil Nadu 0 0 2 0 2 
Tripura 0 0 3 19 22 
Uttar Pradesh 9 6 3 109 127 
Uttarakhand 1 0 0 32 33 
West Bengal 22 173 22 87 304 
Not disclosed 0 61 0 34 84 
TOTAL 81 817 63 584 1545 
Source: Author’s research study in Alwar, Mewat and Rewari (2011), and Rohtak (2014). 
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Appendix G. Caste/Religion of Cross-Region Brides from 10 Villages Each of 

Baleshwar, Odisha and Cooch Behar, West Bengal 

Caste Baleshwar 
(No.) 

Baleshwar 
 (%) 

Cooch 
Behar 
(No.) 

Cooch 
Behar 
(%) 

Total  
(No.) 

Total 
(%) 

SC Hindu 26 38.80 78 61.90 104 53.9 

GC 
Hindu 

1 1.49 16 12.70 17 8.8 

OBC 
Hindu 

8 11.95 9 7.14 17 8.8 

OBC 
Muslim 

31 46.27 14 11.12 45 23.3 

Muslim 
GC  

1 1.49 9 7.14 10 5.2 

TOTAL 67 100 126 100 193 100 

Source: Author’s research study in Odisha (2011), and West Bengal (2014). 
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Appendix H. Decadal Changes in Female Children per 1000 Male Children 

Year Haryana Rajasthan  India  

1991 879 916 945 

2001 819 909 927 

2011 830 888 914 

Sources: Census of India Publications (1991, 2001, 2011). 
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Appendix I. Livelihood of Parents with Daughters in Cross-Region Marriages 

from 10 Villages Each from Cooch Behar, West Bengal and Baleshwar, 

Odisha 

Livelihood Baleshwar 
(No.) 

Baleshwar 
(%) 

Cooch  
Behar (No.) 

Cooch 
Behar (%) 

Total 
(No.) 

Total 
(%) 

Agriculture 
(own farmland) 

- - 2 1.9 2 1.3 

Barber  - - 2 1.9 2 1.3 

Betel Leaf 
farming 

2 2 - - 2 1.3 

Carpenter - - 1 .9 2 1.3 

Construction 
Worker 

- - 2 1.9 2 1.3 

Cook 1 1 - - 2 1.3 

Daily wage 
labour* 

  41 39.5 41 26.5 

Domestic 
servant 

  4 3.9 4 2.5 

Farm Labour 34 68 13 12.5 47 30.4 

Fishing 2 2 1 .9 2 1.3 

Mason - - 2 1.9 2 1.3 

Migrant 
Labour ¨ 

- - 11 10.5 11 7.1 

Rickshaw 
Puller 

2 2 3 2.9 5 3.1 

Street Vendor - - 2 1.9 2 1.3 

Tenant farming 9 18 15 14.5 24 15.5 

Van Driver - - 5 4.9 5 3.2 

TOTAL 50 100 104 100 154 100 

Source: Author’s research study in Odisha (2011), and West Bengal (2014). 
 
*This category includes those who seek daily casual wage employment in agriculture-allied sector  
or non-farm sector.  
¨ This category includes migration for work on construction sites or brick kilns.  
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Appendix J. Landholding Size of Families with Daughters in Cross-Region 

Marriages from 10 Villages Each from Cooch Behar, West Bengal and 

Baleshwar, Odisha 

Landholding  Baleshwar  
(No.) 

Baleshwar 
(%) 

Cooch 
Behar (No.) 

Cooch 
Behar 
(%) 

Total 
(No.) 

Total 
(%) 

Landless  36 72 41 39.5 77 50 

Homestead 
only 

13 26 9 8.6 22 14.3 

Marginal  
(< 2 ha) 

1 2 53 51 54 35.06 

Medium  
(2-5 ha) 

- - 1 .9 1 .64 

Large 
(>10 ha) 

- - - - -  

TOTAL 50 100 104 100 154 100 

Source: Author’s research study in Odisha (2011), and West Bengal (2014). 
Note: The total number of families surveyed in Baleshwar, Odisha was 50. These families had 
more than one female in a cross-region marriage. Similarly, in Cooch Behar, 104 families had a 
total of 125 females in cross-region marriages. 
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Appendix K. Caste/Religion Data of Cross-Region Brides from Select 

Conjugal Regions 

Caste  Alwar 
 

Mewat 
 

Rewari 
 

Rohtak 
 

Total 
(No.) 

Total 
(%) 

GC 16 - 23 142 181 11.7 

OBC - 4 12 158 174 11.2 

BC -  - 9 9     .58 

SC 3 8 24 193 228 14.7 

ST - - - 21 21    1.3 

Muslim 62 646 4 15 727 47.05 

Sikh - - - 3 3    . 20 

Christian -  - 3 3     .20 

Buddhist -  - 1 1     .06 

Undisclosed - 159 - 45 204 13.20 

TOTAL 81 817 63 584 1545 100 

Source: Author’s research study in Alwar, Mewat and Rewari (2011), and  
Rohtak (2014). 
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Appendix L. Caste Composition of Men in Cross-Region Marriages from 3 

Blocks of Rohtak District, Haryana 

Caste	 Sampla	 %	 Lakhan		
Majara	

%	 Rohtak	 %	 Total	
(no.)	

Total	
%	

Jat 150 81.52 80 79.61 226 75.33 456 77.69 
Ahir 1 0.54 - - - - 1 .17 
Chamar 5 2.71 8 8.73 14 4.66 27 4.60 
Pandit 11 5.98 2 1.94 - - 13 2.21 
Khati 1 0.54 1 .97 7 2.33 9 1.53 
Rajput 4 2.17 3 2.91 1 0.33 8 1.36 
Valmiki - - 2 1.94 7 2.33 9 1.53 
Pandit - - -  21 7 21 3.57 
Saini 3 1.63 - - 3 1 6 1.02 
Prajapat 3 1.63 - - 1 0.33 4 0.68 
Kumhar - - - - 1 0.33 1 0.17 
Dhanak 1 0.54 - - 2 0.66 3 5.17 
Dhobi 1 0.54 - - - - 1 0.17 
Jogi - - - - 2 0.66 2 0.34 
Luhar - - 4 3.88 3 1 7 1.20 
Bharbhunja - - - - 1 0.33 1 0.17 
Nai - - - - 2 0.66 2 0.34 
Teli - - - - 1 0.33 1 0.17 
Thakur - - - - 1 0.33 1 0.17 
Dom - - - - 2 0.66 2 0.34 
Undisclosed 3 1.63 - - 6 2 9 1.53 
Total 184 100 103 100 300 100 587 100 
Source: Author’s research study in Rohtak (2014). 
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Appendix M. Collaborating Non-Governmental Organisations 

Haryana 
Rohtak District  
Sahyog  
Gramin Mahila Avm Yuvak Vikas Sansthan 
 
Rewari District 
Shakti Parishad  
 
Mewat District 
Mewat Social and Educational Development Society 
 
Rajasthan  
Jhunjhunu District 
Shikshit Rojgar Kendra Prabandhak Samiti 
 
Alwar District 
Matsya Mewat Shiksha Evam Vikas Sansthan 
 
Odisha 
PRAVA 
 
West Bengal 
CINI (Child In Need Institute) 
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Appendix N. Primary Survey in Recieving Regions 

Village   Block   District         No. of households in the village 
 

1. Bride’s Name 
2. Husband’s Name 
3. Father in law’s name 
4. Caste of the man and woman (mention each even if the same) 
5. Man’s occupation 
6. Landholding (size) 
7. Education (both man and woman) 
8. Age (both man and woman) 
9. Years of marriage 
10. Children (details of number and sex) 
11. Natal village 
12. Natal District 
13. Natal province 
14. Name of mediator / agent 
15. Village/region of the mediator 
16. Cost of the marriage 
17. Who bore the expense 
18. Reason for groom to seek a cross-region bride 
19. Reason for bride to agree to marriage here (list poverty / dowry, etc.) 
20. Bride’s father’s occupation (list mother or other family member is needed) 
21. Place of sister’s marriage (applicable if there are sisters) 
22. Benefit from Govt. scheme on inter-caste marriage 
23. Awareness about Govt. scheme on inter-caste marriage 
24. Willing to be interviewed in detail (provide contact cell number) 
25. Comments of the surveyor (observations) 
26. Name of information provider and signature (thumb impression if illiterate) 

 
Date  
Name of surveyor and signature 
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Appendix O. Primary Survey in Source Regions 

Name of village:    Block:   Number of families in village: 
 

1. Daughter Name: 
2. Father / Mother name (mention name of the brother if he is the primary supporter) 
3. Caste / Religion  
4. Occupation (livelihood of parents) 
5. Landholding (if any) mention size 
6. Immediate family members (migration for work) fill details 
7. Parent’s marriage details (widow/deserted/ 2nd marriage) 
8. Which number daughter is married out (give birth order or ranking) 
9. Daughter’s marriage details (where is she married – village, district, state) 
10. Reason for marrying her so far away 
11. Bicholia (who fixed the marriage): provide details  
12. Years since her marriage 
13. Expense of family towards marriage  
14. Other sisters: married where (provide details of region) 
15. Contact with daughter: how is it maintained 
16. Migrating bride: how often does she visit family 
17. Has anyone from your family gone to visit her? (when and why) 
18. Contact phone number, if any 
19. Comments of the surveyor:  
20. Name and signature of information provider (thumb print if illiterate) 

 
Date 
Surveyor’s name and signature 
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Appendix P. Semi-Structured Interviews: Categories of People and Numbers 

Cross-region brides : 116 (Hindu brides 68; Meo brides 45; Muslim brides 3) 

Husbands of cross-region brides: 36 

Members of the conjugal family (mother-in-law / father-in-law / brother or sister-in-law): 39 

Parents of brides: 25 

Brothers or sisters of cross-region brides = 16 

Sons or daughters of cross-region brides = 5 

Procurers/ Agents who source brides: 6 

Brides who have now become marriage agents: 7 

Villagers (men and women) including neighbours in conjugal villages: 35 

Villagers (men and women) including neighbours in natal villages: 18 

NGOs working on women's issues: 3 

Fieldworkers who collected primary data /assisted in translation / detailed research: 9 

Government Officials: 4 

Academics, activists and religious leaders: 12 

TOTAL 329 
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Appendix Q. Focus Group Interviews Composition and Numbers 

Conjugal Areas 

1. Men from the Jat caste regarded as village elders and whose authority on views regarding 
marriage and other social relations is respected;  

2. Women belonging to the Jat caste – this group also had women who were facing difficulty in 
getting their sons married off locally;  

3. Brides of Bengali ethnicity who formed the majority of cross-region brides in one village;  

4. Brahmin women from a Brahmin caste majority village, where despite female shortage, no 
bride has been brought in from another region or caste;  

5. Mixed caste group of young men of marriageable age (Dalit and Jats);  

6. Mixed caste group of village men regarded as ‘elders’ there;  

7. Mixed caste group of Jat  and Dalit village women;  

8. Women from the Yadav or Ahir caste;  

9. Women from the Dalit  community in a Jat majority village;  

10. Women from Dalit community that had cross-region brides – this village had a Rajput568 
majority in its population composition.  

11. Brides with Odiya ethnicity who came from one specific cluster of villages from the Bhograi 
Block of Balasore in Odisha;  

12. Village women from dominant and upper caste groups – they were from same village as that 
of Group 11;   

13. Male elders from  the Meo community; 

14. Meo men from a village with significant number of cross-region marriages; 

15. Cross-region Muslim brides in a Meo majority village;   

16. Mixed Focus Group comprising village men and women and activists – all Meo Muslims; 
and 

17. Meo women in a village with a significant number of cross-region marriages. 

 
                                                
568 Rajput: They belong to the second varna of Kshatriyas in the Brahmanical caste hierarchy.  
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Natal Regions 

1. Parents of cross-region brides (Odisha) 

2. Parents of cross-region brides and visiting brides (Odisha) 

3. Fathers of cross-region brides and male neighbours (West Bengal) 

4. Village women including mothers of cross-region brides (West Bengal) 
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Appendix R. Questions for Qualitative Phase of Research 

i) CROSS-REGION BRIDES 
- How long have you been married?  
- Where do you originally hail from? 
- Who approached your parents for your marriage? Do you remember how they were 

approached and what was said to them to encourage this marriage?  
- Why could you not get married in your own region? 
-  Why did your family agree to this wedding? Was anything promised to them or not? Can 

you talk about it?  
- Did you have any role in the decision-making regarding your marriage?  
- If this offer of marriage had not come, what would have been the possible future marriage 

prospects for you? What options would your family have then? 
- Can you describe your feelings in having to leave your family and community and move 

to another province? 
- Did you speak your husband’s language initially? If not, how did you communicate with 

him or others?   
- If there was a language barrier, how did it make you feel and what did you do to 

overcome it?  
- How did you react initially when you came here and saw the village / villagers?  
- Can you describe some of changes and adjustments that you have had to undertake due to 

your marriage here? 
- How would you describe your marriage? Is it just like others here? Or do you feel it is 

different? Can you elaborate on either of the two?  
- Do you ever fear that your husband might desert you – stability of the marriage?  
- Have you ever faced any form of abuse, be it physical or verbal from either your husband 

or members of his family? If yes, what precipitated it? What do you do in such a 
circumstance to cope or resist?  Is your reaction any different from that of the local 
brides? If so, why? 

- What are some of the things that you have here / have access to that you would perhaps 
not have been able to have if you were in your home province?  

- If I were to ask you whether you would recommend a marriage like yours, would you say 
yes or no? Please elaborate for either of the two answers.  

- Do you suffer from loneliness and cultural isolation? If yes, can you elaborate?  
- What are the various ways in which you have had to ‘integrate’ into your husband’s 

community / culture/ family? How do you feel about this process? 
- Are you made to feel you are different from the local brides in any way? If yes, then can 

you provide details? Why does that difference arise and how does it affect you? 
- Do you face any restrictions from your family such as in movement or speaking to 

people? Are they the same for all other women in your family / community or is it 
applicable only to you? If yes, can you talk a bit more about it?  

- Do you have the freedom to go out and meet other women in the village – freedom of 
association? Is mobility allowed only for work? Are your movements monitored? Is it 
common to other women too or just limited to you?  
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- If the above answer is yes, why do you think it occurs and how does it make you feel? Do 
you adopt strategies to circumvent such monitoring? If yes, can you describe some of 
them? 

- Is there anything that you miss / do not miss from your community / region? If yes, can 
you tell how you negotiate it?  

- How do women in your husband’s family treat you? And how is the work divided? Do 
you think you have a fair share or not? Can you talk more about it?  

- When you became pregnant, did you have to undergo a test for sex-selection? What was 
the consequence of the test? Can you tell me more about it?  

- Do you keep in touch with your family? Do you ever call up your family or do you write 
to them? If you call them up, do you get privacy?  

- Have you gone back to visit family? If not, what are the reasons and how does that make 
you feel? If yes, then how often are you able to make this trip? Is the frequency the same 
as for other women who hail from the region here? 

- Have you been ever called a ‘bought bride’ or some other term that made you feel 
slighted? If yes, what occasion did it occur / who said that / how did it make you feel?  

- Are there other women like you in this village? Do you interact with them? If yes, what 
do you end up sharing / discussing? Is the bond with them different than with women 
from the community here?  

- Have you arranged any similar marriage like yours for local men? If yes, can you talk 
more about the reasons for doing so? If not, then why did you not act as a mediator? 

- How do the village women treat you? Where do you interact with them?  
- What are some of the gestures that they have taken to make you feel welcome in their 

community? 
- Are you invited to celebrations and ceremonies within the village?  
- Are you able to share or discuss any of your problems with the village women here? Do 

you trust anyone here or you fear that what you say might get reported back to your in-
laws or your husband? If yes, how does it make you feel? And how do you then cope?  

- If there was to be a program from the government for women like you, what is the first 
issue you would want them to address? What other concerns do you have that you wish 
any NGO or the government should attend to?  

- Is there some other subject that you would like to talk about? 
 

ii) HUSBANDS / FAMILY MEMBERS  
- What was the deciding factor that made you get a bride from another region? Why could 

you not get married locally?  
- Who did you approach for getting a bride? Was it someone you knew?  
- What were the negotiations with the mediator? Can you provide details? 
- Did you have to pay for the marriage? If yes, how did you / your family raise the money? 
- If the above answer is yes, then given that traditionally, the groom’s family gets a dowry, 

how then do you feel about having to bear part /all the expenses for getting a bride?  
- How much did you have to pay for the wedding (this includes all costs including the 

expenses for the marriage, tickets, fee for the middleperson)?  
- Do people in the community / village ever ridicule this monetary arrangement or do they 

see it as commonplace? If yes to either, can you explain in detail?   
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- Are you made to feel any different from other men who are able to obtain local wives? If 
yes, then how do you negotiate such feelings?  

- Are there any benefits in marrying a woman from another region? Elaborate.  
- To extend the above point, I have heard many say that cross-region brides make ‘better 

brides’. What do you have to say about this comment? 
- Is your wife from the same caste as yours? If no, then did you have to face any resistance 

/ raised eyebrows from the extended family / community? How did you deal with it?  
- Do you ever fear that your children might not be treated equally because of your wife’s 

different caste? If yes or no, give details why or why not.  
- Did you have to take some measures to help your wife adjust to life here? Any 

accommodations that you made for making her life comfortable?  
- I have heard of some brides running away? Have you ever feared that it might happen in 

your family? Why/ why not? What have you done to ensure that this doesn’t occur in 
your family?  

- Have you ever had to police your wife/ bride? Why / why not?  
- Have you ever taken your wife to her natal region/ allowed her to go back? If yes / no, 

discuss in detail the reasons.  
- Would you advise getting a cross-region bride to other local men? If yes / no, discuss in 

detail the reasons.  
- Are there any suggestions / recommendations that you would make to either the 

Government or NGOs about such marriages/brides? For instance, it can be about some 
programs that you think should be created for brides or support networks?  
 

iii) Conjugal family members, including the female family members  
-  What is the main source of livelihood for your family? Has this changed in the recent 

past? If yes, then provide details.  
- Why did your family seek a cross-region marriage?  
- What were the reasons for the men’s rejection in the local marriage market?  
-  Who did you contact for getting a bride? Can you describe the process through which the 

woman came here?  
-  What are some of the difficulties that she faced initially? Did she get any help in the 

adjustment process? If yes, can you tell us from whom and how.   
-  How would you compare these women to the local brides? What are some of the 

differences and commonalities – in their mode of work, relationship to others, or 
behaviour, in general.  

-  People say that the cross-region brides make ‘better workers’. Comment.  
-  Do these women belong to the same caste as the one that you belong to? If not, what are 

some of the problems that you apprehend for your family, the children, and your family’s 
treatment in the kin group? 

-  Do you monitor the bride’s movement? If yes, what is the worry that leads you to do it?  
-  Would you advise getting a cross-region bride to other local men? If yes / no, discuss in 

detail the reasons.  
-  If you had a choice, which of the sons / daughters-in-law would you choose to live with 

(or are living with now)? Can you share the reasons for doing so.  
-  Many people say that the women are bought and not actually married by their parents – 

what do you have to say to that in relation to the bride in your household.  
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- Do you harbour any worries about these brides – some anxieties that you would not 
extend to the local brides.   

-  Would you recommend cross-region marriages to other families? If yes or no, please 
discuss the reasons.  

- Is there something else that you feel that we should have talked about? Please feel free to 
share it now.  

 
iv)  VILLAGERS, ESPECIALLY VILLAGE WOMEN 
- Is female feticide practised in your region? If yes, why is it done and what led to this 

practise? 
- Can you tell me when the practise of getting outsider brides started in your village? Is this 

a new phenomenon or has it existed traditionally? If not, what are the reasons for its 
emergence now?  

- Who are the people who tend to get such brides more in your community? Is it caste / 
class specific?  

- Are there benefits of getting brides from outside? For instance, do they make better 
wives?  

- If you (woman / man who might have older male children) were to be given an option, 
what would you do? Get a bride from another place or from this region? Elaborate for 
either yes or no.  

- How much does it cost to get a bride from outside? Where do the families raise the 
capital to undertake this expense?  

- Since the women are clearly outsiders, what, in your view, are some of the problems they 
encounter in your community/region?  

- How are these brides different (or not) than the local brides?  
- Are they treated the same way as the local brides in the families and the community? If 

yes or no, provide details.  
- What do you personally feel about the presence of such brides in your community/ 

village?  
- Do you think that they are accepted as equals or not? If yes or no, can you elaborate.  
- Are some brides easier to ‘integrate’ than others? Can you discuss in detail about the 

reasons.  
- Do the cross-region brides have to undertake some specific measures to gain acceptance 

in the local families/ communities?  Or are there ways in which the community at large 
tries to make her fit in / be a part of? 

- Do these brides face a unique set of problems in their married life or as daughters-in-law 
that is different than the local brides? 

 
Village women are additionally asked this set of question 
- Did you personally make any attempts to make such women comfortable in your village? 

If yes, can you talk about some of the ways in which you did that?  
- Where do you most often meet brides: at village well / community meeting hall / social 

events? Do you find that they have the same freedom of association / movement that you 
and other village women have? If yes / no, please elaborate why.  

- Have you ever had a bride disclosing any problem about the marriage / family to you? If 
yes, how did you deal with that knowledge? What did you advise the woman to do?  
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- I have heard of ‘wife-sharing’ amongst families that bring such brides? Does it exist / 
how common is it? What is the rationale behind such a practice / justification? Do you 
think that the women have any voice to resist? If not, are there any avenues within the 
society here for them to express dissent with it?  

- Since you interact with these women, are there any suggestions / recommendations that 
you would make to either the Government or NGOs about this issue? For instance, it can 
be about some programs that you think should be created for such women or support 
networks?  

- Is there some other subject that you would like to discuss for this study?  
 

v) Parents or family members of cross-region brides 
- What is your main source of livelihood? Are you able to sustain the family with that 

income? 
- Has your social or / and economic condition worsened in the last few years or has it 

always been the same? Elaborate.  
- Why could your daughter not get married locally? What were some of the problems that 

you encountered in her marriage prospects here?  
- Who approached you for your daughter’s marriage? Do you remember how you were 

approached and what was said to you to agree to this marriage? Was it a person from this 
same area, i.e., a woman who had been married from here who now came to you with a 
marriage proposal or someone else? Please provide details. OR 

- Did you approach some one to find a groom for the daughter? If yes, how did you learn 
about that person, how did you make the initial contact, and what was the discussion?  

-  Why did you agree to this wedding?  What made you trust the word of this person to 
agree to this marriage? 

- Did you have any worries about agreeing to this marriage? If yes, can you give details?  
- Did your family take any measures to prevent against deception?  
- Was the daughter/ female ward ever consulted about the proposal? If yes or no, why or 

why not. 
- How was the new groom and his family described to you (earning, etc.) and 2) after the 

marriage, do you find that the description of the groom and the earning/ landholding is 
the same or was there a difference? If so, can you tell us more about it? 

- Was anything promised to you or not for agreeing to this marriage? Who took care of the 
wedding expenses?   

- If this offer of marriage had not come, what then would have been the possible future for 
your daughter in terms of marriage? What would your family have done then? 

- How would you describe this marriage? Is it just like others here? Or do you feel it is 
different? Can you elaborate on either of the two?  

- How do you ensure (what mechanisms are in place) that she is safe, secure and happy in 
her new home – strategies employed to communicate / any code words, etc?  

- Has she ever been in any trouble – if yes, what was it and what advise did you give her to 
help her at that moment? (this is for parents who have constant communication with their 
daughters) 

- Did you ever fear that your daughter might be deserted by her husband or be trafficked or 
sold to other men who need her?  
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- After the marriage, did you ever visit your daughter at her new home to check out the 
family / community? Can you share your thoughts and the response of the people there 
towards you?  

- Has your daughter returned to visit you – what does she tell you about the marriage? 
- If I were to ask you whether you would recommend a marriage like one of your 

daughter’s, would you say yes or no. Please elaborate for either of the two answers. Have 
anyone else in your community / village got married to the same village / area?  

 
vi) MARRIAGE MEDIATORS (THIS INCLUDES ALTRUISTIC AND PROFIT 

ORIENTED MEDIATORS SUCH AS THE BRIDES, THEIR HUSBANDS, 
INDEPENDENT BROKERS, AND TRAFFICKERS)  
Note: I will refer to the mediators as ‘bichaola’ as this is the term often used by the 
locals. If the interviewees prefer to use another descriptor, then that term will be 
subsequently employed.  

- How did you become a bichaola? What is your motive for mediating cross-region 
marriages?  

- How do you advertise your services?  
- How do the villagers treat you (behavior) knowing that you are a bichaola? 
- Can you describe how the villagers approach you to get a bride for them?  
- What are some of the negotiations that you undertake with the families before agreeing to 

become a bichaola for them?  
- How are you compensated for your efforts? Do you have a standard fee or is it 

negotiable?  
- Can you talk about the various expenses that are generally undertaken by a groom’s 

family?  
- How do you source brides? Describe some of the strategies that you use.  
- How are you able to navigate your way in the remote villages with the handicap of not 

knowing the language or the families that might potentially agree to such alliances? 
- Do you operate independently or do you take the help of some people in the natal region 

to assist you?  
- If yes, can you describe who these people are and what type of support service do they 

provide for facilitating the marriage? 
- How is the commission shared between you and your locator in the natal area? 
- Do you/ the locator have to do much convincing to get the parents to agree to the 

marriage? Can you tell me how you try to persuade parents / overcome resistance / fears?  
- If ever the bride is unhappy in her marriage – what recourse does she have / what do you 

offer?  
- Has it ever happened that a woman has run away after a marriage that you had arranged? 

If yes, then what do you do? How do you then cope with the family here? What solutions 
do you provide them then?  

- Are you ever harassed by the authorities / accused by them of trafficking women? If yes 
or no, please elaborate.  

 
The brides as meditators are also asked these questions 
- Why do you mediate cross-region marriages? How many marriages have you mediated so 

far? 



 429 

- What are some of the benefits of becoming a bichaola? This can be monetary or some 
other benefit that is not profit oriented – discuss in length.  

- Does it change the dynamics in your immediate family relationship, or in the community?  
- Whose marriage did you mediate (natal and conjugal area details)?  
- Can you describe how you get the families from your village / kin group/ region agree to 

such a marriage? What reassurances do you offer? Provide details.  
- As a cross-region bride yourself and as a bichaola, do you see the new brides having any 

problems that you perhaps didn’t encounter?  
- Do you ever intervene in an instance where a bride, who has been married through your 

mediation, faces abuse or violence in her home? If yes or no, provide reasons.  
-  Have you ever thought of saying no to mediating marriage for some prospective grooms 

or not? If yes, can you describe the reasons for doing so?  
 

vii) LOCATORS IN NATAL REGIONS, INCLUDING PARENTS OF WOMEN IN 
CROSS-REGION MARRIAGES 

-  How did you become a locator? What is the ‘unique’ factor about you that makes you a 
good locator?  

-  How long have you been ‘locating’ and how many marriages have you arranged? 
-  How does the locating ‘business’ operate? How is the division of commission decided 

and how is it paid?  
-  What does the process of ‘locating’ a prospective family involve? Explain in detail.  
-  Which families, in your opinion, are more amenable to cross-region marriage proposals?  
-  Have you had any instance where a woman’s family contacted you to arrange a cross-

region marriage? Why? Provide details.  
- How do you make the initial contact with the family and what is their initial response?  
- Does their response change over time (either positive or negative)?  
- What strategies do you use to convince them to such matrimonies? 
- Have you ever lied about / or exaggerated claims about the men? If yes, do you worry 

about the fallout of being found out? Please provide examples.  
- Have you ever lied to the men or the conjugal area mediator about the women or their 

background? Please provide examples.  
- Has any family been upset about your mediation? If yes, then provide details.  
- How does the larger community regard you and your ‘locating’ business? 

 
viii) ELECTED VILLAGE REPRESENTATIVES / COMMUNITY ELDERS 

INCLUDING WOMEN LEADERS 
- Why do you think that such marriages have emerged in this region? What are its causes?  
- Who are the people marrying such women?  Do such marriages cut across class and 

caste? Elaborate.  
- Is it only limited to rural parts of Haryana? Which areas are more endemic and why? 
- Can you describe some of the pros / cons of such marriages? 
- In the media, there is a lot of negative coverage about such marriages and many reports 

talk about trafficking of women? What is your response as an official / representative to 
such claims?  
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- Do you think that female deficit has led to women being treated better in this region? Or 
is the shortage leading to women here getting married at an earlier age? If yes, what are 
the implications?  

- What measures is the government taking to deal with the continuing sex selective 
abortions at the local level?  

- Have you had to deal with any complaint about domestic abuse from these brides? If yes, 
then can you describe if there are some common forms of abuse that they have to contend 
with? 

- If yes to the above question, can you talk about how you handled such a situation where a 
bride sought intervention against abuse from her husband and/ or his family members? 

- I have heard of ‘wife-sharing’ amongst families that buy brides? Does it exist / how 
common is it? If it exists, then are there any arguments provided to justify it? Do the 
women have any voice to resist? If not, are there any avenues for them to express dissent 
with it?  

- Given that a caste plays a big role in determining marriages, do you know some of the 
arguments employed to sanction and approve these inter-caste marriages? How are these 
women treated if they are seen as outside the caste?  

- What possibilities exist for the brides to seek help at any level?  Are there specific 
Government schemes targeted for them? Any laws that protect their rights?  

- Given that you are working at the grassroots level, what are some of the common 
concerns that have emerged with regards to these brides?  

- Did you undergo any special training / attend any workshop that discussed how to deal 
with specific issues of female feticide and ‘bride buying’? Did you undergo any 
sensitization program?  

- What should either the State or women’s organisations do to address the needs / concerns 
of these brides?  

- What should either the State or women’s organisations provide to enable you to better 
deal with the social issues here?  

 
ix) DISTRICT OFFICIALS / POLICE OFFICIALS 
- In the media, there is a lot of coverage about inter region marriages and women being 

trafficked for ‘forced marriage’. What is your response as an official / representative to 
such claims?  

- The provisional data from Census 2011 reveals that CSR and adult CSR are low in your 
region. What measures is the government taking to reduce this alarming gap?  

- What measures is the government taking to deal with the continuing sex selective 
abortions at the local level? How effective has the government been in implementing the 
PCPNDT Act or the DV Act?  

- What are the societal implications of reduced availability of women in marriageable age?  
- Do you think that the reduced availability has led to women being treated better in this 

region? Or is the shortage leading to women here getting married at an earlier age? If yes, 
what are the implications?  

- HARYANA SPECIFIC QUESTION: The Haryana government has set up a task force in 
each district to promote gender equity. Could you talk about the ways in which the 
government proposes to promote gender equity?  
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- Given that there are a large number of brides from outside, is the government taking any 
measures to address specific concerns and needs of such women? If yes, could you 
elaborate and if no, what are the reasons for not setting up such mechanisms?  

- What possibilities exist for the brides to seek help/intervention at any level?  Are there 
specific Government schemes targeted for them? Any laws that protect their rights?  

- Have you had to deal with any complaint about domestic abuse from the brides? If yes, 
then can you describe if there are some common forms of abuse that they have to contend 
with? 

- If yes to the above question, can you talk about how you handled such a situation where a 
bride sought intervention against abuse from her husband and/ or his family members? 

- Have you or any of your staff undergone any special training/ sensitization program / 
attend any workshop on gender equity / gender justice/ anti-trafficking/ Domestic 
Violence / Female Infanticide?  

- What, in your capacity as an administrator / law enforcement officer, should be done 
either by the State, NGOs or women’s organisations to prevent ‘commodified’ 
transaction of women? If such forms of migration do take place, what can be done to 
ensure that their specific needs / concerns are effectively addressed?  

- Have has the government engaged with civil society groups, women’s groups and the 
communities practising which are seeing such a large scale bringing in of women from 
outside? What assistance should either the State or gender rights organisations provide to 
enable you to better deal with the social problems here? 
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Appendix S. Focus Groups 

1. Conjugal region villagers 
2. Caste Council elders (conjugal region) 
3. Cross-region brides 
4. Natal region villagers 

 
Note: The questions for the Focus groups are start-up and intervention questions. 
Otherwise, the Focus groups will proceed as a dialogue between the participants.  

 
1. Focus Group Questions For Conjugal Region Villagers 

- Is female feticide practised in your region? If yes, why is it done and what led to this 
practise? 

- Can you tell me when the practise of getting brides from outside of this region started in 
your village? Is this a new phenomenon or has it existed traditionally? If not, what are the 
reasons for its emergence now?  

- (if they talked about the reduced number of women due to sex selective abortions and girl 
dis-preference, then the following two questions were asked)  

o Given that the Census of India 2011 results show that numbers of women are 
declining everywhere including your own region, what do you think the impact of 
this ‘female shortage’ will be on your community and caste? 

o Is your community doing anything to reverse this negative attitude towards girls? 
- Can you tell me who are the type of people who tend to bring brides from outside – 

please don’t mention the names of people here whilst giving answers. I want to learn 
about the characteristics in general – are such marriages caste / class specific? Or are 
these confined to men who have certain traits such as…?  

- Are there benefits of getting brides from outside? For instance, do they make better 
wives?  

- Do you have any concerns about such marriages – it can be about the status of brides in 
the family / community or treatment or on caste formations. While answering, please 
desist from giving the exact names of the people. Instead, speak in general terms.  

- How are these marriages impacting the caste and marriage rules and regulations of this 
region? 

- Since the women are clearly outsiders in terms of caste and ethnicity, how does your 
community view them or accept them?  

- Are there specific measures that they have to adopt to gain acceptance?  Or are there 
ways in which the community at large tries to make her fit in / be a part of.  
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2. Focus Group Caste Council Members (Conjugal Areas) 
- Can you begin by telling the caste group that you represent – the number of people that 

are a part of this particular caste group and the region in which it is largely located 
- Are you aware of men from your caste not able to get married locally and then having to 

go outside the region and caste group to marry? Why do you think this is happening? 
- Male female child sex ratio is down in this region – is it a problem in your caste group? If 

yes, what measures, if any, are you taking to discuss and / or redress the attitude of girl 
dis-preference amongst the community?  

- Customarily, marriages have been arranged between members of the same caste group to 
ensure caste ‘purity’ – these caste groups are geographically bound to one region. Now, 
with these inter-region or cross-region marriages that are taking place here, what happens 
to the ‘purity’ of the caste group? 

- Can you discuss some problems, if any that exist with cross-region marriages? 
- If there is a shortage of brides in your caste group, why are men going to other parts of 

India to obtain brides – why cannot they marry women from other caste groups in this 
region? There will be less problems of adjustment in terms of language, physical 
environment, food habits and chores that women perform in the household and 
agricultural fields. 

- Suppose a man marries a ‘low caste’ woman from this region or a woman from another 
caste from this region, what would the stance of your caste council be on such an 
alliance?  

- What is the stance of the caste council on children born of such cross-region and inter-
caste alliances? Do you think that they will be treated at par with children born of same 
caste unions or will they face some difficulties? Can you elaborate on this?  
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3. Focus Group Interviews Cross Region Brides 
- How do you feel to be labeled as ‘cross region brides’ or as outsiders? 
- What difficulties or adjustment process have you had to undergo to ‘settle’ in this region 

without any help from your natal family or kin network as support? 
- Can you describe your feelings in having to leave your family and community and move 

to another province? 
- What were your initial feelings on coming to this region and having no support structure 

– in terms of environment, language, dress, food, people 
- Can you tell me the types of support structures that you evolved to survive here? 
- If this offer of marriage had not come, what then would have been the possible future for 

you in terms of marriage? What would your family have done then? 
- Do you think you are treated the same way as brides who are locals or are you treated 

differently?  
- How are your children treated by people here?  
- How are you treated by the village women? Do they make efforts to welcome you or to 

have you adjust to the new environment? 
- How would you describe your marriage? Is it just like others here? Or do you feel it is 

different? Can you elaborate on either of the two?  
- What are some of the things that you have here / have access to that you would perhaps 

not have been able to have if you were in your home province?  
- Is there anything that you miss / do not miss from your community / region? If yes, can 

you tell me more about it? 
- Are you able to share or discuss any of your problems with the village women here? Do 

you trust anyone here or you fear that what you say might get reported back to your in-
laws or your husband? If yes, how does it make you feel? And how do you then cope?  

- If there was to be a program from the government for women like you, what is the first 
issue you would want them to address? What other concerns do you have that you wish 
any NGO or the government should attend to?  
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4. Focus Group Questions For Natal Region Villagers 
- Do people, men and their relatives, come from other parts of India to your village or your 

region to find women for marriage? 
- Can you tell me when the practise of men coming from outside of this region seeking the 

hand of women from here started in your village? Is this a new phenomenon or has it 
existed traditionally? If not, what are the reasons for its emergence now?  

- If yes, in your opinion, why do you think they are coming to your village or region? Why 
are they not able to find wives in their own region and caste group? 

- How are these marriages impacting the caste and marriage rules and regulations of this 
region? 

- Supposing a family seeks the help of the village elders and caste elders such as you all, in 
case of abuse or ill-treatment of their daughter, what help can you all offer or have 
offered in the past. Please do not provide the name of people when giving examples. 
Instead, speak in general terms.  

- Given that the census of India 2011 results show that numbers of women are declining 
everywhere including your own region, what do you think the impact of this ‘female 
shortage’ will be on your community and caste?  

- What happens if a woman in your community is unmarried – how is she and / or her 
family looked upon and treated by the rest of the community? 

- Do you have any concerns about such marriages – it can be about the status of brides in 
the family / community or treatment or on caste formations. 
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