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Preface

The research data analysed in this thesis were collected in 1985-87 by the Sri
Lankan Demographic Change Project (SLDCP), a joint project of the Demographic
Training and Research Unit, University of Colombo and the Department of
Demography, Australian National University (ANU). The project involved a broad
examination of the long term causes of change in fertility and health behaviour using a
mixture of anthropological and more orthodox demographic data collecting
techniques. Sri Lanka is a facinating laboratory for analysing demographic change. It
has experienced a dramatic mortality decline this century with éverage life expectancy
at birth rising from 35 years to over 70 years. The decline was particularly rapid in the
late 1940s, when during an anti-malarial campaign, in a one year period 1946-1947, life
expectancy increased from 43 to 52 years, a gain which had taken 50 years in Western
countries (Petersen 1972: 560-562). In more recent times, and more gradually, fertility
has also fallen to a total fertility rate of 2.3 in 1990 and a replacement level of two
children per family can soon be anticipated. For South Asia, Sri Lanka's achievements

are approached only by the Indian State of Kerala.

A distinguishing characteristic of Sri Lanka's fertility decline has been the
contribution of changing marriage patterns. Most of the fertility decline before the late
1960s, and some of the later decline, can be attributed to a rise in the female age at
marriage. Female age at marriage has risen elsewhere in South Asia but nowhere, even

in Kerala, has it risen nearly so far or had a similar impact on fertility.

It was this contrast that most interested me about marriage in Sri Lanka. Ihad
previously been involved in fieldwork in the South Indian State of Karnataka. While
female age at marriage was rising there, pressures for early marriage were still strong
and age at marriage remained much earlier than in Sri Lanka, even when controlling
for education and other socio-economic factors. The contrast between Sri Lanka and
India raised the question as to how to explain the difference in marriage patterns

between the two, and whether India and other South Asian countries were likely to
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move toward the Sri Lankan pattern of late marriage. To answer these questions

required knowing a great deal about the circumstances of marriage, and what has

changed, particularly in Sri Lanka.

The single most obvious difference between the circumstances of marriage in
Sri Lanka and India is in the selection of the marriage partner. In India, what is
striking is the extraordinary stability of the marriage system, as of the social system as
a whole. The choosing of a marriage partner is very much a family matter, the major
change being that some of the more liberal families consult the individuals concerned
to a greater degree than formerly. In Sri Lanka, in contrast, marriage is in a state of
flux; arranged marriage seems to be in the process of being replaced by love marriage.
The change, however, is somewhat more complex than this, because historical and
anthropological writings suggest that family involvement in marriage differed
considerably by region and ethnic group, and according to the circumstances of the
marriage. This would seem a fundamental change as in South Asia the responsibility
of parents to arrange a child's, especially a daughter's, marriage is one of the most
important of all duties. It is part of the fundamental series of obligations between
parents and children, and others at the heart of South Asian society. If the parents do
not undertake their duties to their children, why should the children undertake their
duties in return, such as looking after their parents in the parents' old age? The

breakdown of arranged marriage implies a major reorganization of society.

Aaexplanation of the changes in Sri Lanka's marriage patterns requires dealing -
with a series of problems. The first is are the changes in female age at marriage
connected to the changes in the proéesses of marriage, that is how a marriage partner is
selected and what is required in a marriage? If they are related, how? Furthermore,
how can the decline of arranged marriage in Sri Lanka be explained, and what does it
indicate about larger changes in the society? If it is possible to answer these questions
then there is the general issue of whether the lessons to be learnt from Sri Lanka have
more general applicability. Do they explain why female age at marriage throughout

Asia is rising? Do the changes that are occurring in Asia have similar causes to the late



female marriage age that has long prevailed in the West (where it does seem to be
associated with independent marriage)? Do they help explain why the changes in
marriage have, apart from Sri Lanka, been less in South Asia generally, than in the rest

of Asia?

To examine these questions the thesis starts in Chapter 1 with an analysis of the
determinants of marriage patterns and particularly age at marriage in the West. The
West is relevant because female marriage age has long been late there, and the reasons
for this have been discussed extensively in the demographic literature. It is of interest
to know what there is in common between the rises in age at marriage in Asia and
what has long been the situation in the West. It is also of interest to know whether the
changes in marriage patterns are part of a more generalized change in Asian society
toward the situation prevailing in the West, either in conscious imitation or because

underlying conditions are becoming more similar.

Chapter 2 examines the changes in marriage in Asia in general and Sri Lanka, in
particular. Section 2.1 starts with a general survey of marriage patterns in Asia and the
explanations given in the literature for those patterns. This provides the context for an
examination of marriage patterns in Sri Lanka in Section 2.2. Section 2.3 examines the
writings of demographers on marriage patterns in Sri Lanka. Section 2.4 examines

factors critical to an understanding of the changes which have taken place in Sri Lanka.

Chapter 3 outlines the methodology used in the Sri Lankan Demographic
Change Project, while Chapters 4 and 5 present the results of the data analysis of the
SLDCP's marriage component. Chapter 4 covers marriage patterns concentrating on
changes in the female marriage age while Chapter 5 examines changes in the marriage
process, specifically the replacement of family arrangement in marriage by self-
selection. Chapter 6 draws together some of the threads particularly those between age

at marriage and the nature of the marriage.

The comparison between marriage in Sri Lanka and in South Asia generally is

cited a number of times partly because my interest in Sri Lankan marriage was sparked
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by my experience in India, but also because it throws light on the changes in marriage
in both Sri Lanka and South Asia. However, this is not to suggest that what has
happened in Sri Lanka will necessarily be repeated elsewhere in South Asia. Indeed, it
is argued in the thesis that the disparity in marriage between Sri Lanka and mainland
South Asia reflects long-standing differences in the social order. It is not possible,
therefore, to assume that the rest of South Asia will follow the Sri Lankan model. To
the degree that the wider social and economic order in South Asia may move toward
that prevailing in Sri Lanka, marriage may change but it would be unprofitable to

speculate on the extent and speed of such changes.
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Abstract

The study is concerned with the determinants of marriage patterns in Sri Lanka.
Female age at marriage has been rising since censuses began recording it in 1901, until
now Sri Lanka has easily the latest marriage age in South Asia. Sri Lanka's late
marriage age has been attributed to an economic and social context where incomes are
low and unemployment is high, and where young couples usually establish an
independent household sometime after marriage. Reduced access to land, as a result of
population growth and rising expectations, has meant that it is increasingly difficult for
the young couple to raise the resources to marry. It has also been noted that a shortage

of grooms in the marriage market may specifically have encouraged a later female

marriage age.

While these factors are important they do not adequately explain long-term
changes in marriage patterns; for this it is necessary to examine these changes within
the total context of changes in marriage. The most important such change has been a
decline in arranged marriage and its replacement by self-selection in marriage.
Arranged marriage has declined because marriage itself has changed in response to the
increasing individualization of society. Marriage, and the rights and responsibilities
that go with it, in the past involved not simply two individuals but also their families

and even the wider community.

Marriage reflected a society in which an individual's status depended upon his
membership of a wider group, generally based on kinship, the most important of
which was the family. A marriage concerned all family members for it imposed
obligations and, in return, gave rights for the families as well as the individuals
marrying; for example, it might involve dowry, or influence the inheritance of family
property, or create a useful alliance with another family. It also had implications for
family status; it was important for instance that the individual céme from a suitable
family or caste. For the young to have disputed the family's right to be involved in the

marriage would have been to dispute their place in the family.



This family-based society no longer holds. A new economic system has
emerged which places a much greater emphasis on individual attributes, and in which
achieved status counts for more than ascribed status. The family is much less
important. Therefore, the members of the family place less pressure on other family
members to behave according to the interests of the family as a whole. This applies, in
particular, to the arrangement of marriage; the family members have less interest in
arranging a ma;'riage as its consequences matter less to them, and the young have less
interest in having their marriages arranged, because what they gain in return is of less

value.

The increasing individualization of society has also affected marriage patterns.
In the past, the ties established by marriage were vital for an individual to be a
functioning adult in society. The only role outside marriage was that of the monk,
which was essentially available only for males. Marriage now is less a matter of
establishing social ties and more restricted to forming a unit for raising children.
Marriage is, consequently, less essential than before, and hence celibacy is more
possible. The changes also mean that early marriage is less advantageous than
previously. Where family considerations dominated over individual considerations
the advantages of early marriage were greater than the disadvantages. For the family
early marriage has certain advantages, ties with other families can be established
earlier, the risk of an elopement is less, a younger bride is often more accepting of
family authority, while there are few disadvantages; emphasis was placed on family
attributes including family status, caste and property, all of which were independent of
the age of the individual. For the.individual too, the earlier they married the sooner
they were accepted into full adult status. Now, however, that the family is less
important, the advantages of early marriage for it are less relevant, while the
advantages of later marriage are increasing. Most importantly, more emphasis is being
placed on individual attributes, many of which, such as education, employment and
especially experience and maturity, take time to accumulate, and thus encourage a later

age at marriage.
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In comparison to the rest of South Asia Sri Lanka's age at marriage was always
somewhat later because pressures for very early marriage were never as strong;
differences in family and kinship structure, in caste, and in the strength of the local

community meant that early marriage was always less advantageous in Sri Lanka.
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‘Chapter 1

Introduction: the causes of marriage
change

1.1 Why study marriage in Sri Lanka?

This thesis is concerned with marriage in Sri Lanka. Marriage is a
topic of great interest to social scientists for it is fundamental to the
formation of the family, arguably the central institution of society. It is
within the family that socialization and, especially before the expansion of
formal schooling, most education take place. In many societies, moreover,
the family is not only a consumption unit but also the primary production
unit, responsible, for example, for farming the family plot or operating the
family shop. Ties created by marriage may also play a critical role in social

organization.

Marriage has a particular interest for demographers because most
societies sanction reproduction only within marriage. Consequently, the
nature of the relationships established by marriage, particularly that
between husband and wife, but also with other family members, will affect
any decisions influencing fertility, such as whether or not to use

contraception.

More directly, factors such as age at marriage, particularly of
females, proportions married and the stability of marriage influence overall
fertility, by determining the period during which it is socially acceptable for
a woman to have children: this is of most importance where contraceptive
usage is low. Significantly, changes in marriage patterns tend to be the first
factor to reduce fertility. Western European fertility levels appear to have

been constrained by a late age at marriage, especially of women, and high



proportions remaining celibate, for centuries before any decline in marital
fertility which occurred mostly in the nineteenth century. In Asia there has
been considerable evidence of rises in the female age at marriage
contributing to declining fertility and to a large extent preceding declines in
marital fertility, especially in East Asia but also in South East Asia and
South Asia. An outstanding example of such change has been Sri Lanka
which has moved from being typically South Asian, with early marriage,
particularly for women, and low levels of celibacy, to an age of marriage
high even by Western standards and apparently increasing celibacy. These
marriage patterns led Kirk (1969:80-81) to refer to Sri Lanka as the Ireland
of Asia. What is not certain is precisely why marriage patterns have
changed, and whether the causes are related to those underlying the

declines in marital fertility.

Demographers have written a great deal about marriage change but
principally with reference to developed countries. Most of what has been
written about marriage change in societies where fertility is primarily
determined by the proportion of women married, is historical, being
concerned with the European fertility transition. This is, indeed, the most
interesting literature on the topic, though it inevitably suffers from its
reliance on often scanty historical documentation and its inability to directly
question the people concerned. The literature on contemporary change in
developing countries, though being written at a time when researchers
could still question those involved directly, is comparatively limited. The
problem here seems to be twofold. First, the fertility impact of this
‘marriage transition' is, in many countries, buried under wider changes in
fertility resulting from changes in marital fertility. Secondly, the
abundance of statistical data in comparison with historical Europe has

encouraged statistical analyses of considerable sophistication, but



sometimes without the necessary follow-up consideration of what the results

really mean.

A fully satisfactory analysis of marriage patterns should take a
holistic approach recognizing that they are but one aspect of marriage and
‘are likely to reflect more fundamental changes in the nature of marriage.
To understand marriage patterns and other aspects of marriage properly
requires answering such questions as why people marry, who makes the
decision or has influence over it, what factors influence their decision, and
what is the nature of the marriage relationship established. However,
beyond their importance in helping to explain marriage patterns, these

concerns are of great interest in themselves.

This thesis examines how social change has affected marriage as a
whole in Sri Lanka, including the nature of the marriage union as well as
marriage patterns. -Particular emphasis is given to the conditions of
marriage (what is regarded as necessary for marriage: for example,
education, employment, housing), the arrangement of marriage (who
decides on it and on what basis), and the marriage terms including the

dowry and wedding arrangements.

Sri Lanka provides an excellent study area for such an investigation
since marriage there has undergone far-reaching changes in recent years.
Many aspects of marriage have changed from being typically South Asian to
resembling Western marriage. Individuals, for example, are increasingly
selecting their own mates rather than having them selected by their

families.

This contrast between Sri Lanka and the rest of South Asia provides
much of the study's interest. Whereas Sri Lanka has moved towards a
Western model, marriage in the rest of South Asia remains in many ways

the very antithesis of contemporary Western marriage.



South Asia has been distinguished by extremely early marriage for
females, often around or even before puberty, generally a large age gapv
between spouses, near-universal marriage, great stability of marriage, very
low levels of remarriage (among the Hindus even the widows are
discouraged from marrying), high marriage payments (especially dowries)
and arranged marriage. These characteristics of marriage are associated
with the expectation that the young couple will live with the groom's family
following marriage. There is, however, evidence of change especially in the
cities and in the southern part of the region. Age at marriage is increasing,
and in the cities the young are increasingly being consulted over their
marriage partners though it is still rare for them to choose for themselves;
against these trends marriage payments are rising in many areas. The
changes, however, have gone much further in Sri Lanka than elsewhere.
Because of this Sri Lanka provides an ideal case study to investigate the

causes of marriage change.

Before the analysis of Sri Lankan data some aspects of the literature
regarding marriage are discussed. Some is directly concerned with Sri
Lanka but to place the discussion in a wider context and because the
material on Sri Lankan marriage is patchy, it is necessary to examine the

more general literature.

The literature regarding marriage in South Asia is given the main
emphasis because Sri Lankan material can only be understood fully in the
South Asian context, and because a major interest in studying Sri Lankan
marriage patterns is the contrast they provide to the marriage patterns
prevailing elsewhere in South Asia. The literature concerning European
marriage is discussed, because Europe may provide parallel evidence for
many of the changes that Sri Lanka is currently undergoing, and because
arguably Europe provides a model towards which other countries including

Sri Lanka are moving, consciously or not. Goode (1963:1-2), in a very



influential work on marriage, argues that the only common theme in
marriage change is that all marriage systems are moving towards a
Western model. His argument is based on the premise that there is no such
thing as a traditional marriage system, marriage having differed greatly in
different parts of the world, only modern marriages having common
characteristics. European marriage is also significant because many of the

issues concerning marriage patterns are found in its literature.

1.2 Why marriage was delayed in Europe: Malthus and the value of
prudence

The literature with which we are most concerned is that dealing with
why European marriage was late and why celibacy levels were high. This
literature is interesting in its own right, but, more importantly for this
thesis, it raises a number of issues concerning the relationship of marriage
patterns with other aspects of marriage. The first writer to discuss these
issues, in particular the factors delaying European marriage, was Thomas
Malthus in his celebrated Essay on Population, originally published in 1798
and greatly enlarged subsequently.

Marriage played a critical role in Malthus's theory of population.
Malthus (1970) argued that one of the keys to humankind's wealth and
prosperity was the principle of population: that ultimately, no matter how
industrious humans were, unless they restrained population growth, their
numbers would tend to outrun food supplies. Population grew by
geometrical progression with human populations doubling in less than 25
years if unchecked, whereas agricultural production at the most only grows
aﬁthmetigally, once all the good agricultural land is tilled, because of
diminishing returns. Malthus said that population growth was restricted in
two ways: by positive checks and preventive checks. Positive checks were
essentially increases in death rates resulting from high population growth,

such as famine, disease, and warfare. Preventive checks were ways by



which population growth could be reduced; the only one Malthus approved
of was through marriage. All other positive and preventive checks involved
either “vice' or misery. Marriage could affect population growth by either
being delayed or not occurring at all because those concerned prudently
decided to wait until they had the necessary funds. Malthus's primary
message was that though governments could not force people to delay
marriage they could encourage people to be prudent. Private property was
essential because people needed to be assured that their prudential
forethought would accrue to their advantage. Equally the poor should be
denied any right to support because such rights would discourage any

prudent behaviour on their part and thereby condemn them and others to

misery.

Malthus's emphasis on the principal means by which fertility should
be controlled being marriage, rather than the use of contraception within
marriage, reflects the unrespectability of the few contraceptive methods
available such as condoms or coitus interruptus. It is also significant,
however, that Malthus saw prudence as the cardinal virtue, the abstention
from marrying until one had the resources to support a family at the
accustomed level of living and which one's peers regarded as respectable.
Malthus made no reference, as would a modern family planning advocate, to
limiting children to a number which could be properly looked after by the
parents. Under Malthus's scheme, if one were able to support dependants,
one could marry early and have many children, and, if one were unable to
support any dependants properly one should not marry at all. There was no
concept, of the type familiar to modern demographers, of an ideal number of
children. Although this point may seem minor, it is pertinent to a major
source of disagreement among demographers: this is the degree to which
changes in marriage can be interpreted as part of the demographic

transition.



1.3 Was the European marriage pattern part of a multiphasic
response to population growth?

As noted above, changes in female age at marriage and the
proportions marrying have often preceded changes in marital fertility. This
has been the case in Sri Lanka as well as a number of other Asian countries,
and was the case - although often with a major gap in timing - in Western

Europe. It is not clear, however, why this should be so.

Hajnal (1965) pointed out that at the time of the great decline in
marital fertility, Western Europe was already marked by a pattern of late
marriage and high proportions who never married. This pattern he called
the European marriage pattern, which he contrasted with the East
European and non-European patterns of early and universal marriage.
Hajnal was uncertain as to why the European marriage pattern had
developed though he offered a number of suggestions which are examined
below. What was certainly absent was a clear link between falls in

marriage rates and changes in marital fertility.

Davis argued that such a link exists, referring to both sets of changes
as being part of a multiphasic response to population growth. Faced with
rapid hatural increase, “families tended to use every demographic means
possible to maximize their new opportunities and to avoid relative loss of

status' (Davis, 1963:362).

In some ways Davis's concept is an extension of Malthus's preventive
checks. Whereas Malthus argued that marriage could be used to avoid
impoverishment and to keep people living at the standards they felt propef
to their station in life, Davis noted that there were a number of ways people
could avoid poverty such as migration, contraception and abortion in
addition or as alternatives to changing their marriage behaviour. Which
way they chose depended largely on their circumstances. He noted, for

example, that one solution for agricultural populations was to migrate to



where work was available in the cities. Where such a solution was not
possible, in more remote areas where people had few contacts with the cities
or when there was little demand for their labour, people would have to use
other solutions. Davis noted that the rural population's historical
mechanism for responding to population pressure was the postponement of

marriage. He noted (1963: 355-6):

They did this, of course, not as a deliberate effort to reduce fertility or to

solve the population problem, but as a response to the complexity and

insecurity of the new requirements for respectable adult status.

Davis seems to equivocate over whether delaying marriage or
practising contraception were conscious alternatives. The general
implication of his argument is that delaying marriage is simply an
alternative to contraception (or migration) : Davis noted that town people
who had access to contraception used it in preference to delaying marriage.
Similarly he commented (1963 : 361) that one reason for delaying marriage
vwas ‘because it was likely to lead to several children'. Yet elsewhere he
seemingly dismissed the idea that delaying marriage was merely equivalent
to practising contraception as in the remark quoted above, as well as in a

comment that

It is commonly claimed that the Irish postponed marriage or migrated as an

alternative to practicing birth control within marriage. However, as Glass

has noted data from the 1946 census show class differences in marital

fertility. Furthermore, a decline of 25 per cent occurred in overall marital

fertility between 1911 and 1946. Couples in Ireland, as elsewhere in

Europe, were apparently taking to birth control...

Although Davis apparently did not regard it as important whether or
not couples were consciously delaying marriage to reduce their overall

fertility, other demographers have treated this distinction as being critical.

The Princeton study of the European fertility transition treats
changes in marriage patterns as having essentially different origins from

changes in marital fertility. The study's leader, Ansley J. Coale, argued



that the downturn in marital fertility was marked by a conscious desire to
control fertility, whereas before, although marriage itself might be delayed,
there was no conscious attempt within marriage to restrict the number of
children, a situatioh that Louis Henry referred to as natural fertility.

According to Henry (cited in Coale, 1969: 7),

control can be said to exist when the behaviour of the couple is bound to the
number of children already born and is modified when this number reaches
the maximum which the couple does not want to exceed; it is not the case

for a taboo concerning lactation, which is independent of the number of
children already born.

Coale remarks:

When birth control first appears among the married, fertility is usually
reduced initially among women of high parity, and among women over 35 or
40. This tendency clearly shows that voluntary birth control is usually
employed at first to avoid children in excess of the number the couple
wishes. A deliberate restrictive motive is implied by the age pattern of the
change in fertility. On the other hand, it is highly dubious that if a couple
gets married when the bride is 26 instead of 25, the purpose is to reduce the
number of children they will have by one. It seems more plausible that
couples postpone marriage because they do not command the resources
conventionally needed for marital union in the Western European stem
family tradition (Coale, 1969 : 7).

I, is a standardized index representing the proportion married in the
childbearing ages and indicating the extent to which marriage is
contributing to the achievement of the highest possible fertility. Coale
(1969:9) notes that differences in I

may be the result of major underlying differences in social structure, such
as systems of inheritance, that may have influenced family relationships
without any direct association with the number of children people want, or
any change in their attitude toward the range of permissible behaviour. We
know that the control of marital behaviour has developed both in
populations characterized by late marriage and a substantial proportion of
spinsterhood on the one hand and in populations in which marriage is
virtually universal and at an early average age on the other. The
development of low values of I, in Western Europe apparently preceded the
reduction of marital fertility by a century or two, and has not occurred yet
in some countries of eastern Europe. Consequently England had a birth
rate that was lower after 1910. However, marital fertility in the two
populations began to decline at about the same time, and at about the same
pace, and the higher birth rate in Hungary was caused by the consistently
higher proportion marrying.
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Marriage patterns, thus, were the result of factors quite extraneous to
any desire to control fertility, and often were very local in origin. When,
however, the fertility transition occurred, it happened right across Europe,
suggesting a change of a totally different order, perhaps a change in ideas

and a new way of looking at families and children.

A number of writers have disputed this conclusion. For example,

Andorka (1986: 332) comments on Coale and Watkins (1986) that the

Princeton authors

... seem to accept the existence of non-parity specific and socially controlled
birth control in predecline societies. In my opinion this implies that couples
in such societies were able and, if necessary, willing to practice birth
control. The methods available may have been less efficient; -therefore
couples were less assured of being able to stop fertility definitively and more
willing to use birth control at the beginning of a marriage. Moreover, the
motivation to practice birth control may have been less strong or the
exigencies arising from the economic and social conditions may have been
less severe than in the late nineteenth century.

Thus I would adhere to the minority view among demographers that the
spread of birth control and the decline in fertility beginning at the close of
the nineteenth century in most of Europe were not an innovation but an
adjustment to the changing economic and social conditions, in the sense of
Gosta Carlsson (1966). Acceptance of this viewpoint means that earlier
fluctuations in fertility, such as those demonstrated by E.A. Wrigley and
R.S. Schofield (1981) for England from 1541 to 1871, ought to be
investigated using the same approach as for the more recent large-scale
decline in fertility.
Andorka notes that Coale does not totally reject the possibility of
parity-related limitation in earlier times, but only suggests that where most
people did not do so, subpopulations that did so would have been

overwhelmed.

The evidence, however, seems to be against Andorka. It is perhaps
significant that J.A. Goldstone (1986), in a reanalysis of Wrigley and
Schofield (1981) referred to by Andorka above, convincingly argues that
before 1750 almost all changes in marriage rates reflected changes in the

proportions ever marrying rather than in the average age at first marriage,
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which was almost unchanged throughout the period (1541 - 1750) at the
very high age for women of 25 to 27.

Goldstone (1986:15) argues that during periods of low wages many of
the poorer people were unable to accumulate, or even to anticipate
accumulating, sufficient resources to marry. He also notes an alternative
argument: that marriage was restricted to those with access to a limited

number of ecological niches - generally landholdings.

Irrespective of which is the correct explanation for people not
marrying, marriage patterns were determined by couples not marrying
rather than delaying their marriages. This counts against the argument
that falls in marriage rates were contraception by another name. If people
wished to control their number of children but did not have an efficient
means of contraception to do so, it might make some sense to delay
marriage. However, the same argument can hardly be made for not
marrying at all. Only in recent times has there been evidence of a sizable
proportion of the population who did not wish to marry, and this is hardly
likely to be the case in rural societies which provide few alternative
lifestyles and where there has historically been very little evidence of
anyone desiring to remain single for a lifetime. It was not to avoid having
children that people did not marry, it was because they could not afford to

marry.

This is not, however, to say that population growth does not affect
marriage patterns. Even in Goldstone's example, although proportions
marrying may not have reflected a desire to control family size, the wage
levels which apparently determined nuptiality rates did reflect the
pressures of population growth. Wrigley and Schofield (1981:439) suggested
that the pre-industrial English economy could sustain a population growth

rate of roughly 0.5 per cent per annum without adverse effects on real
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wages. When population growth was above this figure, wages fell, and, as a
consequence, rates of marriage fell. If the density-dependent nuptiality
control (ecological niche mechanism) holds true the explanation' is that
population growth was in excess of the number of niches available and

marriage was automatically delayed or prevented and fertility fell.

In some senses changes in marriage patterns and marital fertility are
alternatives. If marital fertility falls sufficiently to reduce population
growth, some of the conditions that prevented or delayed marriage may no
longer apply. Similarly, if falls in marital fertility are a response to
population pressures, they may be forestalled by changes in marriage
patterns. It has been noted by Paul Demeny (1972:165) that in the Austro-
Hungarian empire in the nineteenth century, in provinces where values of
I,,, were lowest, Ig values (marital fertility) tended to be higher. However,
Chojmacka (1976) found this not be true in the same period of Russia, where
marital fertility tended to be marginally higher in areas where I, values
were higher. Nevertheless the argument has been pursued further by
Botev.

Botev (1990) notes that Eastern Europe, in particular the Balkans,
was characterized by what Hajnal termed the East European marriage
pattern, with early and universal marriage, and yet underwent not long
after the West an even more rapid transition in marital fertility. Botev
argues that Eastern Europe's rapid population growth created strong
pressures on available resources ‘calling for a rapid response from the
population' (1990: 121): they could not wait until changes in marriage
patterns affected the birth rate, but had to reduce marital fertility
immediately; changes in marriage patterns have a delayed effect on fertility
whereas changes in marital fertility have an immediate effect. Western
Europeans, in contrast, were under less immediate pressure and were able

to reduce fertility by delaying marriage, a course of action which was
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preferred to reducing marital fertility, because contraception posed greater

challenges to the traditional value system.

What is not clear from the argument, as Botev notes, is why marital
fertility should fall in response to population pressures. Pressures on
resources meant that parents could not support so many children and had
less to pass on to them, but Botev does not clarify the decision-making

process that then led the parents to have fewer children.

It is also not clear why the age at marriage was so high for so long in
the West. Botev suggests that there had been population pressures in the
West for a long time, whereas in Eastern Europe such pressures only
occurred at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth
centuries. However, even if population pressure influences age at marriage,
it cannot be the only factor; it seems likely, as Malthus noted, that, in pre-
industrial economies, -except where marriage rates responded to population
pressures, population growth would quickly outrun the growth in
productivity of which the economy was capable. It would be surprising if
this had not been the case in Botev's area of study, the Balkans. It certainly
appears to be the case in other parts of the contemporary world, as in
Bangladesh which has long been very densely populated but which has had
a very low female age at marriage. Furthermore, as noted above, the
evidence does not fit Western Europe very well either, for, if Goldstone is
correct, the proportion married, but not the age at marriage, seems to have
been affected by population pressure. In the United States where land was
freely available, age at marriage was lower than in Europe though still late
by the standards of South Asia, a phenomenon less conspicuous, however, in
nineteenth-century frontier Australia. An explanatioh for the higher age at
marriage in Western Europe mustrtake into account the underlying social

and economic structure.
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1.4 Was late marriage in Europe simply a reflection of the
dominance of the nuclear family?

The most commonly advanced reason for Western Europe's late age of
marriage, apart from population pressure, is the expectation that a new
couple will establish an independent household. As Macfarlane (1986)
notes, Malthus's concept of the preventive check depended upon his
assumption that new couples would require the resources necessary to
establish and support an independent household. Hajnal is representative
of more recent demographers:

In Europe it has been necessary for a man to defer marriage until he could

establish an independent livelihood adequate to support a family; in other

societies the young couple could be incorporated in a large economic unit,

such as a joint family. This, presumably is more easily achieved and does

not require such a long postponement of marriage. This line of argument

seems especially convincing if the larger economic unit is such that the

extra labour is often felt to be an economic asset. A system of large estates

with large households as in Eastern Europe might thus be conducive to a

non-European marriage pattern, while small holdings occupied by a single

family and passed on to a single heir would result in a European pattern. If

this reasoning has substance, the uniqueness of the European marriage

pattern must be ascribed to the European stem-family. (The term stem-

family was coined by Le Play in describing the type of family organization

in which land descends to a single heir, the other sons going elsewhere)

(Hajnal, 1965 : 133).

Thus, under the stem family system, the oldest son would be able to
marry early, though, normally, he waited until he inherited or was given
control of the land. The other sons would have to wait until they had found
their own livelihood and could establish a new household. Under a joint
household the sons could marry much earlier because the family would
provide them with a livelihood and they would continue to share their
family's household. Whereas the stem-family is based on the concept of
primogeniture, where the oldest son inherits most or all of the family

property, the joint family provides each son (rarely the daughters too) with

a share of the family inheritance.

In general it is true that in those areas where new couples are

expected to be independent marriage is late, while areas where joint
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families are common often have early marriage. Nevertheless, there are
problems with simply correlating age at marriage with family structure.
Hajnal himself notes (1965 : 133) the difficulty of generalization about
family systems in Europe and elsewhere at different times. He notes that
“there have been large estates and joint families in some regions of Western
Europe in the Middle Ages and beyond'. While these areas may have had
lower ages of marriage, a straightforward connection between the two is
probably too simple. As Hajnal remarks (1965:133),

Presumably it would be possible to have a system in which each couple is in

principle an independent economic unit, but in which early marriage is

made possible by arrangements to provide for the couple until they achieve

complete independence. Katy mentions such arrangements among Jews in

Eastern Europe. [Homan describes] arrangements of a related kind in

medieval England.

The impact of family structure will depend, in part, upon the wider
social and economic context. In some economic circumstances, for example,
it may be in the interest of both stem and joint families to provide early
marriage. Botev (1990), for example, notes, of Sklar's attribution of early
and universal marriage in the Balkans to the joint family, that early
marriage was practised equally in Yugoslavia where the joint family was
common and in Bulgaria where it was not; though Hajnal (1965:101)
indicates that age at marriage was indeed slightly earlier at least in Serbia
than in Bulgaria, a suggestive situation in view of the fact that joint
families formed a greater proportion of all families in Serbia than in
Bulgaria. Dixon (1978:465) notes that both Ireland and Japan had a form of
stem family with primogeniture, yet Ireland had a very high proportion of
its population never marrying whereas Japan had a very low proportion of
celibacy. Clearly, other factors are involved in each of these situations.
Dixon argues with regard to Japan's and Ireland's level of celibacy that the
availability of industrial work and the comparative wage levels between the

sexes as well as community attitudes were important factors.
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There is, however, a more fundamental difficulty in seeking a simple
correlation between family structure and the marriage pattern. The formal
structure of the family does not adequately describe the nature of the
relationships within the family and how the structures of authority and
decision-making within)the family work in practice: for example, who really
makes decisions, and whé, and to what degree, has influence or veto rights
over decisions such as marriage. In part, this is a matter of economic

circumstances but the problem goes deeper than this.

This point may be illustrated by reference to the different conclusions
drawn by a number of historical demographers, mostly connected with the
Cambridge Group for the History of Population and Social Structure, and
some social historians, with regard to the history of the Western family
(Anderson, 1980). It had generally been assumed that the modern stem
family was a comparatively recent artefact. Maine (1863), for example,
argued,in the nineteenth century, that the progress of modern history was
one from status to contract. By this he meant that in earlier times the
individual was subordinate to the family and community, and that his
position and relationship with others was ascribed by birth according to the
family he was born into. In modern society a person's position was achieved

and relationships of any kind were governed by contract.

Historical demographers have cast doubt on this view by revealing
the extraordinary stability of Western family structure over several
centuries. Social historians, including Arids (1962), Shorter (1976), Stone
(1977), and Flandrin (1979) however, argued that, while formal structures
may have remained largely unchanged, family and other relationships have
altered radically from being patriarchal and community-oriented to being
individualistic. Thus, if these writers are correct, Western Europe has
changed from the type of social relations that writers since Maine have

regarded as typical of the joint family to the relations typical of the stem



17

and nuclear families without the formal family structure significantly

changing.

The joint family does not seem to have been universal in so-called
traditional societies. As Dixon (1971 : 228) points out, in many societies in
South East Asia * the simple conjugal family has been traditional'. Yet
these societies have had many traits held to be characteristics of joint

families, such as strong family ties as well as universal and relatively early

marriage.

The explanation is probably that, just as marriage patterns are the
outcome of a number of diverse elements, so too is family structure. Among
the elements affecting family structure are the prevailing sentiments or
values, forms of inheritance, the social and economic context, and prevailing
social models of ideal behaviour. Various values seem to exist
independently of family type. Values which emphasize kin and family links
and parental authority undoubtedly encourage the development of joint
families, but the actual formation of such families largely depends on the
existence of suitable material conditions. This is particularly clear in India
where the joint family is strongly favoured as representing ideal values such
as respect for one's elders and, in particular, parents, fraternal solidarity
and placing family ahead of all other considerations including one's own
private selfish interests. Only a minority of Indian families, though, are
actually joint families. This is partly because conflicts between brothers
and their wives often outweigh any perceived benefits from living jointly:
this is especially so after the older generation, particularly the patriarch,
has died. However, even where the patriarch is still alive and where
brothers and wives are compatible, the material conditions may not allow
for a joint family or it may not be advantageous. Joint families are
generally found among land-owners and to a lesser extent among

merchants; such groups have the means to support and provide
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accommodation for a large family. Furthermore, living together in an
organized household has advantages in managing the farm or business.
Many families, for instance, prefer to have a family member perform or
supervise certain tasks. Since the family members are part of a common
family with a common budget it is unlikely that they will shirk their duties

or cheat since not only would it be contrary to their family duty but it would

be of little benefit to them.

Material conditions are also important in giving the older generation
some control over the younger generation: this is closely related to the
nature of inheritance. As noted above, stem families are closely connected to
inheritance by a single heir, usually the first son, in which case it is termed
primogeniture. In such a case, the other brothers are unable to marry
unless they can find an alternative livelihood, at which time they move out.
It would be difficult for them to bring a wife to live on the family property as
‘'she would be intrudihg in what was not hers; it would belong in future to
the inheriting brother and his wife. In these circumstances, there is little
advantage even in the present in creating such a joint family for they would
be helping to build up property to which they can later have no access. In
the case of a joint family, not only are all family members provided with a
livelihood which enables them to marry, but they have every right to live on
what will eventually become their property. In the meantime, however, it is
in the interests of all, especially the older generation, for the land to be kept
together, to ensure that it is farmed efficiently and that the older generation
is looked after by all. Furthermore, the promise of inheritance will concern

the younger generation more with the future welfare of the whole family.

The type of inheritance system of course is not an important
consideration if there is no or little property to be inherited. In this case the

various aspects of inheritance which encourage or discourage the formation
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of a joint or stem household do not count although they may condition the

outlook of the whole society.

The formation of joint or stem family households can also be affected
by the existence of a social model favouring one or the other. In India the
joint family is regarded as the ideal family representing the ideal values
noted above such as filial and fraternal duty. It also represents the model of
the landowning family which constitutes the heart of the Indian landowning
village, and to which the poorer landless villagers, particularly of the lower
castes, can only aspire. In Europe, in contrast, the model families were the
stem and nuclear families. Primogeniture was practised by landowning
families of Europe largely to preserve their positions within the class
system: in India this was not necessary as the caste system preserved the
social hierarchy, and accordingly social status was less dependent -on
wealth. In Europe the younger sons were encouraged to join the church or
the military and at the very least not to marry unless they could command a
position that was worthy of their families. The model to be followed was

" that of stem and nuclear families.

Thus, the actual type of family system in existence depends upon a
number of conditions. The difficulty in determining whether family type
affects age of marriage and the incidence of marriage is in part that the
factors which affect family structure can directly affect marriage patterns.
The system of inheritance which strongly affects the establishment of stem
or joint households will also have a direct influence on age of marriage. If,
for example, all sons stand to inherit, age at marriage is likely to be lower
irrespective of whether family structure is joint or nuclear. Similarly,
values which encourage independent households, such as an emphasis on
husbands and wives as companions, may also encourage a smaller age gap

between spouses and consequently a higher female age at marriage. Values
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which emphasize the fraternity of male kin, which is associated with joint

households, may do the opposite.

Nevertheless, it seems undeniable that there is a direct relationship
between family structure and marriage patterns; but this too is complicated
for it is a two-way relationship. Family structure affects marriage patterns
by institutionalizing features which effect marriage patterns. If, for
example, the strength of the conjugal bond is closely related to age at
marriage, the influence of family structure on that bond will affect marriage
age. A characteristic of joint families in India and elsewhere is that of
arranged marriage. An often expressed preference is a bride who will do as
she is told and not talk back to her betters, especially her in-laws, and who
will not cause division within the family, such as by inciting her husband
against his brothers. In such situations a younger bride may be regarded as
more likely to accept family authority. Conversely, marriage patterns can
affect family structure. If for other reasons, a wide age gap exists, this itself
may weaken the conjugal bond and hence the wife's ability to influence her
husband to establish a new household. Indeed, if the wife is too young she
may need to be in a joint household to be trained as a wife. Finally as
Laslett (1977:107) has noted, the size of the generation gap between when
parents and children marry will, depending on mortality, affect the
possibility of having several generations in one hoﬁsehold. If children
marry late, the older generation may already be dead by the time their
grandchildren are growing up.

There is perhaps a more important point emerging from the
discussion of the circumstances in which different family structures arise. If
the type of family is a consequence of a number of factors, including both
sentiments or values and also other more practical and material
circumstances, it follows that some joint families may have more in

common, at least in terms of values, with some stem families than with
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other joint households. This is also true for stem families. Joint families in
Sri Lanka seem to have more in common with nuclear families there, than
with joint families in India. Social historians like Stone, Aries, Flandrin
and Shorter assert that families of whatever type may have shared more in
common at any one time than each type maintained over time. This view is
probably exaggerated in that it underestimates the continuities in the value
system of the European family. Smith (1981) demonstrates that many
aspects of the English family were similar in the sixteenth century and the
nineteenth century and even today. Nevertheless, even this indicates that
European joint, stem and nuclear families may not have been representative
of such families elsewhere. In particular, joint families in Western Europe
may have had more in common with stem families there than with joint

families in Asia.

For this reason, and also because the circumstances in Europe before
the Industrial Revolution were very different, the European experience is
not a perfect parallel to what is happening to marriage patterns in the
contemporary Third World.

1.5 The underlying conditions responsible for marriage delay and
celibacy in Europe

Although Europe may not provide a satisfactory parallel to
contemporary change to marriage patterns in the Third World, discussion of
the literature concerning it has raised a number of significant and relevant
points. The balance of evidence does not imply that delays in marrying or
never marrying were consciously used to control fertility. There was,
however, probably an indirect tie to population growth. Greater population
densities can create conditions which make people delay marrying,
sometimes permanently. This is not, though, an inevitable consequence of

population growth: it depends on the right conditions. Macfarlane (1986:
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323) points out that Malthus's preventive check depended on the existence
of four preconditions:
an accumulative ethic which justified and glorified the endless pursuit of
gain; the ranked, but mobile society which meant that people were
constantly scrambling up and down a ladder of fortune; private property
which was protected by government and law; and a generally elevated
standard of living which would give people that taste for bodily comforts

which would tempt them to forgo immediate sexual gratification and delay
marriage until they could afford it.

Put in another way, Malthus was saying that the material and family
system that he advocated was the natural corollary of what today would be

called market capitalism. Where capitalism flourishes, he argued so will

the particular set of traits he analysed.

Malthus (1970: 268-9) did indeed regard the preventive check as
being a corollary of capitalism. He argued that only where individuals were
free to benefit from the full implications of their decisions, good or bad,
would individuals behave prudentially and delay their marriages until they
could support a family. This required the existence of private gain secured
by the existence of a free and impartial legal system. It also required the
state not to interfere and distort the market by providing assistance in the
form of poor reli'ef, thus enabling the imprudent who had married early to

evade the consequences of their decision.

As Macfarlane notes, this argument assumes the capitalist
preconditions that those who make the decisions are the beneficiaries of any
gains and losses thereby encountered. Malthus dealt with this point in

arguing the need for secure protection of private property and against the

poor law.

However, it also assumes the existence of nuclear or stem families
rather than joint families, wherein an individual determines when he or she
marries, and where the couple pays for and receives the benefits of children
themselves. The preventive check would work only if those who decided the

timing of marriage were the same as those who would benefit from or suffer
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the consequences of the marriage. In theory, this could occur in a joint
family too: arguably, if a wider range of people participate in the marriage
decision the impact of the marriage could affect the same people. It seems
unlikely, though, that the actual balance of gains and losses would be equal

for all family members.

In a joint household, however, the older individuals who have decisive
influence in arranging a marriage are likely to gain more from the benefits
of the marriage - the extra labour, services and companionship - than they
would suffer from its costs, as in sharing resources including property, and
income. The most obvious example is the division of inherited property. A
more prosaic example is the one given by Caldwell (1982: 227) where the
food for an extra child is taken from the total amount dished out to children

rather than from that allocated to all family members.

Macfarlane (1986:36) argues that the preventive check depends upon
.marriage being expensive and in particular children being a net economic
loss: this loss has to be made up by other gains, mainly the advantages of
companionship of the spouse and children. Macfarlane, like Smith, argues
that in England, and to a lesser degree elsewhere in Western Europe, there
is little evidence of children having contributed to their parents' economic
well being, even in the parents' old age; indeed, contrary to Malthus's fear
that assistance granted to the poor might have encouraged early marriage,
it might have delayed it since, by providing assistance to the old, it reduced
their dependence on any support from their children. Children after early
childhood were economically independent of their parents, many working as
live-in apprentices and servants. It seems logical that if marriage and
children were a net economic benefit, as Caldwell (1982) argues for pre-
transitional societies, people would marry as early as possible, all else being
equal. Only when their value was questionable would there be reasons for

delaying marriage.
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1.6 The economics of the family and delayed marriage

This brings us back to the question of whether delayed marriage was
only birth control by another name. Where children are a major economic
loss, families may tend to restrict their number of children and where they
are a major economic.gain, they may tend not to restrict them. Where,
however, they are only a marginal cost or benefit, other factors become more
important. Western marriage was delayed not because éhildren were a great
economic loss (they could after infancy be apprenticed or sent as servants to
live and work with other families) but because the actual cost of
establishing and supporting a new household was so great. In economic
terms the fixed cost of establishing and running a household was high but
the marginal cost of each extra child was not. It was not until the couple
had saved enough money to establish, and were earning enough to
maintain, a household that they could marry. Some of the waiting period
was used for training as in apprenticeship, but that this was probably not
the major factor in delaying marriage is indicated by the large number who
failed ever to marry, presumably because they always lacked the necessary
resources. That there was a high cost in establishing a household but
thereafter a low marginal cost for each additional child is supported by the
pattern of delayed marriage followed by a total absence of restrictions with
consequent relatively high marital fertility, and certainly no concept of an

ideal number of children.

The nature of women's work contributed to the high establishrrient
cost of the household. Before marriage many women worked outside the
house but after marriage they would normally stop to look after their new
family. The reason for this was probably social expecta/tion and pressure
though it also reflected the type of work deemed acceptable for women, and
that which was available. Much of the work outside the family was difficult

for a married woman. The biggest source of employment for women was as
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household servants, who were expected to live in the household; and such
work was primarily suited to the unattached. Much of what work was
available could be done within the family, such as cottage industry work
like spinning and weaving. Women could also grow vegetables and tend

some domestic animals such as dairy cows and pigs.

Once she had given up outside work to become a housewife, looking
after additional children was probably not a great economic cost though it
undoubtedly increased the work demands on the woman. It meant that, if
the family were to have a reasonable income, it was important that the
husband earn enough to support them both. However, the wife's loss of
income was partially compensated by her household production which
reduced the need to buy outside products, and which could even bring
outside income. It is probably significant that the wife's household
production provided much of what was needed by infants, thereby reducing

the marginal cost of each additional child.

Marital fertility rates only fell when each child became a heavy net
loss. In such a situation the family began to restrict its total number of
children. This situation occurred in Europe towards the end of the
nineteenth century, especially after the introduction of compulsory
education. Mass education made children expensive partly through its
direct costs and partly by making children dependants. Children had, after
early childhood, been expected to largely support themselves, for example,

as live-in apprentices and servants; now the parents had to support them.

This increase in the marginal cost of children was the product in the
long run of changes in the economy. The demand for labour outside the
family increased while the possibilities for home production fell. In many
industries home-based production became less important as in weaving and

spinning, while others, such as minding dairy cows and pigs, became less
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possible as the population urbanized. These economic changes, coupled
with changes in social attitudes to women working, eventually encouraged
married women to work after bearing children.

1.7 Do differences in the age gap of marriage partners in the West
and in Asia reflect underlying differences in the nature of
marriage?

This chapter has concentrated on what explains variations in
Western marriage patterns although the thesis's primary concern is with
changing marriage patterns in contemporary South Asia and in particular
Sri Lanka. The major differences between South Asian and Western
marriage patterns were South Asia's low levels of celibacy, and its much
lower female age at marriage, often around or even before the age of
puberty. In contrast to the women, men in South Asia, even in rural areas,
married at ages not very different from those of the West. Consequently,
the age difference between husband and wife in South Asia was much
greater than those of the West. Though Hajnal (1965: 134) noted that a
small age gap was a feature of the Western marriage pattern comparatively
little attention in the literature has been given to why this is so. There has
been perhaps a Western tendency to regard a minor age gap as natural and
assume that it is unnaturally large age gaps that need to be explained.
There has also been a concentration on the comparatively minor differences
within a society, as in the overall age at marriage, rather than on the cross-
culturally much more significant age difference between the sexes at
marriage. This is because changes in marriage age within a society can be
correlated with other documented changes such as those in real wage rates
and population growth. Yet changes in wage rates are primarily significant
for the male age of marriage because men are normally expected to be the
principal wage earners, while in terms of fertility it is female age of

marriage that is important.
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This raises the question why the ages at marriage of the two sexes
changed together in Europe. It is true that a woman sometimes did raise
some of the money toward establishing a new household but arguably this
was mostly the consequence of her having to wait for her marriage rather

than a cause of it.

Another factor that could encourage a relationship between male and
female age at marriage is a marriage squeeze: a shortage of unmarried
males of the right age forces females to delay their marriages because of the
lack of available grooms. That this does not seem to be a critical factor here

is suggested by the high proportion of men and women who have never

married.

The important factor appears to be that Europeans preferred a small
age gap at marriage. In many societies especially in Asia and Africa there is
little obvious connection between the age at which men married and the age
at which women married. A man was expected to be old enough to be a
mature husband and a father but the same was not expected of a woman.
Indeed, a young age of marriage for women might be regarded as an
advantage for it implied that she would accept her husband's and his
family's authority, and her duties. In such circumstances factors which
affect the age of marriage of one sex need have little effect on that of the

other.

In the West a small age gap at marriage was preferred because
marriage was a partnership of two fairly equal individuals: an important
aspect of this was that they were establishing an independent household. In
an independent family the husband and wife both had important
responsibilities within the family; each had to be able to make the necessary
contributions for the family to be successful. In a joint family marriage was

not a partnership in the same sense, for the young bride was entering her
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husband's household in which she would become a very junior member. She
had few responsibilities except to obey her mother-in-law and, rather than
contributing her part to her marriage, was expected to work in the interests
of the whole family. In such circumstances she did not need the maturity to
make an independent contribution either as a wife or as a mother. Her
mother-in-law would make the necessary decisions. Rather, youth was felt

to be an advantage because she would more readily accept instructions.

This, however, is a somewhat circular argument. While the nature of
the independent household may have necessitated a more mature bride, it is
equally true that an older female age at marriage may have made an
independent household more viable. A younger age of marriage may have
necessitated the couple staying with the family while the bride learnt how
to cope with the duties expected of her.

1.8 Are late marriage and high celibacy rates a reflection of how
‘marriage decisions are made and by whom?

This brings us to how the decision to marry is made. The distinctive
aspect about the decision to marry in the West was that it was up to the
individuals concerned to decide who they would marry and, perhaps more
importantly, when they would marry. In South Asian societies individuals
have generally had little control over whom they marry and when they
marry. In Western societies, in contrast, individuals usually had virfually
total control over whom they married, though parents might occasionally
show their disapproval if the proposed spouse was deemed to be of bad
character or came from the wrong class or religion. Macfarlane (1986: 330)
claims that at least as early as‘ the twelfth century in England individuals
in most classes decided for themselves whom they would marry. It has been
pointed out that some of the richer landowning families especially in France
did arrange marriages but this seems to have been an exception;

significantly their children married very early (Hajnal, 1965: 115). More
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commonly, parents exercised control over those whom their children courted
and vetoed unsuitable matches, though after the age of majority, when most
marriages occurred, even such restrictions weakened. This presumably was
especially so where the children supported themselves or lived away from

home, for example as live-in servants or apprentices.

Even where restrictions on marriage and courtship did exist,
marriage, in theory at least and normally in practice, was perceived as two
mutually consenting parties agreeing to a marriage partnership. Equally
importantly, the time when sons or daughters married was their own
decision, and the family could not decide that it was time for them to marry.
Although there might be some stigma on celibacy, for instance being an
elderly spinster, concerns about age at marriage were rarely that someone
was leaving it too long but much more commonly that they were too young
to have a proper understanding of what they were doing and too imprudent,
the very fears expressed by Malthus. It was this lack of pressure that
allowed the female marriage age to be so late in Europe and also made
possible its high rates of celibacy. Furthermore the lack of arranged

marriage meant that there was no way of ensuring that everybody married.

The interesting question is why there was no pressure on females in
Europe to marry young and why 'there was in South Asia. It seems to be
that in Europe marriage primarily was not a family responsibility. It was
an individual's responsibility to decide whether or not to marry, to find a
mate, and to establish a new household, though the family might provide

guidance. In Asia these were family decisions.
1.9 When do families favour early marriage?

As to why these responsibilities were individual in the West and
family in South Asia, one explanation is that in South Asia it was generally

a family responsibility to marry their daughters off before doubt could be
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cast on their morality; in Western societies morality was primarily an
individual concern. Yet this is not truly an explanation, for it does not
explain why in South Asia a family is held responsible for its members, but
in the West is not. The family structure seems to have been what it was
simply because it was. A deeper explanation requires acceptance of a
deterministic framework yet such a framework is likely to be affected by the
prevailing family structure. The most obvious deterministic framework is an
economic one. It is possible that Europeans were willing to accept
daughters or sons making their own decisions over whom to marry because
it had little effect on their family. By the time they married most
individuals were largely self-supporting, taking little economically and
contributing little to their families of origin. To marry they needed and

expected little from their families.

In South Asia the families were intimately involved because decision
to marry would directly affect them. They would have to pay many of the
costs but also receive many of the benefits of the marriage. The question,
then, is if the families do have a decision over the marriage date, what
economic factors affect whether they favour an early or late marriage. If
children are of little or no net value, there will be little reason for families to
press males to marry or to have more children. Rather it would be more
sensible to encourage them to become independent financially and leave the
decisions concerning marriage to them, as is the case in the West. Where
children are more valuable the family has an economic interest in children
and in the timing of the marriage. In such situations it does seem that
families have very great control over the arrangement of marriage including
the timing of marriage. What is of interest in such situations is that a very
early age of marriage is commonly encouraged for females but not for males.
If children are valuable, both young men and women may be encouraged to

have them as early as possible. One possible reason is that a woman's
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fertile period is restricted to the years between fifteen and forty, whereas a
man's is not. It is therefore important, especially for her husband and her

new family, for her to marry early if her potential fertility is to be realized.

However, though the view is commonly expressed that a woman's
primary duty is to bear children, this does not seem to be the reason given
for early marriage, at least in South Asia. Much more common is the belief
that a wife who is relatively mature might challenge the authority structure
of the family. According to Caldwell's (1982) wealth flow theory, these
authority structures are essential if the older generation, that is those who
in such societies control the marriage decision, are to benefit from the
labour of the children. In the most extreme cases, the family might break

up.

Even if early female age at marriage benefits the family into which a
woman is marrying it seems likely that it is not beneficial to her natal
family. If the extra labour was useful parents might wish to delay their
daughter's marriage to profit from her work; however, a delay might reduce
her potential value to the family into which she is marrying, and thus she
might not be able to marry as well as she would have, thus reducing the
value of marriage to the family; or her family might have to pay a larger
dowry or accept a smaller brideprice. Furthermore, it is proverbial wisdom
that a daughter-in-law can be made to work much harder than an indulged
daughter, so a girl whose labour may be valuable to her husband's family
may be economically marginal in her own family.

1.10 Why is male marriage generally later than female marriage in
family-oriented societies?

Nevertheless, if it is worthwhile for females to marry early, why is
this not also true of males? After all the earlier the son married the sooner

there would be grandchildren. Only when their value was questionable
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would there be reasons for delaying a boy's marriage. A possible reason
may be a belief that a man needs to be mature enough to be a husband.
Maturity in this sense included being old enough to place the wider

interests of the family before the couple's own selfish desires or interests.

An important factor is undoubtedly that a woman is seen as achieving
her full potential earlier than a man. Her duties, childbearing, household
work and often the more menial farm labour, though laborious, are
generally less dependent upon physical strength than the man's, and
therefore she is seen as ready for marriage at an earlier age. It is only when
ideas or practices about what is required for their particular duties change,

that the relative ages of marriage are likely to alter.

Also, if a boy is contributing to his family's welfare, his family may
not want him to marry too early. Even in a society where additional
children contribute to family well-being, it may not be advantageous for the
parents for their son to marry too soon. If he does so, his primary
responsibility may eventually be to his wife and children and their
responsibility to him, even if immediately following marriage they live
jointly with his parents. Besides, if the generations were too short, the
younger generation might challenge the authority of the older generation
more than otherwise. Thus while it might benefit the older couple to keep
the female generations short, it is to their benefit to keep the male
generations long.

1.11 Summary: Is Asia moving toward the European marriage
pattern?

In summary, the marriage patterns of Asia, particularly South Asia,
and Western Europe reflect two very different societies. One is based on the
family, the other on the individual. Where the family is the central éocial

fact, decisions regarding marriage will reflect the interests of all the family
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members and not simply those of the individuals directly concerned. Where
the individual is central it will be his or her interest that is paramount,
though they may continue to be influenced by the attitudes of the family.
Although actual marriage decisions may be affected by practical factors, age
at marriage for females has generally been earlier in Asia where the family
has control because it has been in the interest of the family members that it
be so. Furthermore, age is a less important factor for the family than it is
for the individual. Finally, the older members of the family do not need an
extended period to learn who would make a good marriage partner and who
would not. A family-oriented society is associated with universal marriage
in part because the family's resources can be used to ensure that everybody
marries, but, more importantly, in such a society social existence depends
upon family roles. Individuals, for example, are not properly adults until
they have married and become parents and eventually grandparents. In an
individual-based society where status is largely achieved, such
considerations are much less important. Economic factors are clearly
important. Where family property is central to its members' well-being and
status, marriage is likely to be used strategically to preserve and, it is
hoped, augment such property. Where wage employment predominates,
individuals can become more independent of their families. Similarly,
where security of property and life, and personal well-being, especially in
old age, are less dependent upon other individuals within the family, those
having influence within the family can afford to take a more relaxed

attitude to the activities of its members.

While ecohomic changes may make it possible for a greater degree of
individualism to develop, they do not by themselves ensure it. Some of the
South Asian communities which have become most dependent on earnings
from wage labour have experienced less change in age at marriage than

other South Asian communities which depend little on such earnings. The
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communities dependent on wages tend to be poorer and less well educated.
The essential requirement for an increased acceptance of individuals and

their right to determine their own future, is, perhaps, an ideological one.

The critical questions for this thesis now are whether Asian marriage
is moving toward the European model and more specifically whether Sri
Lankan marriage is moving from the South Asian model of very early
marriage toward a more Western model; and if this is so, what are the

factors behind this change?
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CHAPTER 2.

Marriage in an Asian society

21A Survey of Marriage in Asia
2.1.1 The transformation of Asian marriage patterns

Asia, once stereotyped as consisting of unchanging peasant societies,
is increasingly characterized in terms of rapid economic growth and social
change. Its marriage patterns, which were once seen to be typical of
peasant societies with early (particularly for females) and universal
marriage, are now changing rapidly with age at marriage apparently rising
almost everywhere. Smith, Shahidullah and Alcantara (1983: 11) note that,
in all ten countries covered by the World Fertility Survey in the Asia and
the Pacific region, female age at marriage is increasing. However, they also
note, that with well over 90 per cent of older women marrying, there are few
signs yet that Asia is moving towards the Western pattern of less than
universal marriage. While female age at marriage is generally rising,
actual marriage ages differ greatly, with South Asia, excluding Sri Lanka,
being characterized by much earlier marriage than Southeast Asia and

particularly East Asia (Smith et al., 1983: 7).

The limited evidence that the proportion never marrying is changing
has led most studies of Asian marriage patterns to concentrate on age at
marriage. This focus has generally been on female age at marriage since
this is what is changing most radically, and is important in terms of
fertility, and of gender relations and family structure. The studies tend to
fall into two principal caﬁegoﬁes: studies of changes in marriage ages, which
look at region wide factors such as economic change and rising education

levels; and studies examining the diversity in marriage ages between
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countries, which generally focus on underlying sociocultural differences. In
this section both types of study will be discussed commencing with one of

the former.
2.1.2 The correlates of Asian marriage patterns

Rindfuss, Parnell and Hirschman (1983) have examined age at first
birth (in Asia normally closely related to age at first marriage), using a
multiple regression analysis for Asian countries with separate variables for
birth cohort, country-ethnicity, rural-urban birth and education. The
authors (1983 : 263,268) remark that, even controlling for the other
variables, there are sizable differences by country-ethnicity. Muslim and
Hindu women in their sample tend to marry 2.5 to 3 years earlier than
women from Confucian societies. Similar cultural groups (which they term
ethnicity) as measured by religion in different countries often, but not
always, have more in common with each other than with different cultural
groups in their own countries: Muslim women, for example, in Sri Lanka,
Malaysia and Indonesia had identical mean age at first birth (Rindfuss et
al., 1983: 268).

The other variable they tested that was significant was education.
This not only explained some of the differences between countries, but, more
importantly, explained, except for Hong Kong, all the difference by birth
cohort in age at first birth. The effect of education was almost identical for
most countries and ethnic groups; except for Malaysians and Sinhalese, age
at first birth was 2.64 years higher for women with more than primary
education, than for women with no education. For the Sinhalese, however,

the effect was twice as large at 5.41 years (Rindfuss et al., 1983: 264).

Although Rindfuss and colleagues identify the importance of
education on age at first birth they do not explain why it has had this

impact, simply noting that education has been identified in the general
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education literature as having ‘similar modernizing effects on individual
behaviour in diverse settings' (Rindfuss et al., 1983: 268). They do try to be
more explicit with regard to the concept of a shared cultural heritage, but
their data are inadequate for this purpose. They restrict themselves to
suggesting that an important factor in earlier marriage among Hindus and
Muslims is the emphasis that those communities put on female virginity at

marriage (Rindfuss et al., 1983: 270).

A major limitation of the Rindfuss, Parnell and Hirschman study is
that Sri Lanka was the only South Asian country covered. There is thus no
comparison with the very early marriage pattern of most of the
subcontinent: the Hindus, for example, who are included in the sample, the
Tamils of Sri Lanka and Malaysia, are probably not representative of the
early-marrying northern parts of South Asia where the majority live. A
more fundamental weakness of their approach, however, is the lack of an
overall theory of the determinants of marriage change: we may know which
variables affect marriage but we still do not know why and how certain
variables affect marriage patterns.

2.1.3 The importance of sociocultural factors in explaining Asian
marriage patterns

This criticism also applies, as the author acknowledges, to Peter
Smith's] survey of Asian marriage (P.Smith,1980), which places more
emphasis than Rindfuss et al. on the underlying sociocultural differences
explaining pre-existing differences in marriage patterns. Smith notes that
even in the early twentieth century there were already major differences in
proportions of females married as measured by Coale's index of first
marriage ranging from above .900 in South Asia to below .800 in the

Philippines (P.Smith, 1980: 65-66).

1 Now known as Peter Xenos
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As P.Smith remarks, the lack of earlier data precludes a certain
answer as to whether these patterns are the result of earlier change or
underlying sociocultural differences; but other evidence suggests the latter.
P.Smith (1980: 71) notes that the major regional difference in marriage
patterns concerns the age at which the population begins to marry. Among
females this age is around 10 years in South Asia, 13 years in Southeast
Asia, and 18 years in East Asia. A similar age range and pattern is true of
males. He suggests that these differences reflect the broad sociocultural
differences influencing nuptiality. Smith does not identify the relevent
sociocultural differences, noting that it remains to be determined why the

spatial pattern prevails.

P.Smith (1980: 80) also finds that most of the small differences in
proportions never marrying have traditional roots. He notes (1980 : 77) that
Sri Lanka, Burma and the Philippines have slightly higher celibacy rates
"than other countries,>particularly those in South Asia such as Bangladesh:
he suggests that religious and secular ideology combine to provide a role for
the celibate in these societies. Significantly, the priests of the prevailing
religions in the three countries, Buddhist and Catholic, are celibate. It
could equally be argued, though, that it was because roles outside the family
were permissible, that a celibate priesthood was acceptable. In India, for
instance, such a concept was almost inconceivable, though priests are very
careful to control their sexuality within marriage. Significantly, in

Buddhism (but not Catholicism), unlike Hinduism, marriage is a civil rite.

Smith has little to say about the causes of changing marriage
patterns beyond what the writers already discussed have said. He notes
that rising levels of education seem to be strongly associated with increasing
age at marriage (P.Smith, 1980 : 85), and that the labour force participation
of women is important with regard to female marriage rates. But the

empirical relationship between participation rates and fertility (and by
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implication marriage rates) ‘is problematic, and even the direction of
causation is sometimes unclear' (P.Smith, 1980: 83). He also tests for the
effects of urbanization on age at marriage. He finds, as did Rindfuss et al.,

that the evidence is unclear.

Smith does not attempt to explain why or how these variables affect
marriage patterns. The data available for this type of study “preclude
anything more than exploration of specific propositions' (P.Smith, 1980: 60).
He implies (1980: 60, 91), in any case, that a proper explanation of changing
marriage patterns would involve a theory of marriage transition, but notes
that no such adequate theory exists. P.Smith (1980: 60) cites Becker's
(1973; 1974; 1981) theory of marriage, where within a market each
individual seeks to maximize his or her advantages by marrying individuals
with the most desirable characteristics, or if it is in his or her interests by
not marrying at all. Smith comments that, as a theory, it seems to have
little apparent grounding in sociological realities (P.Smith, 1980: 91). This
probably does the study less than justice as Becker's theory is at times quite
stimulating in its attempt to link the different aspects of marriage.
Nevertheless, it often does seem to posit the obvious, and, in its
applications, rarely seems to explain the' great complexity of marriage

patterns found in different societies.

P.Smith (1980: 91) remarks that a proper theory of marriage
transition would be very difficult to develop because of the empirical
complexity of the data. He suggests that such a theory would have to take
the family as the pivotal institution. He notes that Caldwell identifies as a
central aspect of the demographic transition

a reversal of the longstanding traditional pattern of within-family

intergenerational transfers of wealth and resources toward parents from

children. This reversal in the system of parental incentives is tied in turn

to changing affective and economic roles and relationships within the

family, and thus to changes in the family's composition and structure,
including fertility (P.Smith, 1980: 91).
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A comparative theory of marriage transition might involve combining
this with a decision-making model.

The next theoretical step might be to tie together more explicitly the

affective revolution or surge of sentiment stressed by Shorter, what

Caldwell calls emotional nucleation, the social-structural revolution

outlined by Goode, and a more sociological informed and constrained theory

of household choice. What may emerge is a theory of marriage involving

outcome-optimizing choices on the part of individuals or their parents,

conditioned by intra-family emotional dynamics as well as key elements of

social structure, and particularly by intergenerational relations and

resource transfers (P.Smith, 1980: 91). '
Such an empirically based model would require considerable local-level
research (P.Smith, 1980: 92). A model of marriage transition of the type
described by Smith would effectively be a model of marriage as well: to
understand fully the factors causing marriage change one must understand
the very nature of marriage, why it exists and all the forces that affect it in
each particular society. This would avoid the problem inherent in many
analyses of marriage transition (e.g Rindfuss et al., 1983) of explaining
changes in marriage patterns in terms that are incompatible with their
explanations of pre-existing marriage patterns. The earlier marriage
patterns are generally treated as being the result of traditional social
structure whereas changes in marriage patterns are attributed to individual
variables such as education and urbanization with little attempt to relate

the two or to explain how the social structure and particularly the variables

explain marriage patterns.

Unfortunately, the empirical complexity of marriage and society
pointed out by Smith probably does mean that a model of marriage and
marriage transition is impossible; even the precise definition of marriage
can differ greatly between societies. In some of the matrilineal groupings of
Kerala, the conjugal marriage of the West could hardly be said to exist (cf.
Leach, 1971; Fuller, 1976). Such differences in the definition of marriage
are particularly relevant to Sri Lanka.
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Nevertheless, even if a general theory of marriage may be
unattainable, it would be worthwhile to try to explain marriage within a

single society and, where appropriate, to suggest parallels with what is

happening in other societies.
2.1.4 The feasibility and desirability of Asian marriage

A writer who has examined the determinants of marriage patterns, if
not with a comprehensive theory of marriage, at least with “a framework for
analysing variations in marriage patterns', is Dixon (1970, 1971) who found
that three variables accounted for most of the observed variation in the
timing and quantity of nuptiality. These she termed the desirability of
marriage, the feasibility of marriage, and the availability of mates.
According to Dixon, the desirability of marriage is determined by the need
for children or alternatively the availability of non-familial opportunities
such as gainful or prestigious employment for women. It can be measured
by assessing the costs and rewards of marrying early or late or never. The
feasibility of marriage is determined by expectations regarding economic
and residential independence and the availability of land or income and
savings. It can be measured by the relative ease with which residential
norms can be met. The availability of mates is determined by the sex ratio
between age groups from which spouses are drawn, and the method of
selection: arranged marriage promotes earlier marriage than does free
choice. It can be measured by assessing the relative ease of finding a
partner. Dixon regards availability of mates as being the least significant of

the three variables, being important mainly at the margin.

Dixon (1971 : 230) argues in essence that marriage was historically
earlier in Asia than in the West because marriage was more feasible and
desirable. Marriage was more feasible in Asia for a couple's given level of

resources because they were not required to be independent, often living
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with one of the families and almost always receiving considerable
assistance. The lack of independence also meant that marriage was more
desirable because it was expected by family and community and because
there were few alternatives available. For example, even when economic
opportunities were available community pressures often prevented women
from exercising them. Dixon (1971: 226) contrasts Asia with the West
where a newly married couple has to have the skills, resources and maturity
to establish an independent household, thus ruling out early marriage and
in some cases marriage altogether. Furthermore, the lack in the West of a
lineage system and of ancestor worship removed much of the compulsion to

marry common in other societies.

Dixon's analysis suffers from being a comparative regression at a
single point in time; consequently it conflates factors in time which should
be separated out. Dixon's concept of feasibility covers both the available
resources and household structure. While the extreme lack of resources
may affect the ability to marry in any situation nevertheless household
structure must be given primacy. The economics of the situation can only

be understood within the context of the prevailing family system.

This point comes ouf in Dixon's prediction of likely developments in
marriage patterns. She (1971: 230) argues that age at marriage is now
increasing in Asian countries because new constraints, such as land
shortages, unemployment and urban crowding, are appearing while
simultaneously marriage is becoming less strongly required as arranged
marriage breaks down. While she emphasizes the role of the family in her
contrast of Asian and Western marriage patterns, her analysis of changes in
Asian marriage patterns essentially ignores the role of the family. The
breakdown of arranged marriage is not simply a matter of the assistance
the family gives to the young couple. Arranged marriage is associated with

marriage payments, joint budgets and households, and economic assistance,



43

all of which influence whether the couple has the resources, skills and
maturity for married life. Dixon has consequently failed to address one of
the critical questions of marriage change in Asia, why the family's role in

marriage has changed.

An additional concern with Dixon's framework is that it is more
obviously applicable to celibacy (never marrying) than it is to age at
marriage. Dixon argues that the desirability of marriage can be measured
by assessing the costs and rewards of marrying early or late or never. While
quite clearly desirability in this sense might affect whether people marry or
not, it is not clear why it should determine whether they marry early or
late. The problem comes back to the multiple regression model used by
Dixon. It is much simpler to use proxies that measure whether it is worth

marrying or not than to use ones that measure when it is worth marrying.

The timing of marriage may be more closely related to the feasibility
of marriage, but even this is not clear-cut, since Goldstone (1986) has shown
that in pre-industrial England factors involved in the feasibility of marriage
had more impact on proportions never marrying than on the age at

marriage of those who did.

The essential problem with Dixon's approach is that it is a theoretical
framework for the analysis of marriage patterns rather than a proper theory
of marriage. As such, it does not deal with the root causes of what
determines ‘marriage patterns, that is how the marriage pattern reflects the
nature, role and process of marriage within a particular society. In
particular, descriptions of marriage such as Dixon's generally treat
marriage simply as a Straightforward contractual relationship between two
autonomous individuals. Dixon discusses the role of the family as it affects

the feasibility and desirability of marriage, as though the family is an
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external, if important, player, when, in truth, in family-based societies, it is

likely to be central to the marriage relationship.

In societies where one's position is essentially determined by the
family into which one is born, families are not peripheral to marriage,
simply making marriage more feasible or desirable; they are integral. When
a bride marries she is not simply marrying a husband; she is in effect
marrying his family. In many societies, especially those where joint families
predominate, it is a common statement that a woman is concerned not with
who her husband will be but who her mother-in-law will be. In such
societies women often have very different roles from men and a woman is
likely to be under the authority of and owe allegiance to her mother-in-law
rather than to her husband and children while the husband has allegiance
to his father and brothers. For the groom, too, marriage means entering

into a relationship not just with a wife but her family as well.

An important aspect of this is marriage payments such as dowry
which not only can make marriages more feasible but give the bride's family
continuing rights and considerations as well as obligations in the marriage.
Marriage payments can help to create virtually permanent ties of
relationship between two families, ties which may continue into the» next
generation. In such circumstances, the tie between the two families is an
essential part of the marriage, and it is not suprising that families
commonly arrange the marriages themselves, determining not only who
would be a suitable marriage partner for the individual marrying and fof
the family as a whole, but also which would be a suitable family to marry

into.

The close tie between marriage and family in family-based societies
means that any explanation of marriage change which treats the family as

essentially extraneous, facilitating or encouraging marriage, does not
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adequately explain the changes that are occurring. The changes which
affect marriage patterns are much more fundamental than is implied by
concepts such as the feasibility and the desirability of marriage. Marriage
in Asia has been moving from a position where it deeply involved the
families to one where it is accepted as primarily being the responsibility of

individuals.

Changes in marriage patterns reflect fundamental changes in the
nature of marriage, particularly in the aims of marriage and in involvement
of the family in marriage. These points are explored below with reference to

marriage in Sri Lanka.

2.1.5 What is the relationship between age at marriage and the age
gap in marriage?

Casterline, Williams and McDonald (1986) have pointed to the
importance of understanding the causes of the age gap between the spouses
in explaining changes in age at marriage. They note, following Hajnal
(1965), that not only is non-Western marriage generally earlier than
Western marriage but the difference is much greater for females than males
and that consequently the age gap between marriage partners is much

larger.
Casterline et al. (1986: 354) suggest that there are three possible
explanations for age differences at marriage:

1. that these differences express explicit preferences
regarding the age gap;

2. that they are the coincidental by-products of
independently determined ages at marriage of men and
women;

3. that they are determined by the age structure
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On the basis of World Fertility Survey (WFS) data they argue that neither
age structure nor independently determined age gaps can explain the strong
association between the marriage ages of the two sexes and hence that the
only possible explanation is that there is indeed a strong preference for

particular age gaps (Casterline et al., 1986: 360-363).

The particular age gap preferred in a society can be attributed to the
kinship structure and the status of women; in patriarchal societies the age
difference is relatively large, with the husband commonly being ten years or
more older. Where the status of women is higher age differences are

smaller (Casterline et al., 1986: 374).

Casterline et al. (1986: 369) emphasize that outside forces will affect
age at marriage only to the degree they influence the factors within the
family, particularly the position of women, with a direct influence on age at
marriage. They note that Goode (1963) argued that a smaller age gap is a
consequence of the Westernization of family formation, though they
question Goode's claim that a desire for a small age gap is universal among

the young, as some societies set great store by young brides.

The relationship between apparent status of women and age at
marriage is not always straightforward; just as the status of women can
affect the age gap so too it is plausible than the reverse can hold (Casterline
et al., 1986: 374). Casterline et al. also note that the status of women in
sub-Saharan Africa is, on many criteria including schooling participation,
economic independence and freedom of movement, higher than in North
Africa, West Asia and South Asia, yet its age differences are large. They
suggest that status outside the household is less important than inside, as
reflected in internal household relations, most importanﬂy with the

husband (Casterline et al., 1986: 371).
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The general argument has some merit but the specific case of Africa
is suspect. The large age gap in African marriage reflects the general
weakness of the marriage relationship in Africa rather than specifically the
low status of women in the household. In many Asian countries a large age
gap partly reflects a belief that a woman should be subordinate to her
husband and his family. In Africa the conjugal relationship is often so weak
that each wife, but not her children, is virtually independent from her
husband. To the woman it is more important that her husband is
financially well off and well respected, attributes commonly associated with
a later age, than that they should have a close conjugal relationship. To the
husband and his family what matters most is that the wife should be a good

strong worker and have many fertile years ahead of her.

Casterline et al. (1986: fn.21, 368) point out that variation in age at
marriage is greater for males than females within countries but greater for
females between countries. This means that within countries the male age
at marriage is the critical factor for variations in the age gap at marriage
but between countries the female marriage age is. This, they say, suggests
that men's marriaé'es are subjected to a much more diverse set of influences
than are women's which are more constrained by sociocultural factors.
Within a particular country sociocultural factors dictate that women should
marry at a common age; however the preferred age differs greatly between
societies. Men's age at marriage differs more within societies but not
between societies because it involves a wider set of factors such as earning

an income.

In Dixon's terms women are more affected by the desirability of
marriage, men by the feasibility of marriage. Women are generally much
more constrained by sociocultural factors than are men. The concept of
chastity and its relationship to the honour of the family, a very important

concept in many societies, inevitably applies to women and not to men. It
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may be that it is part of a complex of ideas where women become
subservient to the interests of men and the families into which they marry.
It is certainly connected with the fact that women are more closely related
to the family which is regarded as the central pillar of traditional values,
values which women are expected to pass on to their children; whereas men
are much more involved in the outside and more modern world.
2.1.6 South Asian marriage patterns and their relationship to the
kinship system

Before consideration of the Sri Lankan situation, marriage in India
should be examined. Any analysis of Sri Lankan marriage must take the
Indian situation into account because, not only are the two neighbours, but
they share much in common, much of Sri Lankan culture having ultimately
derived from India: the two principal ethnic groﬁps, the Sinhalese and the
Tamils, claim originally to have migrated from India and the two main
religions, Buddhism and Hinduism, originated in India. However, the
surveys examined above have, with the exception of P.Smith (1980),
excluded India: significantly India was not included in the World Fertility
Survey. In this regard a particularly relevant article covering many of the

interests of this thesis is one by Dyson and Moore (1983).

Dyson and Moore (1983: 42-43) identify the existence of two separate
demographic regimes in India: a northern model with high fertility and
mortality rates and a high sex ratio; and a southern model which is much
lower in all respects. Most‘importantly, in terms of the thesis, age at

marriage is earlier in the North than in the South.

Dyson and Moore (1983: 43-47) explain the two demographic regimes
in terms of the kinship system and its effect on female autonomy. They
argue that North Indian and South Indian kinship are fundamentally

different. North Indian kinship involves three key principles: marriage is
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exogamous with only non-relatives marrying; males generally co-operate
with agnates, particularly brothers; and females do not inherit. Society is,
in effect, divided into rival patrilineages. The consequence is to cut young
wives off from their natal families and to ensure that they have very little
say even over decisions directly concerning them. Marriage, itself, becomes
dominated by the search for intergroup alliances, and women usually have

no choice in the matter. The wife-givers are socially and ritually inferior to

the wife-takers, and dowry is the main marriage transaction; at the

extreme, marriage transactions may resemble trafficking in females. The

fact that the in-marrying female comes from another group means that in

some ways she is viewed as a threat: her behavior must be closely watched;

she must be resocialized so that she comes to identify her own interests

with those of her husband's kin; senior family wives tend to dominate young

in-marrying wives (Dyson and Moore, 1983: 44).

The strong emphasis on the patrilineal family and on patriarchy
requires that women and especially their sexuality be carefully controlled to
uphold the honour of the family. It also requires that husbands and wives
should not be too emotionally attached as this could threaten the unity of
the patriarchal family if the couples were to go against it. The consequence
is that women are almost totally segregated from men to the extent of

forming their own female specific communication network (Dyson and

Moore, 1983: 44).

The southern kinship system differs in each of the three principles
operating in the north: the ideal marriage involves cross-cousins; males tend
to co-operate with affines, men to whom they are related by marriage; and
women may sometimes inherit (Dyson and Moore, 1983: 44). Not only are
the links between the family into which the bride marries and her natal
family much stronger, but they are based on a relationship of equality. As a
consequence she herself achieves much greater autonomy. Whereas
northern kinship is built around the patrilineage, in southern kinship

affinity is as important as descent in social organization. Consequently,
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Female chastity is less important, and both the woman's sexuality and her

personal movements are less rigidly controlled. Women interact with their

natal kin more regularly than their counterparts in the northern system,

and there is less need to repress and resocialize females in their affinal

home. Indeed, nuclear families are often established at marriage. Affective

ties between husband and wife represent no social threat to the descent

group. And daughters are much more likely - along with sons - to be on

hand to render parents help and support in later years. Finally,

communication networks are less sex specific, and there is less social

restriction on female occupational choice (Dyson and Moore, 1983: 44-45).

In agrarian societies a person's control over his or her life is largely
dependent on kinship, family, and marriage relationships:

Thus cultural practices - such as those of the north Indian system - that

tend to constrain or erode the personal links between a married woman and

her natal kin directly diminish the woman's autonomy. If, at the same

time, norms of avoidance make it difficult for the woman to establish

affective links within the household into which she marries, she is left

socially almost powerless (Dyson and Moore, 1983: 45-46).

Dyson and Moore (1983: 47-48) point out that even if they are correct
with regard to the influence of kinship on female autonomy, the kinship
system itself may be determined by more fundamental causes such as the
requirements of an agrarian economy and in particular the value of the
labour in rice-based farming systems. But it is difficult to show any causal
connections or clear spatial connections: consequently they suggest that it
is more realistic to use culture as the primary determining factor for their

analysis.

This raises the question, however, whether both female autonomy
and the kinship system are independently linked to the requirement for
female labour in rice farming, that is, they are both symptoms of the
economic system rather than one being the cause of the other. It is true
that there are rice growing areas in South Asia, such as Bangladesh, where
women play only a small part in cultivation, but these may be exceptions,

though large ones, due, for example, to overriding religious requirements.

Dyson and Moore (1983: 48) argue that the northern kinship system

means that early marriage for women is preferred. It helps protect their
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chastity, cuts them off from their families, and makes them more likely to
accept the structure of authority in their new families, and weakens the
husband-wife bond. It also reduces the burden to the family of supporting
daughters who after marriage will not contribute to the family, nor will
their children. Finally, it will lengthen the child-bearing period for the
birth of sons, a very important consideration in a patrilineal society where
the transmission of property depends on male heirs. These factors making
for early marriage were either absent or much weaker under the southern

system.

Many of the arguments that Dyson and Moore put forward are
reasonable, but their ethnographic description is often erroneous. While
their description of North India is reasonably accurate their description of
South India is not. Even if cross-cousin marriage is favoured it is a gross
exaggeration to describe the South Indian descent group as endogamous.
The most commonly favoured marriage in South India, depending on caste
and region, is matrilateral cross-cousin, that is with mother's brother's
daughterz, the favoured uncle-niece marriage, that is with the sister's
daughter, is arguably in kinship terms equivalent to this type of marriage:
both involve the uncle using his rights over his niece to marry her himself or
into his family while the alternative patrilateral cross-cousin marriage to
father's sister's daughter is often banned. This allows marriage in one
direction only: one family gives brides to the other but never receives brides;
consequently the daughters' descendants and any property accompanying
them are dispersed. Dyson and Moore's emphasis on the strength of
- relations between affines is exaggerated: this certainly applies to their

statement that

2 The favoured uncle-niece marriage, that is with the sister's daughter, is arguably in
kinship terms equivalent to this type of marriage: both involve the uncle using his
rights over his niece to marry her himself or into his family.
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males are at least as likely to enter into social, economic, and political
relations with other males with whom they are related by marriage (i.e.
affines) as they are with males with whom they are related by blood (.e.
descent) (Dyson and Moore, 1983: 44).
They go too far in arguing that “female chastity is less important, and both
the woman's sexuality and her personal movements are less rigidly
controlled' (Dyson and Moore, 1983: 45). It is a very relative argument.
Attitudes to female freedom are somewhat more relaxed in the South than
in the North but this does not mean that families do not take female
chastity very seriously: a girl who is regarded as too free, for example who
talks to boys, will be subject to village gossip and innuendo and may very
well become unmarriageable as a result. Nor is it true that “affective ties
between husband and wife represent no social threats to the descent group'
(Dyson and Moore, 1983: 45). The patrilineal joint family is favoured in the
South and although it may be somewhat less common than in the North the
possibility of the wife's influence on the husband threatening the unity of
the family and particularly his relationship to his parents is regarded very
seriously. It is certainly not a society marked by “some independent control
by females of their own sexuality - for example, in the form of choice of
marriage partners' (Dyson and Moore, 1983: 45). Arranged marriage is
virtually universal even in Kerala where female autonomy is acknowledged

to be particularly high.

However, the authors are not entirely unaware of the gap between
their description of the southern system and empirical reality, for they note

in a footnote that in practice the contrast

between certain features of northern and southern kinship may not always
be quite as marked as the ideal-typical descriptions imply. Of course, choice
of marriage partner for southern females is often nonexistent, and chastity
is prized in the south as well as the north. Thus ... the difference between
northern and southern system is often a subtle one of degree (Dyson and
Moore, 1983: 57,fn31).
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But these minor inconsistencies go to the very heart of their
description; what is the value of their model if it does not accord with
reality? The reason why it does not may be that it is not a description of
South India but of Sri Lanka. Dyson and Moore acknowledge that their
schema “derived most directly from the work of Nur Yalman' (Dyson and
Moore, 1983: 56,fn 23), specifically from his book Under the Bo Tree, Studies in
Caste, Kinship and Marriage in the Interior of Ceylon (1971). While it is true that they
do acknowledge a number of other authors, notably Karve (1965) and
Dumont and Pocock (1957), these works are more concerned with the
principles of kinship organization than with true ethnographic description.
The latter, with regard to South India, seems to be entirely derived from

Yalman.

According to Yalman, in the remote areas of the Kandyan highlands,
the kinship system is bilateral with both matrilateral and patrilateral cross-
cousin marriage; there is a strong tendency to endogamy; marriage rites are
very weak: significantly among the Buddhist Sinhalese marriage is a civil
ceremony, not a religious rite as it is among the Hindus of South Indisa;
dowry is minimal, affines are strongly linked; and the young have a high
degree of discretion over marriage. Significantly, whereas arranged
marriage is still dominant in South India, in Sri Lanka it has largely given

way to love marriage.

While Yalman relates his findings to South India, his understanding
of social systems essentially derives from Sri Lanka. Indeed, part of the
very interest in Yalman's description is that it is not true of India nor, from
my experience, does it entirely apply to coastal Sri Lanka, but these issues
are exanﬁned below. Furthermore, Yalman does not argue that the
Dravidian kinship ‘prevailing is necessarily associated with bilateral
kinship, only that it can be and is so in the Kandyan region that he is

studying. Indeed, in South India, outside Kerala, it is generally associated
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with a patrilineal system. Dyson and Moore's acceptance of Yalman's
description may be related to Moore being a specialist on Sri Lanka, while

Dyson may be more at home with North India than with South India.

While Dyson and Moore are not always accurate about South India
much of what they say is applicable to Sri Lanka. The kinship system does
seem to promote affinal interests and thus prevent women from being cut off
from their natal homes; and it may give them a measure of autonomy.
Nevertheless, kinship systems by themselves do not explain how family
relations work. The South Indian society that I have experienced (excluding
Kerala) is in many ways closer to North Indian society than it is to Sri
Lankan society. In particular, the organization of the family in Sri Lanka is
quite distinct from that in South India and has different implications in
terms of marriage, even though the formal kinship structures are similar.
Furthermore, one cannot study the precise influence of kinship on family
relations in South Asia without taking into account such a central social

institution as caste, or ignoring the impact of the economic system.

Because Dyson and Moore have failed to address the problem of how
the kinship system interacts with other factors, their model seems very
static. It is difficult to see how marriage patterns, as well as fertility and
mortality’rates, change.

2.2 Marriage Patterns in Sri Lanka
2.2.1 Age at marriage

In this section marriage and marriage patterns in Sri Lanka are
examined, starting with an examination of trends in Sri Lankan marriage
patterns, followed by a review of the explanétions given by various authors
for the patterns, and finally a look at the various factors in Sri Lankan

history that might be involved.
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The primary source for information on Sri Lankan marriage trends is
the census. Table 1 lists the singulate mean age at marriage as recorded by

the censuses from 1901 to 1981.

Table 2.1 Singulate mean age at marriage (SMAM) by sex, 1901-1981.

Census year Male Female Difference
1901 24.6 18.5%* 6.1%
1911 26.9 19.9 7.0
1921 27.5 20.6 6.9
1946 27.0 20.7 6.3
1953 27.2 20.9 6.3
1963 27.9 22.1 5.8
1971 28.0 23.5 4.5
1981 27.9 24.4 3.5

Notes: * Fernando (1975) records the female SMAM for 1901 as 18.1 with an age difference
of 6.5.

Sources: 1901-1921 census figures - Dixon, 1970: 205.
1946-1981 census figures - Nadarajah, 1986: 100.

Apart from the decade 1901 to 1911, male age at marriage appears to
have risen little, but female age at marriage has been rising almost
continuously, though apparently at a slower rate between 1921 and 1946,
and then at a faster pace. As noted by Fernando (1975: 185) and Dixon
(1970: 202), the early figures, particularly 1911 and 1921, are probably
somewhat overstated. The report of the 1911 census noted that

the mean female age is probably higher than is actually the case as there is

a tendency to over-state the age of the bride at the registration of a

marriage, on account of legislation - imperfectly understood, but recognized

as existing - as to the age at which girls can marry. In many cases the

parties have contracted marriages according to their own religious rites and

customs, or lived together as husband and wife for years before registering

their marriage (Denham, 1912: 350).

The Census Commissioner, Denham (1912: 323), thought, perhaps
optimistically, that, since the 1901 census had been the first at which

information on marriage had been obtained, enumerators probably entered

people in customary unions as married. He believed that by 1911 the
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enumerators had, in his words, become more civilized and thus refused to
countenance customary unions as marriage. The problem was apparently
also true of the 1921 census (Ranasinha, 1946 Vol.1: 192). The impression
is given not only that the 1911 and 1921 censuses grossly overstated the age

at marriage, at least of females, but that the 1901 census may also have

overstated it to a lesser extentS.

The censuses since 1946 seem to have been more accurate for they
have recorded customary marriages and registered marriages separately
(Nadarajah, 1986: 90). Depending on the degree to which the early census
figures were distorted upwards, age at marriage of both sexes seems to have

risen further and for females at a somewhat steadier rate than is recorded

in the official census figures.

3 Dixon has made a correction for this problem: ‘In order to remove at least a minimal
number of customary marriages from the ranks of the unmarried in the earlier
censuses, it was assumed that the proportion unmarried at all ages had not changed
between 1921 and 1946, and that the unmarried population was thus inflated in the
earlier years by at least the difference between the 1921 and 1946 figures (64.7/61.3 for
men, and 54.3/51.7 for women). The proportions of men and women never married
within the different age groups in the earlier years were then reduced by these
amounts’, to obtain the estimates shown in Table 2.2. This correction, as Dixon notes,
is a highly conservative one and assumes that misreporting of marital status was equal
across all age groups. The assumption is probably fair, for in 1963 the proportion of
married persons reporting their unions as customary was 20 per cent at ages 20-24 and
exactly the same at ages 40-44 (Dixon, 1970: 202-204). This reduces the calculated
SMAM slightly. Dixon (1970: 204) notes, however, that the revised percentages in
1901, 1911 and 1921 may still be too high.

Table 2.2 Singulate mean age at marriage by sex, 1901 - 1921

Year Census Revised
Male Female Male Female
1901 24.6 18.5 24.0 18.3
1911 26.9 19.9 26.1 19.7
1921 27.5 20.6 - 26.9 20.3

Source: Dixon, 1970: 205, Table 8.3.
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Nevertheless, it is fairly clear that, although age at marriage was
much lower than it is currently, it was already higher than it is in any other
country in South Asia today. Hence, in regional terms Sri Lanka was in
marriage, as well as geographically, already an outlier. This raises Smith's
point, mentioned earlier, about whether such a pattern reflected even
earlier changes in marriage patterns or pre-existing socio-cultural
variations (P.Smith 1980: 65-66). The evidence suggests that both are, to

some extent, true.

According to the 1911 census commissioner, Denham, female
marriage negotiations among the Sinhalese had been expected to commence
immediately following puberty, while Tamils and Moors (Muslims) were
often married before puberty (Denham, 1912: 347). That is, marriage had
been expected to take place considerably earlier, depending on how lengthy
the negotiations were, than the census indicated was the case in 1911. A
‘more recent writer has commented that

most people in Ceylon consider a girl who has attained puberty or the first

menstruation to be a woman. She is expected to shed her childish ways and

learn to play the role of an adult woman, for she is now marriageable. The

majority of the village girls of the last generation were married between the

ages of 13 and 19, and a similar proportion would be found even today

(Siriwardena, 1963: 160).

The last comment is factually incorrect, but the point Siriwardena is
making remains. The emphasis on puberty stressed by both Denham and
Siriwardena is expressed in Sinhalese culture by elaborate and very
expensive puberty ceremonies symbolizing that a girl has come of age and is

marriageable.

Denham's comments that Sri Lankan marriage had been early and
universal is supported by the early writers. John Davy, writing in 1821,

commented that
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Old bachelors and old maids are rarely to be seen amongst the Singalese,
almost every man marries, and marries young, and the wife not of his own
but his father's choice ... When a young man has reached the age of eighteen
or twenty, he is considered marriageable, and it is the duty of his father to
provide him with a proper wife ... (Davy, 1969: 213).
Davy noted that the father was content if among other things the bride was
younger than his son. Robert Percival, writing in 1803, remarked that “they

are in general even regularly married at twelve' (Percival, 1803: 181-182).

Nevertheless, this earliness by Western standards should be kept in
perspective. Percival was probébly exaggerating the earliness of Sinhalese
marriage with most sources supporting Denham (1912:327), that the
Sinhalese preferred marriage immediately following puberty. This was
later than was true for other groups in South Asia, where the almost
universal preference was for prepubertal marriage. The point is brought
home by Lindenbaum (1981: 395-396) who discusses a rise in female
marriage in Comilla District, Bangladesh, from infancy last century to post-

puberty now.

This raises the question whether a rise in the age at marriage from
infancy is comparable to rises in marriage after puberty. That is, what is
meant by marriage, and are infant marriages the same phenomenon as later
marriages? It is unlikely that very early marriages would involve connubial
relations?. Infant marriages are essentially a contractual arrangement
between families. Nevertheless, very early marriage should not be
dismissed too easily. As noted before, Asian marriage concerns more than
conjugal relations; marriage concerns families as much as individuals, and
to ignore changes to very early marriages may be to ignore important

changes in the nature of the marriage relationship, as well as the factors

determining marriage and hence marriage age. Furthermore, any move

4 Singh (1990), however, has found in Himachal Pradesh in Northern India that some
prepubertal marriages were "proper’ marriages including cohabitation and sexual
relations.
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from very early marriage to later marriage, even if it is still relatively éarly,
must affect the role of individuals in determining their marriages. A very
early marriage is, in effect, a statement that the family comes first, while

individual concerns are very much secondary.

A second question which needs to be considered concerns the nature
of changes to very early marriage and to somewhat later marriage; and
whether the same underlying causes are involved. There are many factors

involved, some of which are much more important at some ages than they

are at others.
2.2.2 The age gap between spouses has been greatly reduced

Several further points need to be made about Sri Lankan marriage
patterns. The first is that the age gap which was between six and seven
years has, in recent years, halved, to, in 1981, three and a half years. This
has major implications for the nature of the conjugal relationship. As
Selvaratnam notes of societies with large age gaps, “the woman's already
subordinate position at the time of her marriage is further compounded by
the additional advantage her husband has accrued with his age and
experience' (Selvaratnam, 1988: 17). Such a relationship of subordination is

unlikely to be conducive to a close conjugal relationship.
2.2.3 Variance in female age at marriage has increased

The second point is that variance in female age at marriage, the span

over which women are likely to marry, has greatly widened. In contrast the

variance of male age at marriage, which was much greater, has reduced

slightly, and in this respect the two sexes have become much more similar.
Dixon points out that

Male marriages were more concentrated and female marriages less
concentrated in the postwar years than at the turn of the century, bringing
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the index of concentration® for the two sexes closer together. In 1901

slightly over one-quarter of the men married within the five years

surrounding the median of 23.3 years, whereas almost three-quarters of the

women married in the period surrounding the median of 17.2 years. By

1963 the 1,5 for both men and women was slightly over one-third with, of

course, marriages occurring on the average much later (Dixon, 1970: 214).

David Smith (1980: 6-8) has also commented that the distinctive
female age pattern of marriage in Sri Lanka and the Philippines is the wide
age range over which marriages take place. He notes that in most Asian
countries a later age at marriage has meant that everyone delays their
marriages by a certain number of years but that at the ages when marriages
are concentrated, there is the same intensity as before. In Sri Lanka and
the Philippines, however, marriage delay has led to a greater dispersal of

marriage as some people have delayed their marriage much more than

others.

Smith et al. (1982: 27) argue that “at the other extreme, Sri Lanka's
dispersed pattern of marriage ages probably reflects not only its level of
economic development but also its considerable cultural diversity'. These
factors are undoubtedly important. Age at marriage does vary by ethnic
group, even controlling for other factors. As already noted, the 1911 Census
Commissioner Denham commented that Tamil and Muslim women tended
to marry before puberty, and Sinhalese women after. Similarly, economic
development has resulted in greater socio-economic diversity in the
population and this is likely to have affected the ages at which people
marry; though Dixon (1970: 275) notes that differentials in age at marriage

between groups of different socio-economic status are surprisingly small.

Why should economic development cause the female age at marriage

to become more diverse but not the male? It may represent a change in the

5 The index of concentration I is derived from period statistics, showing the
proportion of first marriages before age 45 falling within a five-year age range centred
on the median.

-
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factors affecting female marriage, in particular less community and family
pressure for early marriage; in the absence of such pressures other factors

are likely to determine the marriage age.

It may also reflect a change in the nature of the relationship between
the two marriage partners. In the past a woman was regarded as
marriageable at a particular time, irrespective of when a specific man was
marriageable. If a potential groom was not ready for marriage, another
groom was chosen. Marriage was, after all, arranged, very often between
people who were not acquaintances. Now, however, marriages are generally
self-selected, love matches, between individuals who not only are acquainted
but may have been engaged for years. This means that a woman's marriage
age is more likely to be affected by the age at which a man marries; it also
means that she can afford if engaged to delay her marriage. However, it is
not simply love mariages which have become more diverse. Formerly,
arranged marriages took place when it was thought that the boy and girl
were old enough to marry. Now arranged marriage is likely to occur when
the parents become worried that their offspring will never marry; by this
time they may have real difficulties in getting them married at all. It is not
surprising, therefore, that the diversity of ages has also become much wider.
Clearly, though, the factors responsible for the increased diversity of female
marriage are likely to be related to those responsible for the delay in female

marriage.
2.2.4 Is celibacy increasing?

The third point about Sri Lankan marriage patterns that requires
discussion is the level of celibacy. In the discussions of Asian marriage
patterns above, only brief reference was made to celibacy because in almost
all Asian countries marriage continues to be virtually universal. Sri Lanka,

however, is a partial exception to this generalization. The proportion of
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bachelors aged 40-44 has generally been around 10 per cent in recent
censuses and the proportion of spinsters in the same age range around 3 to
5 per cent. These rates, though low by Western standards, are high by
Asian standards, except for the Philippines.

The evidence is that celibacy rates have not varied greatly from their
present levels for either sex for a considerable time. It is, however, difficult
to be precise about this. In the earlier censuses many of those customarily
married were not included as married, which gives the impression that the
proportion of celibates has fallen substantially. The Census Commissioner
of 1921 argued that, if the census were corrected for this factor, marriage
would be nearly universal (cited in Sarkar, 1957: 72-73). Dixon comments
that “If this is indeed the case, there has been a considerable increase in the
propensity to forgo marriage altogether as well as to postpone it' (Dixon,
1970: 209). She concludes on the basis of the inadequate and contradictory
‘evidence that there i)robably *has been some rise in celibacy during the

century along with the delayed marriages' (Dixon, 1970: 209).

Apart from the difficulty of interpreting earlier data on celibacy there
is also a problem concerning more recent data. During the 1970s there was
a very rapid increase in female age at marriage. It might be expected that
this would lead to an increase in female celibacy, but, without knowing the
precise reasons for the increase in the marriage age, it is very difficult to
say. The problem is largely that only when a cohort has finished marrying
(theoretically when they are all dead) can it be said precisely how many will
evéntually marry. In practice, of course, demographers usually choose a
cut-off date for measuring celibacy, say 40, 45 or 50 on the basis that few
women marry after this date, and those few who do are largely irrelevant in
terms of the demographers' prime interest, fertility. In this study the data

used were mostly collected in 1985 and some in 1987. The relevant cohorts
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are just approaching these cut-off dates. Most of the literature discussed

refers to much earlier data.

Trussell (1980), in an analysis of age at first marriage for Sri Lanka
based on the Sri Lanka Fertility Survey of 1975, used a variation of Coale's
marriage function. This method in theory can predict fairly accurately not
only age at marriage but the ultimate proportion marrying. The ¢ value, the
proportion who ever marry, was found among female to be 0.825 for the 20-
24 cohort, 0.968 for the cohort aged 25-29, 0.932 for the cohort aged 30-34,
0.968 for the cohort aged 35-39, 0.959 for the cohort aged 40-44, and 0.981
for the cohort aged 45-49. Trussell remarks: ‘'In Sri Lanka there is no
smooth pattern, but the estimate of ¢ is smallest for the younger cohort.
The cohort 25-29 is seen to be an anomaly; if it is omitted one obtains a

smoother trend' (Trussell, 1980: 21).

If the 30-34 cohort is excluded there is little evidence of change,
before the youngest age group, the 20-24 cohort, which is, as Trussell
acknowledges, suspiciously low. He remarks: “one might suspect that the
estimated value of ¢ for the youngest age group is too low, that, for example,
more than 82.5 percent of women aged 20-24 in Sri Lanka will eventually
marry (Trussell, 1980: 21). Trussell suggests that in the absence of
adequate data to estimate ¢ as in this case, to estimate the mean age at
marriage arbitrary levels can be set: for Sri Lanka he suggests the more
plausible 0.90, or even 0.95. Clearly the evidence for a trend in celibacy is
not strong. Trussell's calculations of ¢ values using ten-year cohorts show
few signs of a trend: ¢ for the 20-29 cohort was 0.969, for the 30-39 cohort
0.955 and for the 40-49 cohort 0.970 (Trussell, 1980: 22).

The very high c¢ value for the 20-24 cohort may, if correct, indicate a
rapid change in proportions ever marrying or it may represent the impact of

a period event, such as severe economic problems making it difficult to
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marry or the effects of a marriage squeeze causing a shortage of grooms. It
has been argued that both these circumstances existed in the early 1970s
immediately before the Sri Lanka Fertility Survey. To some extent, the
women involved may have been merely delaying their marriage rather than

not marrying at all.

More recently Fernando (1985), in a comparison of the 1971 census,
the 1975 WF'S and the 1981 census, has found signs of an imminent rise in
spinsterhood with the proportion of never married females rising in all age
groups, with particularly large rises in the 30-34 and 35-39 year age groups.
He notes, in particular, that the four Southwestern low-country districts of
Colombo, Kalutara, Galle and Matara all have particularly high never
married rates, a state of affairs he attributes to their having been subject to
Western influence since the sixteenth century (Fernando,1985:289), which if
correct indicates a remarkable time lag. It is possible that the rates simply
reflect the economic conditions of the early 1970s which afflicted these
districts particularly badly. While De Silva's (1990) analysis of the 1982
CPS suggests that the proportions of females never marrying is by Asian
standards a comparatively high 10 per cent, it nevertheless shows little

change by cohort.

The two countries with reasonably high levels of celibacy, Sri Lanka
and the Philippines, are also the countries with a wide dispersal of marriage
ages; this may suggest that the two traits have similar causes. Perhaps the
lack of family and community pressures to marry, or a greater reliance on

self-selection, is largely responsible.
2.2.5 Marriage stability

The fourth point concerning marriage patterns is marital stability
which has not been discussed until now because with the exception of Malay

and Indonesian marriage (see Jones, 1980), Asian marriage is generally



65

fairly stable. This is particularly true of South Asia. In India marriage is a
sacrament, which is the central event, at least of a woman's life, and is
indissoluble. Once she is married the bond cannot be broken, even by death:
hence the concept of sati in which the widow burnt herself to death on her
husband's funeral pyre, and the concept of the virgin widow. There is a
common concept that men and women are married in successive lives,
through reincarnation, also known as transmigration of souls. It is true
that the ban on widow remarriage was most strictly adhered to among the
higher castes, but even where widow remarriage was allowed, generally
only the first marriage was blessed as a sacrament and it alone was

regarded as the true marriage.

In Sri Lanka among the Buddhists marriage is not a sacrament,
though there does seem to be some concept that husband and wife can be
married in successive lives: this is said to have been true in the case of the
Buddha. The statistical evidence generally indicates that marriage is fairly
stable. The census in 1981 listed per 10,000 persons aged 15 years and
over, only 23.5 males and 37.5 females as divorced, and 18.7 males and 25.6
females as legally separatéd (Nadarajah, 1986: 98). The divorced were
slightly up on the 1971 census but the legally separated were slightly down.
These figures are so low that they must reflect legal concepts rather than
true rates of separation. World Fertility Survey figures indicate somewhat
higher, though still reasonably low, figures for separation and divorce. Of
all women the Sri Lanka World Fertility Survey (SLWFS) showed 87.7 per
cent of first marriages undissolved, 6.2 per cent dissolved by the death of
husband, and 6.1 per cent dissolved by divorce or separation (Dept. of
Census and Satistics, 1978: 66). In all, about one marriage in twelve failed.
The report of the SLWFS (Dept. of Census and Satistics, 1978: 64) notes

that there is little sign of an increase in marriage dissolution.

The report comments on remarriage that
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the number of women in later unions is quite low. ... 96.0% of all ever-
married women have been married only once; 4.0% have been married
twice; and a negligible percentage (0.1%) have been married three or more
times. Even for women married 30 or more years age, these percentages
are respectively 89.4%, 10.1% and 0.5%.

Detailed analysis ... indicates that 33% of those whose first marriage was

dissolved have remarried. It appears that these re-marriages tend to occur

within about five years of the dissolution (Dept. of Census and Satistics,

1978: 67).

The Sri Lanka Demographic and Health Survey (SLDHS) found even
lower levels of divorced and separated, indeed just over half that found by
the SLWFS: this difference may be due to the SLWFS covering all ever
married women whereas the SLDHS was restricted to the 15-49 age range,
excluding older women who had been subject longer to the risk of divorce
and separation. SLDHS (Dept. of Census and Satistics, 1988: 20) recorded
91.4 per cent of ever married women 15-49 as currently living with their
husbands, 3.8 per cent as widowed, 6.3 per cent as divorced, and 3.2 per

cent as separated.

These data sources may underestimate divorce and separation. To be
divorced or separated is not very respectable in Sri Lanka, and women may
be reluctant to admit to it. Women who have remarried in particular may
be reluctant to admit that their current marriage is not their first. Many of
the respondents in the Sri Lankan Demographic Change Project, which this
thesis analyses, complained about marital problems but few admitted to
being separated. Because of social pressutes women might complain about

marriages but be reluctant to actually separate or to report if they do.

The writings of anthropologists and of early travellers indicate
greater instability than shows up in census evidence. The anthropologist,
Edmund Leach, wrote of the village of Pul Eliya, which he studied in 1954,
that the common-law marriage, which most villagers practised, was so

unstable, uncertain even, that it was difficult to distinguish between
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marriage and promiscuous mating, and that, as a result, most people had

been married more than once.

However, Leach remarks that, in addition to common-law marriage,
there were two other forms of marriage. One of these was the registered
marriage, the only legally recognized form of marriage. This form of
marriage was indulged in only by those individuals who had political
ambitions. “The Pul Eliya villagers had a theory. that no one could get
appointed to any kind of government office - such as village headman, Vel
Vidane, Village Committee Member - unless he had registered his marriage'

(Leach, 1971: 91).

The third and sociologically mofe significant form of marriage was a
type of ceremonial marriage, which differed from the common-law marriage
in that it was really a kind of formal alliance between families, symbolized
by the payment of dowry. Significantly it was much more stable, and the

divorces that did occur were much more bitter:

... instead of simply setting up house with a lover, a man may go through a
very elaborate marriage ceremonial which includes the use of formal
matchmakers, expensive feasting for assembled kinsmen, and in some
cases, the formal bestowal of dowry on the bride by the bride's parents.

Marriages of this type are numerically in a minority, but they include
most of those which are sociologically important. In general, the
arrangement and the staging of such formal marriages are matters for the
parents of the couple concerned, and it is they who bear the expense. Such
marriages form part of the strategy of village politics, the main issues at
stake being the transmission of property from one generation to another.
Expensive formal marriages are confined to the relatively wealthy; they can
be thought of as political alliances with kinsmen on either side assembling
en masse to witness the treaty of friendship. But the parties concerned
are likely to be rivals and potential enemies rather than natural
companions. It is significant that when such marriages end in divorce, as
they sometimes do, the quarrel becomes a cause celebre and a source
of long-standing bitterness between whole groups of kin. In contrast, the
more casual type of marriage can break up without anyone commenting on
the matter at all (Leach, 1971: 90-91).

The type of marriage has no implications for inheritance:
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In both types of unions, marriage, if it can be called such, establishes the
inheritance potential of the children. Every child is an heir to both its
recognised parents individually, no matter what form of marriage they may
have been through. But the formal type of marriage does more than that, it
establishes a relation of affinity between two sets of kinsmen, and it is this
alliance aspect of the union which receives ritual emphasis (Leach, 1971:

91). .
Leach is describing the Sinhalese, but Denham (1912: 335), in his report on

the 1911 census, found a similar distinction among the Tamils.

Leach's description of customary marriage and ceremonial marriage
emphasizes a point made before, that, where the family is involved in
marriage, it is not peripheral, in the sense of simply facilitating marriage,
but is central to the very nature of the marriage. The ceremonial marriage
more obviously involves the two families because it is essentially an alliance
between them. The consequence for the family of the break-up of the
ceremonial marriage is clearly much greater than that of a customary
marriage. Leach does not discuss how the families ensure the longevity of
these ties but presumably they put more pressure on the marriage partners
to stay together and more of their own resources into making sure that it is
in their own interest to do so: significantly dowry was given only in the case

of ceremonial marriages.

The distinction between ceremonial and customary marriages may
give the impression that, whereas ceremonial marriage is essentially a
matter between families, customary marriage is solely the concern of
individuals: this is a simplification of the true situation. People may have a
certain freedom of initiative within their marriage but only if they act
within the limits set down by their families. Leach's student, Nur Yalman
(1971) makes essentially this point. He, like Leach, distinguishes between
the more formal marriage arranged by the family and the customary
marriage with, apparently, little formal arrangement. Whereas Leach
‘distinguishes between the two on the basis that the former involves family

alliances and the latter does not, Yalman emphasizes that customary
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marriage involves two partners who are already related, that is, are already
in close alliance, whereas the more ceremonial marriage involves marriage
to someone outside the kin group, that is, who is being brought into close
alliance. Yalman, in essence, argues that the key characteristic of Sinhalese
marriage, as distinct from simply sexual relations, is that it places the
individual and his or her family in a relationship of alliance to the family
into which he or she marries. If the family does not recognize this
relationship, then, in effect, no marriage has taken place. If the marriage
partner was already related, the question of recognition did not arise, for he
or she was already a member of the kindred. Yalman concludes:
In kinship terms, therefore, the reason why a marriage ceremony may be
omitted among close kin is that structurally nothing happens. The
particular relationship is already in existence since it is implied by the
kinship of the rest of the relatives and the cross-cousin rights and
obligations (Yalman, 1971: 172).
It should be noted that cross-cousins were the preferred marriage partners.
Cross-cousin marriage means marrying the mother's brother's child or
father's sister's child; parallel cousin marriage , which was banned, involves
the father's brother's child or mother's sister's child. Yalman claims that
sexual relations were permitted between cross-cousins before marriage

(Yalman, 1971: 172) though I know no Sinhalese who believes this.

The marriage only needed to be formally recognized where no
relationship of alliance already existed, that is where two unrelated people
were marrying. According to Yalman (1971:207-208), the marriage
ceremony had the effect of putting the marriage partners into the
relationship of cross-cousins. Yalman notes that while Leach does not
describe his concept of the kindred, all marriages in Pul Eliya were
supposed to occur within the variga which acted as a single status group,
in which all members were regarded as relatives and presumably in a

relationship of alliance. Provided the interests of the family were not
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endangered by a marriage outside the status group it allowed a degree of
discretion to the young. In Sri Lanka the demand for more direct family
involvement in the marriage is very likely to come from the younger

generation if they deem it to be in their interest.

Yalman, unlike Leach, does not discuss whether customary marriages
are marked by a greater degree of instability than are the more ceremonial
marriages. What he does say is that matches without children tend to be
much more unstable than those with children. However, what surprises
Yalman, in contrast to Leach, is not the instability of marriage, but rather
its relative stability, at least once children are born, despite any apparent
strong impediment to divorce.

It may seem surprising that in a society with such formal ease of marriage

and divorce, with marriage payments, a system of property rights for

women, no unilineal descent groups, and with both polyandry and polygyny,

there should be such stability in the domestic unit. Two important reasons
explain the seeming inconsistency:

(a) The tasks and domestic roles of men and women are distinct and so
specifically allocated that each partner is quite clear as to what his rights
and obligations are. No more can be demanded. In this respect the ge is
well isolated from purely personal difficulties unless these happen to be
great enough to upset the basic rights and obligations.

(b) Great sexual freedom is granted to both partners. The criminal nature

of adultery (when it occurs within the same caste) is minimized (Yalman,

1971: 186-187).

Nonetheless, even if Leach exaggerated the instability of marriage
and Yalman is correct that marriage is more stable than might be expected,
the impression given is very different from that which I gained in my field
work. The two writers may have overstressed the instability ‘of customary
marriage to contrast it with the more formal type of marriage.
Nevertheless, even if this is so, there seem to be significant differences
between Kandyan Sinhalese society which Leach and Yalman are describing

and lowland Sinhalese societies where most of my fieldwork was conducted.
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Denham (1912: 335), in his report on the 1911 census, noted that
Kandyan marriages were much more likely to end in divorce than those of
the general community (predominantly low-country Sinhalese and Tamils) a
difference he attributed simply to marriage regulations. It seems more
likely that the Kandyan Marriage Ordinance reflected practice, than that
practice reflected the ordinance, for only a minority of marriages were

registered at this time.

Earlier writers, too, have remarked, sometimes in horrified tones, on
the instability of Sri Lankan marriage. The most interesting of all the early
European travellers to Ceylon was Robert Knox who lived for 20 years in
seventeenth century Ceylon as a prisoner of the King of Kandy. On his
return to England in 1681, he published under the auspices of the Royal
Society a remarkable book, a virtually complete ethnography of Kandyan
Sinhalese society of the time. Knox's account of Kandyan society is
generally sympathetic but, as a Puritan, he disapproved of the
impermanence of their marriages:

But their Marriages are but of little force or validity. For if they disagree

and mislike one the other; they part without disgrace. Yet it stands firmer

for the Man than for the Woman howbeit they do leave one the other at

their pleasure. They do give according to their Ability a Portion of Cattle,

Slaves and Money with their Daughters; but if they chance to mislike one

another and part asunder, this Portion must be returned again, and then

she is fit for another Man, being as they account never the worse for
wearing.

Both Women and Men do commonly wed four or five times before they
can settle themselves to their contentation. And if they have Children when
they part, the Common Law is, the Males for the Man, and the Females for
the Woman. But many of the Women are free of this controversie, being
Childless (Knox, 1981 [1681]: 248).

Somewhat more recent writers on the Kandyans have made similar
comments. John Davy (1969: 214), in 1821, noted that among the rich there
were trial marriages, while the poor parents were merely asked to part with

their daughters. Little concern was paid to chastity and infidelity was
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easily forgiven unless it involved a man of low caste, in which case the

woman would be divorced (Davy, 1969: 215).

However, the dichotomy suggested earlier between unstable Kandyan
Sinhalese marriage and stable marriage elsewhere may be too simple.
Denham's comment that, among lower-caste Tamils, marriage was easily
dissolved (Denham, 1912: 335), has already been noted. Similarly, Percival
found that Knox's description of sexual licence applied equally to the low-

country Sinhalese (Percival, 1803:176).

More recent accounts of low-country society have also noted the
existence of an informal customary marriage along with the stricter formal
marriage system. Leonard Woolf's novel, The Village in the Jungle (1974),
drew upon his experience at the turn of the century as a British
Administrator in Ceylon; in it he described life in a remote low-countfy

vvillage in Hambantota District.

In towns and large villages there are especially among people of the
higher castes, many rigid customs and formalities regarding marriages
always observed. It is true that the exclusion of women no longer exists;
but young girls after puberty are supposed to be kept within the house, and
only to meet men of the immediate family. A marriage is arranged
formally; a formal proposal is made by the man's father or mother to the
girl's father or the mother. There are usually long negotiations and
bargainings between the two families over the dowry. When at last the
preliminaries are settled and the wedding day arrives, it is a very solemn
and formal affair. All the members of each family are invited; the
bridegroom goes with his friends and relations to the house of the bride, and
then conducts her in procession, followed by the guests, to his own house.
Much money is spent upon entertaining, and new clothes and presents.

But in the villages like Beddagama, these customs and formalities are
often not observed. The young girls are not kept within the house; they
have to work. The young men know them, and often choose for themselves.
There is no family arrangement, no formal proposal of marriage; the
villagers are too poor for there to be any question of a dowry.

And yet the villager makes a clear distinction between marriage and
what he calls concubinage. In the former the woman is recognised by his
and her families as his wife; almost invariably she is openly taken to his
house, and there is a procession and feasting on the wedding day: in the
latter the woman is never publicly recognised as a wife. Marriage is
considered to be more respectable than concubinage, and in a headman's
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immediate family it would be more usual to find the women: recognised

wives than “unrecognised’ wives. And though in the ordinary village life the

‘unrecognised’ wife is as common as or even more common than the

‘recognised’ wife, and is treated by all exactly as if she were the man's wife,

yet the distinction is understood and becomes apparent upon formal

occasions. For instance, a woman who is living with a man as his

‘unrecognised’ wife cannot be present at her sister's wedding. When a man

takes a woman to live with him in this informal way, the arrangement is,

however, regarded as in many ways a formal one, a slightly lower form than

the recognised marriage. The man and the woman are of the same caste

always: there would even be strong objection on the part of the man or

woman's relations if either the one or the other did not come from a

‘respectable’ family (Woolf, 1974: 36-37).

There would appear to be a dichotomy between a formal style of
marriage, often involving an arranged marriage and dowry, and a much less
elaborate customary marriage which tends, because it affects fewer people,
to be less stable. The formal marriage prevails among the more powerful
and richer people of the village and among the towns, especially of the low-
country. The customary marriages prevailed, according to Leach and
Yalman, among the poor, the majority, in the villages, or at least in the poor
and remote villages where they worked. I am not attempting to identify
how common customary marriages are at present, but the evidence implies
that they were very common in the past, even in the low country, and that
the traits of customary marriage, including instability, were also found in

more formal marriages.

Clearly, this is a matter which concerns much more than whether
statistical sources reflect the true level of marital instability in Sri Lanka; it
also concerns the nature of marriage itself. It has important implications
for the processes of marriage and conseqﬁently for all aspects of marriage
patterns. The stability of Sri Lankan marriage appears to be linked to the

social and economic context within which a marriage takes place.

Marriages are likely to be more stable if there are major implications
in terms of family relationships or property rights, and especially if parents
have a high degree of influence over the lives of the young. Yalman

(1971:277) suggests that one reason why low-country marriages may have
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been stabler than Kandyan ones was because the low country was under
Roman-Dutch law, under which the properties of bride and groom were
merged into a single estate, while under Kandyan law the property
remained separate. It seems somewhat questionable whether official
property laws had much influence over family behaviour in this respect, but
they may have reflected pre-existing differences in the social systems.
Another factor that may be important was the comparatively greater
availability of land, particularly chena (land used for shifting cultivation), in
Kandyan areas as well as some of the remoter parts of the low-country such
as Hambantota District about which Woolf (1974) wrote. The greater
availability of land would have reduced the control of the parents over the
younger family members, while the value of the land that the family already
held would have been diminished, thereby reducing the value of marriage
alliances as part of a strategy for protecting or enhancing family property.
Yalman notes that in the village of Terutenne, people argued that marriage
ceremonies were all newfangled inventions:

In the times of the Kandyan kings there was no arrangement or ceremony

at all. One merely went to the mother of the girl who took one's fancy and

asked for her daughter as a companion during the chena season. If one

found that she did no work, she would be sent promptly back. There being

no formal marriage there was no divorce (Yalman, 1971: 168).

One of the changes which has occurred is increasing population
pressure which has reduced the availability of chena and consequently
increased the value of land, and hence given the family a greater interest in

the marriage and in particular in ensuring its stability.

In my own data there is little evidence that marriage was particularly
unstable, even in the lifetime of the oldest respondents. The explanation
may be that the Western Province, the location of seven of the eight field

sites, was one of the most densely populated parts of the country where land
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was at a premium. It is also possible that if the survey had included larger

numbers of Kandyan Sinhalese the results might have been different.

If the arguments above are correct, the increase in love marriage
presumably reflects a diminished interest of the parents in the marriage
(discussed in Chapter 5) and has not been associated with an increase in the
instability of marriage. There may be a time-lag involved, but a more
convincing explanation is that there is more to keep the partners together.
Yalman's statement concerning customary marriage that if the young bride
did not work she would be sent back, indicates that while there were few
impediments to customary marriage there was little also to maintain such
marriages. This is probably not true nowadays, for a great deal is now
required of both the groom and the bride. They should both be educated and
the groom should preferably hold a job for which education is a prerequisite.
Increasingly it is expected the bride should hold such a job and even when
she does not work, she will be expected to manage the household, a duty
that is considerably more complex than it was formerly. It is now expected,
for example, that a wife will do many things once done by the husband,
especially if the husband has to spend considerable periods away from the
household, for instance, working according to fixed hours; a surprisingly
common occurrence in coastal Sri Lanka is that the breadwinner boards
during the week in Colombo and only returns home to the family on week-
ends. The wife has also taken over specific responsibilities such as looking
after the family's health and helping with the children's education, tasks
that would once have been left to the husband or parents-in-law, or simply
neglected. The decline in arranged marriage has not been associated with
increasing instability of marriage because while the choice of the partner

may matter less to the family it is increasingly important to the groom.
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Since my data provide little evidence of marriage instability either at
the time of the survey or in the past, the causes of marriage instability and

of changes in it are not explored in the data analysis in Chapters 4 and 5.

2.2.6 Polygamy

The final aspect of marriage patterns which needs to be examined is
polygamy. Polygamy may seem to be a slightly esoteric topic in a country
where levels are low but in fact it is quite relevant to the issue of the natﬁre
of marriage in Sri Lanka and its relationship with marriage patterns in

general.

Currently both forms of polygamy, polygyny (one man with more than
one wife) and polyandry (one woman with more than one husband) are rare
in Sri Lanka, but neither is unknown. Polyandry is illegal whereas
polygyny is legal only under the Muslim marriage code. Previously,
however, both appear to have been more common. The literature is
relatively scant concerning polygyny but for many early writers polyandry

constituted their principal interest in Sri Lankan marriage.
Joao Ribeiro, a seventeenth century Portuguese writer wrote:

Their marriages excite laughter. A girl makes a contract to marry a man of
her own caste (for they cannot marry outside it), and if the relations are
agreeable they give a banquet and unite the betrothed couple. The next day
a brother of the husband takes his place, and if there are seven brothers she
is the wife of all of them, distributing the nights by turns, without the first
husband having greater right than any of the others. If during the day any
of them find the chamber unoccupied, he can have access to the woman if he
thinks fit, and while he is within no one else can enter. She can refuse
herself to none of them; whichever brother it may be that contracts the
marriage, the woman is the wife of all; only if the youngest marry, none of
the other brothers has any rights over her; but if there are two, up to five,
they are satisfied with one woman; and the woman who is married to a
husband with a large number of brothers is considered very fortunate, for
all toil and cultivate for her and bring whatever they earn to the house, and
she lives much honoured and well supported, and for this reason the
children call all of the brothers their fathers (Ribeiro, n.d: 54).

Knox wrote more soberly:
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In this Countrey each Man, even the greatest, hath but one Wife; but a
Woman often has two Husbands. For it is lawful and common with them
for two Brothers to keep house together with one Wife, and the Children do
acknowledge and call both Fathers (Knox, 1981 [1681]: 248-249).

As Ribeiro's account, in particular, shows, the Western writers were
much more shocked (and enjoyed being shocked) by a woman having more

than one husband than a man having more than one wife.
A more informative account of polyandry is given by Davy:

Though concubinage and polygamy are contrary to their religion, both are
indulged in by the Sinhalese, particularly the latter: and, it is remarkable,
that in the Kandyan country, as in Tibet, a plurality of husbands is much
more common than of wives. One woman has frequently two husbands; and
I have heard of one having as many as seven. This singular species of
polygamy is not confined to any caste or rank; it is more or less general
amongst the high and low, the rich and poor. The joint husbands are
always brothers. The apology of the poor is, that they cannot afford each to
have a particular wife; and of the wealthy and men of rank, that such a
union is politic, as it unites families, concentrates property and influence,
and conduces to the interests of the children, who, having two fathers, will
be better taken care of, and will still have a father though they may lose one
(Davy, 1969: 214-215).

Polyandry, hence, is a form of strategic alliance between two brothers, and

their wife, with the purpose of preserving or promoting their assets.

More recently Yalman lists the same reasons as given by Davy for
polyandry but observes that he did not find a single case of polyandry
among the wealthy (Yalman, 1971: 112). He remarks that polyandry can be

a satisfactory arrangement:

the main obligations of a wife are in the nature of housekeeping, and these
are easily shared if the men can get on in the first place. Second, with the
deep cleavage between the sexes there is no particular emphasis on the
special and private emotional attachments between individual men and
women to which Westerners are accustomed. Third, it is of no small
importance that two men together can better support a wife than one man
alone, with fewer children into the bargain and rather more prosperity and
well-being for all. In Terutenne, the poor are sufficiently poor to take this
economic issue into consideration (Yalman, 1971: 109).

Yalman observes however that polyandry has become rare, and he

suggests two reasons: one moral, that it was disapproved of, especially by
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the urban upper classes and officials; and the second, more practical, that

its confinement to the poorest had reduced its prestige (Yalman, 1971: 109-
110).

Yalman also notes that polygyny is rare. He argues that the reason
for this is that few men can afford two wives and secondly that marriage
alliance requires such extensive co-operation with one's affines that ‘it
would be difficult to share one's attention between two sets of in-laws.
Their demands would soon come to conflict' (Yalman, 1971: 114). Indeed, he
notes that in all the cases of polygyny he knew, the men only took one set of
obligations seriously and ignored the families of the lower-status wife.
When a man had more than one wife, they were kept entirely separate,
often in different villages, indicating that polygyny is not truly an

acceptable marriage.

Polygamy is of interest because of what it reveals about the nature of
marriage. The fact that polygamy could exist at all indicates that the
conjugal relationship was not particularly important, and that concepts of
romantic love did not underlie the marriage relationship, even where the
family did not take an active role in arranging the marriage. The writers
referred to above all discuss the advantages and disadvantages of polygamy
in terms of its implications for inheritance and relations of alliance.
Polygyny was rare because it had little practical advantage. It would have
meant a man dividing his resources, including time, in maintaining
relations with two competing sets of affines, when it was better to
concentrate on building up relations with the most powerful set. It would
have caused complications with regard to the wives and their children over
access to family resources and inheritance. In Africa where polygyny is
important, property considerations are not a major impediment because

land is held communally and therefore is not subject to individual



79

inheritance. Polyandry where it did exist also had practical causes, the

desire usually by two brothers to avoid the division of family property.

The decline of polygamy raises the issue of whether this indicates a
strengthening of the conjugal relationship. Clearly an important factor is
the simple point that polygamy is illegal, except under the Muslim marriage
code. However, in the Kandyan areas where it was banned in 1859, it long
continued to be practised (Jayasuriya, 1976: 327). After all until very
recently many marriages were not officially registered; the law,
consequently, has probably been less important as a legal sanction than as a
statement of official opprobium. This means not only that polygamy is
discouraged but that even where it exists it may not be admitted to. In my
field experience, there were only a few examples of polygamy including a
very small number of polyandrous cases. Particularly in the latter situation
people were reluctant to admit to it, and we did not press them on it. Their
reluctance seemed to be due less to its legal status than to the fact that it
was no longer socially accepted and polyandry, in particular, was subject to
some ridicule. The polyandrous cases were only found amongst the oldest

respondents.

The social attitude to polygamous marriage partly reflects Western
attitudes as exemplified by Rebeiro's comment that “their marriages excite
laughter' (Ribeiro, n.d: 54), but felt more influentially by the British
administrators and missionaries. But contemporary attitudes to polygamy
may also reﬂeét changing notions of the nature of marriage; a shift toward a
stronger conjugal relationship in marriage. Such a shift should not be
exaggerated. Even love marriages often seem to lack a close emotional
union. Significantly, the decline in polygamy in Sri Lanka seems to have
preceded the rise in love marriages. Perhaps a more important point is that
marriage is increasingly becoming a true partnership where the wife works

with the husband much more closely and takes a greater responsibility for
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family decisions. This requirement would make a polygynous marriage very
difficult. Polygamy is not discussed in the analysis of my data because its

occurrence is so rare that there is little to analyse.

The discussion of marriage patterns above covers Sri Lanka's
population as whole, with little reference to inter-ethnic differences, and
much of the discussion has been concerned with the Sinhalese, as their
numerical dominance largely explains the overall patterns. The minority
groups generally marry somewhat earlier than the Sinhalese, have lower
celibacy, and have stabler marriage. According to the Sri Lankan World
Fertility Survey of 1975 the mean age at marriage of those women who had
married by age 25 and were currently aged 25-49, was among the Sinhalese
18.6, Sri Lanka Tamils 17.5, Indian Tamils 17.2 and Sri Lanka Moors
(Muslims) 16.5 years. For those aged only 25-29 it was among the Sinhalese
19.5, the Sri Lanka Tamils 18.0, the Indian Tamils 18.2, and the Sri Lanka
Moors 16.5 (SLWF'S, 1978: 62). Since only those who married by age 25 are
included the actual mean age at marriage for the cohort is considerably

understated. -
2.3 Explanations of Sri Lanka's Changing Marriage Patterns
2.3.1 The marriage squeeze

The discussion of writings concerning Sri Lanka's changing marriage

patterns concentrates on two authors, Dallas Fernando and Ruth Dixon.

Fernando has argued that the principal explanation of the rising age
at marriage in Sri Lanka is a marriage squeeze. Marriage squeezes occur
when the numbers of marriageable males and females are not equal. The
classical situation would be where a war has decimated the male population
(who make up the armies), as happened in the Soviet Union after the

Second World War, or where large-scale emigration or immigration has
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occurred which is sex-selective, as happened to the Southern European
population in Australia in the 1950s. Marriage squeezes can also happen if
there are differential mortality rates by sex, different rates of remarriage by
sex (as in India) and most importantly differentials in the marriage age for
the two sexes in a rapidly growing population. In this situation younger
cohorts will be much larger than older ones, and, if the age gap is large,
there will be a surplus of potential female marriage partners. This situation
can be aggravated if, added to this, there is a steep mortality decline in the
period between when the males were born and when the females were born.
This is precisely what happened in Sri Lanka where a major anti-malaria
campaign and other changes in the health system in the late 19405 brought
a dramatic fall in mortality (see Meegama, 1967, 1985; Jones and
Selvaratnam, 1972: 19-25; Gray, 1974; Nadarajah, 1976: 127-9). Fernando
(1975: 183) notes that, according to apparently reliable registration figures,
the crude death rate fell from 20.2 per thousand in 1946 to 14.3 per
thousand in 1947. As a result of rapid population growth and perhaps too of
better health, during 1942-46 there were 608,799 male live births whereas
during 1947-51 there were 721,175 female live births, a discrepancy
subsequently widened by the higher mortality rates to which the males

were subject during their initial years when high mortality still prevailed.

Even with a growing population, a marriage squeeze on women would
not occur if there were higher female mortality, a higher proportion of males
than females remarrying, sex-selective migration, and polygyny. All these
factors were operative in varying degrees before the 1950s but they now
either are insignificant or have actually reversed and become factors

actively contributing to a marriage squeeze.

Previously high mortality meant that there were larger numbers of
widows and widowers than now but widows rarely remarried while

widowers did. As Dixon (1970:242) notes, lower mortality rates mean that
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this is much less important now. Counteracting this, the number of
divorced and even separated men remarrying has increased, but, as these
states are still comparatively rare in Sri Lanka, the increase has been more
than counterbalanced by the fall in the supply of eligible widowers.
Secondly, female mortality rates were formerly higher than male mortality
rates but since the 1950s this has been reversed (Langford, 1984). Thirdly,
until the 1930s there was large-scale immigration, mostly of labourers for
the plantation sector. Since Independence in 1948 this immigration has
been reversed with repatriation: 313,000 Indian Tamils were repatriated in |
the 1970s under the Sirima-Shastri Pact of 1964. The original immigration
and to a lesser extent the repatriation were characterized by a high
proportion of males; thus migration changed from contributing to a male
surplus to accentuating a male shortage. A final factor is the decline of
polygamy, whereas in Africa polygyny, with men having more than one wife,
allows a very large age gap to persist even in a rapidly growing population.
However polygamy seems never to have been a major factor in Sri Lanka
and the two forms of it, polygyny and polyandry, may have partly

counteracted each other.

In the absence of external conditions loosening the marriage squeeze,
the squeeze can be overcome either by a large number of women not
marrying at all, or by a reduction in the age gap between the two sexes at
marriage, or by a mixture of the two. A reduction in the age gap would
reduce the influence of the increase in the size of age cohorts between the
births of the males and those of females. After all, if females married males

of the same age the problem would not exist.

Fernando's argument (1975) is essentially that as a result of the post-
war anti-malaria campaign and the accompanying spectacular decline in
mortality, the cohorts marrying in the early 1970s were subject to a very

severe marriage squeeze. He appears to take the view that the squeeze was
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mostly subsequently overcome by a narrowing in the age gap at marriage
brought about by a rise in the female age at marriage, and to a smaller, but
indeterminate degree, by a rise in permanent celibacy. It is still very

difficult to predict what the ultimate level of celibacy will be.

To substantiate his case Fernando calculated the marriage squeeze
by comparing the number of males in an age group to the number of females
five years younger, approximately the age gap which prevailed before the

marriage squeeze, as reproduced in Table 2.2.

Table 2.2 Males per 100 females in various age groups by census years

Census years
1901 1911 1921 1946 1953 1963 1971 1981

M (20-24)

————————— 88.6 114.8 111.1 103.7 116.4 88.3 95.3 95.1
F (15-19)

M (25-29)

————————— 112.1 106.2 99.6 97.9 99.7 85.1 75.9 84.3
F (20-24)

M (30-34)

---------- 70.7 87.2 86.4 91.2 84.5 95.9 79.5 89.6
F (25-29) :

M (35-39)

————————— 153.4 108.6 115.7 128.3 124.1 109.2 104.2 76.4
F (30-34)

M (40-44)

————————— 67.3 101.4 95.2 88.0 86.5 83.4 87.7 86.8
F (35-39)

M (20-34)

————————— 90.4 102.3 99.0 97.9 100.2 89.3 84.2 89.7
F (15-29) ’

M (20-44)

--------- 94.3 103.3 101.3 101.1 101.7 91.1 87.5 87.0
F (15-39)

Sources: 1901-1961 figures Fernando, 1975 : 181.

1971-1981 figures Fernando, 1985 : 286.
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The most useful figures in Table 2.2 are the ratios using the broad
age groups, M(20-34)/F(15-29) and M(20-44)/F(15-39), as the marriage
squeeze in a narrow age group can be easily overcome if there are available
males in neighbouring age groups. The figures have the further advantage
of being “quite reliable since broad age groups are involved and age-
misstatement can be considered to be minimal' (Fernando, 1975: 182). The
low ratios of 1911 and 1981 and to a lesser extent 1963 correspond to a
period during which the marriage age gap dramatically narrowed as shown
in Table 2.2. The 1981 ratio of 87.0 for the broad age group M(20-44)/F(15-
39) is virtually unchanged from the 1971 ratio of 84.9. For the youngest agé
group M(20-24)/F(15-19), in the 1981 census,however, the squeeze seems to
have virtually passed. In the next few years the squeeze should largely
disappear as a steady decline in the birth rate (see Table 2.3) reduces the

margin of the younger cohorts over the older ones.

Table 2.3 Total fertility rates (TFR) in Sri Lanka for selected years.

Year TFR

1953 5.3

1963 5.0

1971 4.2

1981 3.3
Source: De Silva, 1986: 27.

Fernando does not speculate on the long-term impact of the marriage
squeeze; but Muhsam (1978) suggested that the marriage squeeze may, by
changing women's experiences and expectations, have a long-term effect on
nuptiality, and much else.

Thus, in Sri Lanka, all of a sudden, 5, 6 or 7 percent of the women will not

be able to find husbands, if both sexes maintain the traditional marriage

pattern which had proved to ensure practically universal marriage to all

men and women, even in the presence of a structural disequilibrium of the
marriage market. It is true that only some 10 cohorts will be affected by
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this situation to its full extent. But the women of these cohorts will

certainly create an upheaval in behaviour patterns which cannot remain

without repercussions at a future time when the cyclical squeeze has long
disappeared or, at least, been considerably softened. The excess women

must be expected to remain unmarried and have a strong inclination of

penetrating into the labour market and many of them will eventually find

employment. Once women will have conquered some positions on the
labour market, they - as well as their younger sisters and daughters - will

not easily relinquish these positions... Thus, the participation of women in

the labour force is liable to become a permanent feature and the subsequent

and long-term repercussions of this on nuptiality and fertility cannot even

be guessed (Muhsam, 1978: 302).

The marriage squeeze probably played a role, at least in the short
term, in forcing the female age at marriage up, in increasing celibacy, and in
reducing the age gap between marriage partners, but it seems to have
merely accentuated trends that have been under way since before 1900.
Female ages at marriage were rising long before the marriage squeeze. It is
more difficult to be precise concerning celibacy but it is very likely that it too
was increasing slowly before the marriage squeeze had its effects. While
most of the reduction in the age gap has occurred since the squeeze began,

there are other reasons for expecting the age gap to lessen.

Dixon (1970) found little correlation between the marriage squeeze
and marriage patterns. Dixon (1970: 312) employed data collected before
the height of the marriage squeeze, but nevertheless noted that there was a
shortage of males. This, however, had been overcome by a higher
remarriage rate of widowers than of widows, to the degree that there were

more bachelors than spinsters.

She notes that the supply of males is not a good predictor of celibacy
or age at marriage; rather where celibacy was high and the marriage age
late for one sex, this was also true for the other. Thus Colombo which has a
surplus of males had late marriage and high celibacy levels for females as
well as males, and not early rates as the marriage market might have

implied (Dixon, 1970: 245). As yet, there had been little reduction in the
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average five-year age gap between spouses, but Dixon (1970: 243-245)

suggests that it might as the marriage squeeze tightened.

Significantly, Fernando (1985: 285-286), in a more recent article,
downplays the role of the marriage squeeze on changes in age at marriage,
and places more emphasis on economic factors stressing, in particular, how
the economic difficulties and high unemployment of the 1970s delayed
marriage. Similar arguments have been put forward by Abeyesekere
(1982:196), Hannenberg (1987) and Gombrich and Obeyesekere (1988:196).

The writer who has pursued the argument most thoroughly, however, was

Dixon (1970).
2.3.2 Dixon and the declining feasibility of Sri Lankan marriage

Dixon (1970: 310-311) argues that the primary factor explaining the
late age at marriage in Sri Lanka and the increase in age at marriage this
century is that marriage has become less feasible. She attributes the
original relatively high age at marriage to an ideal household arrangement,
where the young married couple should live separately from the parents.
This delayed the commencement of the marriage search until the bride had
acquired housekeeping skills and the maturity to manage a household, and
the groom was earning his own living; after all sons who are already
earning can bring larger dowries and daughters with special abilities may
require smaller ones. The increase this century, she suggests, is due to
increasing financial obstacles, due, in particular to the subdivision of
agricultural land as a consequence of the population increase which has
made it difficult to accumulate dowries for daughters, as well as to low

incomes and unemployment.

She has identified many of the elements involved in the increases in
age at marriage but she has placed too much emphasis on problems of

feasibility in d‘elaying marriage, and consequently understated the
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importance of other factors. In comparison to other countries in the region
marriage in Sri Lanka was less feasible; land is being subdivided and
unemployment is a major problem. In my experience, however, few people
give the lack of alternative employment as a reason for delaying marriage.
Similarly, Dixon refers to a suggestion by Ryan (1952: 366) that the
difficulties of raising dowry might be delaying marriage, but Ryan observed
that neither the cost of dowry nor the proportion paying dowry seemed to be
increasing. Dixon argues that it is becoming more difficult to finance dowry
for such reasons as land fragmentation and the increasing cost of living. My
own experience is that, in contrast to India, dowry is not commonly cited as
a reason for delaying marriage. In India where marriage is much earlier
respondents often refer to dowry destroying a family's fortunes but the

claim is never made in Sri Lanka.

Difficulties in establishing a household have affected marriage rates,
Aparticularly in times of severe economic difficulties as in the early 1970s
when many marriages were delayed. But the relationship between the
feasibility of marriage and age at marriage is not simple: the long-term rise
in the age at marriage cannot primarily be related to problems in the
feasibility of marriage. Since the early 1970s employment levels, especially
in the towns, have increased and there are greater opportunities to work
overseas, particularly in the oil-exporting countries of the Middle East;
many young men and women work overseas to raise the money to buy or
build a house. Yet thefe are few signs of a significant fall in age at
marriage. This suggests that the factors leading to a rise in the age at
marriage are more complex than simply specific obstacles in the way of
early marriage. There are, indeed good reasons for families and individuals

now to prefer later marriage.

A more common reason given for delaying marriage than the lack of

the inheritance or dowry or employment, is a desire for permanent
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(generally government) employment, preferably clerical but also manual.
This is a new requirement and, especially for arranged marriages, relates as
much to the desirability of marriage as to the feasibility of marriage. A
single man with a permanent job is regarded as being a particularly
desirable groom, and is much more likely to be approached with marriage
offers than a man who lacks such a job. A man who has the prospect of
getting a permanent job may well wait until he has one before he or his
family considers marriage because he will then be in a much better
bargaining position. Permanent employment has prestige and, at least to a

limited extent, provides access to the privileges of the Westernized elite.

Dixon herself alludes to the advantages of delaying marriage when
she points out that a bride with housekeeping skills may require a smaller
dowry and a groom with a job command a larger dowry. However, by tying
these requirements very closely to the difficulties of establishing a nuclear
household she implies that these requirements are simply obstacles to early
marriage when they are, in fact, essential to what is desirable in a bride or

groom.

It is true that the joint family is not the expressed ideal as it is in
India, and most families wish eventually to establish their own household.
However, most young couples initially live with the parents of one of the
partners, until they have the resources to establish their own household and
often for much longer. The ‘tendency to establish a new household on
marriage may reflect Sri Lanka's late age at marriage as much as the late
age reflects the need to establish a new household. The important point is
that even if they do not establish .a separate household, the young couple, in
contrast to similar couples in India, for example, are regarded as being a
separate family unit, even if they are living in the same house, and are
consequently expected to have the maturity and independent resources to

manage a family. Moreover, because they are regarded as a separate family
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unit there is no pressure for a less mature bride who would not threaten

family unity.

The result of Dixon tying the requirement of a more accomplished
couple to the need to establish an independent household is that she
underestimates the degree to which the requirements have changed. What
is needed to manage a family is greater now than formerly; a mother must
take greater interest in the family's welfare than before. Similarly, what is
required of a groom, such as a good job, is more stringent than it was.
Consequently, while Dixon recognizes that the maturity and ability of the
bride and groom delayed marriage before the rise in marriage ages she

understates the role that it had in those changes.

While Dixon regards problems in the feasibility of marriage as the
principal reason why age at marriage has risen in Sri Lanka, she also says
that marriage has become less desirable. She notes that in the past
marriage was desirable, “in a society where social interaction is centred so
strongly on kinship networks, the unattached person suffers particularly
from a condition of social isolation' (Dixon, 1970: 292). An unmarried
woman may be criticized for being stubborn in rejecting marriage proposals
brought by her parents or for being undesirable, and she may be subjected
to gossip as being a loose woman (Dixon, 1970: 295). It can be difficult for
an individual to live alone; for a man to do so is not regarded as proper, and
a woman may have difficulties in finding employment, particularly a good
job, especially if she has been withdrawn from school to be trained as a
housewife (Dixon, 1970: 298). Female employment is generally only found
among the poor, being seen as a painful necessity rather than an alternative

to marriage (Dixon, 1970: 299).

The desirability of marriage is lessening; rising female education

rates means that women have access to better paid and more prestigious
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employment, and work may come as an alternative to marriage. Education
is also changing aspirations toward a more genteel life style (Dixon, 1970:
311-312). The reduction in mortality is reducing the advantage of early
marriage as more children are surviving to adulthood (Dixon, 1970: 311).
Dixon argues (1970: 311) that marriage was always less desirable in Sri
Lanka than in other countries in the region since Buddhism placed less
emphasis on reproduction than Hinduism and Islam. She notes in
particular the limited sanction in Buddhism against celibacy; spinsterhood
may be attributed to bad karma (bad actions in previous lives will be
punished in this life), but it does not imply eternal damnation which, she

says, is the case in Hinduism and Islam (Dixon, 1970: 296).

Nevertheless, Dixon believes that marriage is still regarded as
desirable in Sri Lankan society and what prevents it from being early or
universal there is simply, as noted earlier, that it is not feasible because of

the requirement for residential and financial independence.

Dixon's division between the desirability and feasibility of marriage
seems artificial. Furthermore, even if one accepts her division she places
too much emphasis on the feasibility of marriage and too little on the
desirability of marriage. She treats desirability as essentially important in
explaining why marriage was early in the past and as having comparatively
little impact on changes in contemporary marriage patterns. Far from
changes in the desirability of marriage having no role in the changes in

marriage patterns, they are central.

When people are asked why they or their children married at a
certain time they rarely answer that they did not have the resources or they
could not find a mate. They are much more likely to answer that this was
the proper time to marry. Such an answer is difficult to interpret. It could

simply be a rationalization for changes forced on them, but the evidence
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suggests that it is more than this: desired age at marriage has changed in
response to very real factors concerning what is regarded as the necessary
level of maturity of the bride and groom. The bride and groom need to be
capable of handling and manipulating a much more complex world than was

the case formerly.

2.4 What are the Critical Factors which Need to be Examined for an
Understanding of Sri Lanka's Marriage Patterns?

24.1 Explaining both pre-transitional and post-transitional
marriage

It is useful now to examine the forces in Sri Lankan history and
society which may help explain why Sri Lankan marriage was already fairly
late in the nineteenth century, and why age at marriage has increased
throughout this century. First an examination of the underlying socio-
cultural conditions may help to explain why age at marriage seems to have
been comparatively high before modern changes, and whether the socio-
cultural conditions provided a favourable environment for the marriage age
to rise. Then some of the historical factors that have impinged on marriage,
as on much else, are examined. Finally, there is an examination of how
economic factors influence marriage and particularly changes in marriage.
I am moving from factors that have the greatest impact on pre-transition
marriage patterns to those more closely involved in changing marriage
patterns. Each of the factors to be examined is relevant for both the pre-

transition and post-transition marriage processes.
2.4.2 The kinship system

The first and most obvious socio-cultural factor influencing marriage
is the kinship system. Sri Lanka has what is called in the anthropological
literature (Dumont, 1953: 34; Keesing, 1975: 107-110), a Dravidian
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marriage system after the Dravidian-speaking populations with which it is
commonly associated®. This system distinguishes between kin and affines,
giving a very prominent role to the latter. By doing so it helps the young
bride to retain links with her family, and indeed the system generally
involves a continuing relationship with rights and obligations on both sides.
This relationship is very likely to be continued into the next generation with

further marriages.

Dravidian kinship systems also seem to be involved with smaller
family units. There is no necessary reason why this should be so. Provided
property is not diffused but kept in a single line either patrilineal or
matrilineal, it would be perfectly possible to have unilineal descent systems
of the type often identified with large families. This, indeed, seems to be
implied by Dﬁmont's (1953, 1957) model of the Dravidian kinship system
where he emphasizes the movement of brides between parallel descent
groups. Dumont appéars to assume that brides moved in only one direction
between these groups, either patrilaterally or matrilaterally, as is normally
the case in South India but not in Sri Lanka. His argument also
emphasizes the classificatory nature of the kinship system. A person is an
aunt not because she is a particular individual but because structurally she
is. She may not be the father's sister but the father's brother's daughter.
She is structurally the same because she is a woman who has married out
(in a patrilineal system) of the lineage, and is of the same generation. The
emphasis on the classificatory aspects of the kinship system emphasizes the
role of lineage; everyone in the same descent line will be kin, everyone in

descent lines into which someone from ego's line has married will be affines.

6 Note, however, that the majority population in Sri Lanka, the Sinhalese, speak a non-
Dravidian language.
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Yalman argues (1971: 358) that Dumont's emphasis on the lineage
structure is unnecessary and, in fact, fails to explain Kandyan society with

its bilateral inheritance at all. He comments that

It is important to understand that the features of South Indian kinship to
which he draws our attention are not intrinsically associated with any
lineages at all. On the contrary, the functioning of the system is most clear
in ‘systems such as the Sinhalese where the categories of kinship are not
submerged in lineal groupings (Yalman, 1971: 357).

Yalman insists Dravidian kinship terminology contains "no lineal emphasis
at all, but only rules regarding the interconnections between categories'

(Yalman, 1971: 357).

Yalman argues that, contrary to Dumont's claim that the Dravidian
kinship system contains a continuing alliance between two lineages, it
actually reflects the claims that brothers and sisters have with regard to

each other;

What Dumont calls affinity I would translate as rights and obligations
between brothers and sisters. This permits us to see the mechanism of
transfer more clearly. If we consider the claim of the cross-cousins upon
each other as marriage partners, we can detect that these claims are part of
the claims that a man has over his sister's children and the counterclaims of
the sister upon her brother's children. It is the previous claims of the
parents which the offspring reiterated as their rights upon each other. Let
us further observe that in the South Indian context the claims of the
brother on the children of his sister are simply a further statement of his
claims upon her person. The brother has an important voice in the
marriage of his sister, because her marriage has important side effects upon
his status; it also brings in as part of the enclosed endogamous circle a
person (cross-cousin) with whom he will have to cooperate (Yalman, 1971:
358).

Thus brothers and sisters as children of the same parents retain
residual rights ovér each other, partly because what happens to one has
implications in status for the other. In a sense they retain family ties even
when they have married out. To the ex