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By: Shreeya Bhayana

VICHAAR
What is a family? If one sees the world through rose-coloured glasses, one might describe
a family as a group of people who love and support each other. If this were the case, any
group of people who loved each other- a group of close-knit friends, same-sex couples
with their adopted children, unmarried women and their children, a couple sans kids,
etcetera, would all come to constitute family, always. However, when it comes to defining
family as an institution, the same does not hold true. The State recognises the family as a
set of people related in a specific way. This particular way consists of the family being a
man, his wife and ‘his’ children (Menon 2022). The social convention also defines family
to be of the same pattern. 

A fascinating observation about this format of the family is that it exists in the absence of
equality. This observation was made by a Delhi High Judge presiding over a case for the
restitution of conjugal rights in 1984, who deemed that “Introduction of constitutional
law in the home is most inappropriate. It is like introducing a bull in a China shop.” And
that is the truth, for if all members of a family were treated like equal citizens with
rights, the heteronormative unit would collapse. In other words, this format of family
thrives on an unequal distribution of power that is decided upon by a hierarchy of age
and gender’.  
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https://penguin.co.in/book/seeing-like-a-feminist/
https://indiankanoon.org/doc/191703/
https://penguin.co.in/book/seeing-like-a-feminist/
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Furthermore, another integral part of the
heteronormative family is that the mother
and father are both from the same social
group. This is important to ensure that
social boundaries are maintained. These
social boundaries could be caste, religion,
or race. Ensuring that there is no
intermarriage across these boundaries is
integral to the preservation of the caste,
religious and racial hegemonies. In his
undelivered speech– The Annihilation of
Caste, B.R. Ambedkar stated that the ‘real
remedy for breaking caste is
intermarriage. Nothing else will serve as
the solvent of caste’. 

 
Through marriage, the idea of the
solvency of social barriers, such as caste
and religion, continues to be a far-off
dream. Only 5.8% of marriages in India
are inter-caste, and that statistic has
remained unchanged for the last 40
years. Furthermore, less than 1% of
marriages in India are interreligious.
Moreover, attempts to deviate from the
norm of marrying into one’s own social
group are often met with violence. 

What Ambedkar hoped for, Khap Panchayats and other such agents sought to destroy.
This can be seen with the rise in ‘Honour Killings’. Honour killings refer to the murder,
carried out by Khap Panchayats, which are multi-clan village councils of the Jat
community in Haryana, of couples in ‘inappropriate’ (this could be inter-caste marriage or
any marriages that happen without the approval of the families of the couple) marriages.
These groups want marriage to be a decision governed solely by the family. 
 

https://ccnmtl.columbia.edu/projects/mmt/ambedkar/web/readings/aoc_print_2004.pdf
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2021/06/29/religious-segregation/


V O L U M E  4  I S S U E  4

P G  3

Furthermore, the onus of maintaining social boundaries is often placed on the
woman. This is so because Indian society considers women the custodians of ‘purity’.
This implies that her sexuality is under constant control and surveillance. If deemed
‘impure’, it is seen as a mark of the honour of the social group to which she belongs.
The need for purity increases as one goes up in the caste system, so the sexuality of
upper-caste women tends to be subjected to harsher forms of surveillance. 

One of the biggest anxieties of India’s Brahmanical Patriarchal society is found in the
idea that where ‘motherhood is a biological fact, fatherhood is a sociological fiction’.
This leads to stringent regulation of women’s sexuality to maintain the existing
hegemonies. This makes the family an institution based upon an unequal hierarchy of
gender and age, where its function is to perpetuate the patrilineal flow of private
property from father to son. Even though inheritance of a sociological phenomenon
like caste should be ‘personal’, the Supreme court judgement (of 2005) assures that
the child inherits the father’s caste if they are to be considered ‘legitimate’. The
political consequence of this judgement was seen when it held illegal, the election of
Shobha Hyamvati Devi, the daughter of an upper-caste man who didn’t marry her
mother (belonging to Bagatha, a Scheduled Tribe) legally and had abandoned the
mother as well as all of their children. When Devi contested that she was raised by her
mother her whole life, so should subsequently inherit her mother’s name, the Justices
of the Supreme Court expressed dismay over the fact that a politician, in her bid for
power, aimed to brand her siblings as ‘illegitimate’ and her mother a concubine. 

https://vc.bridgew.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2674&context=jiws
https://penguin.co.in/book/seeing-like-a-feminist/
https://penguin.co.in/book/seeing-like-a-feminist/
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     This case presents a unique
intersection between caste and gender.
Firstly, a bench of upper-caste men
believed that reservation on the basis of
caste was an undue advantage that
should be limited to its maximum.
Secondly, the ‘illegitimacy’, which in this
case, highlights the lack of involvement
of the father as something to be ashamed
of and, subsequently something a
respectable person should hide. In the
opinion of the Supreme Court bench, the
declaration of illegitimacy can only be
seen as a ploy to hold down to power. 

This is what led us to our present issue.
While our last issue wanted to
understand non-heteronomrative
families within the Indian context; our
current issue will delve further into the
non-normative. For our second issue
dealing with Familial social structures,
Swabhimaan would, while exploring the
queer elements of a family, also like to
draw focus to certain agencies awarded
to women within these social structures.
From focussing on how Indian single
mothers tackle their unique hardships to
understanding the role of Devadasis in
Indian societies, this issue aims to
understand the diverse forms of family
prevalent across the sub-continent. 



" THERE IS NO LAW THAT IS SPECIFICALLY
ENGINEERED TOWARDS SUPPORTING

SINGLE MOTHERS." 

NAZARIYA
By: Gayatri Srivastava and Shreeya Bhayana

  In Indian society, single parenting has always been a unique challenge, as in Indian society
many people regard lone parents as incapable of raising children. Children raised by single
parents can be just as normal, healthy, and happy as children raised by two parents. People's
misconceptions and stereotypes have harmed the lives of single parents. It is not appropriate
to raise a child as a single parent. They are frequently forced to marry in order to find
another partner to appropriately raise the child. Societal standards frequently lead to the
suppression of the weaker gender, which can have a harmful impact on the child. People's
misconceptions and stereotypes have harmed the lives of single parents who are frequently
forced to marry in order to find another partner to appropriately raise the child. 
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"Giving up is simply
not a an option"
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Single mothers and their children suffer higher poverty
and other well-being hazards. They frequently
experience a double disadvantage in the job market
because it is difficult for them to balance work and
family obligations in addition to having low levels of
education. Inadequate policies, low levels of education,
and precarious employment can lead to a "triple bind"
that impairs the well-being of households headed by
single mothers and dealing with so much physical and
mental shame is difficult for any single mother.

The Village steps in to create a community of safe spaces
for single parents. It creates legal awareness about the
available rights they have. In the interview, the
discussion tries to create the distinction between the
conditions and the gravity of the situation between
Rural Single Mothers and Urban Single Mothers.

"Somehow
revenge take

precedence
over the child's

welfare."

 

"The Hardest part about being a single parent is not having
anyone to step in or take over when you are overwhelmed."

 

https://youtu.be/EcR9gPdROUU
https://youtu.be/EcR9gPdROUU


 

" THE PROCESS OF CRIMINALIZATION OF
DEVADASIS  WENT ALONGSIDE WITH THE

PROCESS OF SOCIAL MARGINALIZATION AS
WELL"
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 We conducted an interview with Prof. (Dr.) Mytheli Sreenivas to understand the
history of Devadasis and their lives as a family. Devadasis are a community of
women who have been marginalised beginning from the colonial era. Their
families are discriminated against and excluded from the conventional discourse
of a family. This has been often because of the heteronormative and specifically
monogamous idea of sex and marriage. The role of Devadasis has been
misunderstood as sex work which is a very reductive conception of an entire
community. 

 

By: Devansh  Singh
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Devadasis were women who existed outside
the sphere of heteronormative marriages, and
enjoyed property rights but, they were
exploited simultaneously. By the end of
Colonial Rule, they were not only criminalised
but their "inams" (material grants in the form
of land endowments etc.) were slowly drained
too. This weakened the Devadasis and their
community even more. 

Dr Mytheli Sreenivas's work centres on the
history of modern South Asia, with a focus on
gender history, the history of sexuality and the
family, colonialism and nationalism, and the
cultural and political economy of reproduction.
Broadly speaking, we were fascinated by how
certain gendered norms that we often assume
are constant and unchanging, such as about
family, kinship, reproduction, sexuality, or
love, are actually deeply intertwined with the
historical change in the modern world.

 

"Some Devadasis
did pass along

property along
to their

daughters,
whether their
own biological

daughters or
daughters

through
adoption"

 



 

THE VIDEO INTERVIEW
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 "From a legal perspective, post colonial laws too
continued to dismantle Devadasis and their

institution""
 

https://youtu.be/Z8QRq1JgBSY
https://youtu.be/Z8QRq1JgBSY
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