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Tamil Nadu

Once a mother

(..)
I’m everything you lost. You won’t forgive me.
My memory keeps getting in the way of your history.
There is nothing to forgive. You can’t forgive me.
I hid my pain even from myself; I revealed my pain only to myself.
There is everything to forgive. You can’t forgive me.
6

If only somehow you could have been mine,
What would not have been possible in this world?

Agha Shahid Ali in: The Country Without a Post Office
quoted by Salman Rushdie in: Shalimar the clown
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Every year, thousands of children flow from their origins to be welcomed by adoptive parents. Prior
to this usually happy event, a sweeping decision has been made on the supply side of adoption. This
thesis focuses on this supply side and the research focuses on mothers in India, Tamil Nadu, who
consider surrendering their children for adoption.
For a long time, I was told that adopted children from India were mainly surrendered by
unmarried mothers. It is believed that motivations of these mothers are obvious and explanations
offered usually fit in a nutshell. For instance, the website of Wereldkinderen, the largest Dutch
adoption agency responsible for placing hundreds of children from India in Dutch adoptive families
over the past three decades, states1: ‘In most cases, these children are born to unmarried mothers.
Unmarried motherhood in India is a big shame and in almost all cases the only possibility for the
mother concerned is to relinquish her child.’2 From a cultural perspective, ‘unmarried mothers’ is a
contradiction in terms since sexuality, especially the sexuality of women, is considered to be 100
per cent connected to marriage. An unmarried woman does not have sex. Therefore, an unmarried
woman does not have a child. But, India, like any other country, has unmarried mothers since social
reality is not determined merely by dominant cultural norms.
1
2

www.wereldkinderen.nl: 2006-11-10 (translated from Dutch into English).
Meiling, another Dutch adoption agency placing children from India into Dutch families states: ‘Children
born from unwed mothers are usually surrendered for adoption. Sometimes parents of adoptable children ran away or died. In the case of a second marriage, children from the first marriage are often relinquished. Meiling will provide adoptive parents with the available background information, but usually there is
not much background information available’ (translated from Dutch into English, source: www.meiling.nl:
2006-08-04).
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An unmarried mother bears a social stigma, which is presented as ‘unbearable’ in dominant
discourse (cf. Goffman 1981)3. I heard statements like these for years from social workers in India as
well as from people in the Dutch field of adoption. It made me wonder what unmarried mothers
themselves might have to say. An unmarried pregnant woman, an unmarried mother about to
relinquish her child, how does she reflect upon her situation? Is relinquishing the only possible solution
from the perspective of the unmarried mothers themselves? I wondered. Would it be possible to
trace unmarried mothers who were considering or had considered not relinquishing their children?
Women, who in fact, had decided to raise a child born out of wedlock themselves? In this research, the
objective has been to gain insight into the decision-making processes of unmarried mothers with regard to
raising their children or surrendering them for adoption.
The focus of this anthropological investigation is on processes as seen from the perspectives
of mothers: their experiences, their feelings, their interests and their priorities, and I focussed on
‘unmarried mothers’. However in the course of my research marital status emerged as a negotiable
identity. In Chapter 1 and Chapter 3 I elaborate on this ambiguity, arguing that the ‘unmarried’ status
of some mothers involved in this study depends on how ‘marriage’ is defined.
There has been a lot of research in social and behavioural sciences, both within and outside
India, focusing on the well-being of the children after adoption, on the attitude of the adoptive
parents and on the attachment between the two parties (Bhargava 2005, Bowie ed. 2004, Juffer 1997,
Juffer 1993, Mehta 1992, Hoksbergen and Gokhale 1986, ICCW 2001, Hoksbergen and Walenkamp
1991). The experiences of some biological mothers4 from Western5 countries who once surrendered
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children for adoption have also been published and analyzed retrospectively (Bouchier et.al. 1991, de
Leeuw & Sebille 1991, Kaptein & van Berkel 1999; 2004, Jones 1993, Modell 2002).
Looking back, some American and Dutch mothers publicized their dissatisfaction and
frustration about the circumstances under which they were forced and manipulated by family
members and social workers to relinquish their children in the 1960s and 1970s. They felt they were
not involved in this decision and regretted the final outcome (de Leeuw & Sebille 1991, Modell 2002).
Brenda Romanchik (1995), an American mother who surrendered her child, states: ‘Losing a child to
adoption is one of the most significant losses that birthparents will ever have to face. For most of us,
it is also our first experience with the intensity of grief. While grieving is the normal reaction to loss, it
hardly feels that way. Sleeplessness, nightmares, depression, anxiety and anger are all ways that grief
may manifest itself. The road to healing is as individual as the person experiencing it.’6 The Australian
doctor John T. Condon published a study of 20 relinquishing mothers that demonstrates a very high
3
4

5

6

The term stigma refers to an attribute that is deeply discrediting (Goffman 1981: 13).
Various terms are used for a mother surrendering a child for adoption, such as: biological mother, birth
mother, natural mother. Since none of these terms cover all overtones satisfactorily (too veterinary, too
technical, too distant, hurtful, demeaning), I use the term ‘biological mother’ to distinguish the mother
surrendering a child for adoption from the woman who adopts (cf. ISS/IRC Special Issue – Documentation
Centre no.14 – June 2004 www.iss-ssi.org/Resource_Centre).
Besides the mentioned Western literature, I refer to Reysoo’s analyses of the circumstances of unmarried
mothers in Morocco and their abandoned children (Reysoo, F. 1998). Johnson (2004) elaborates on the
abandonment of Chinese children.
Romanchik, B. (1995) Birthparent Grief. Booklet published on website http://www.adopting.org/birth
mother_grief.html (2006-8-24).
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incidence of pathological grief reactions, such as depressions and psychosomatic symptoms. For the
majority of these mothers, their sorrow, anger and guilt did not decrease in the many years after
relinquishment (Condon 1986).
In some Western countries, biological mothers have organized themselves to claim a
visible position within the adoptive triangle. The adoptive triangle stands for three perspectives (the
biological parents, the surrendered and adopted children, and the respective adoptive parents)7.
In India, the voices of the biological mothers are still not heard directly and only come through as
passed on by intermediaries involved in adoption. Research into their own perspective has not been
conducted at all. Biological mothers are mentioned only in passing in Indian adoption literature, and
merely from the perspective of ‘how to explain to the child why its biological mother had to abandon
it’ or within the context of ‘the adopted child’s interest in information on its roots’.
Mehta (1992) presumes that the biological mother has no option but to deny the existence
of her child after abandonment. She also mentions the social stigma of being an unmarried mother as
the common reason for relinquishment or abandonment, for the wish to stay anonymous and for the
impossibility of tracing her (Mehta 1992: 39).8 But in Mehta’s work, too, no background information or
studies are referred to. Preciously little is known about women with unwanted pregnancies, women
who consider surrendering children for adoption, their deepest feelings, thoughts and experiences
with regard to this decision. The focus on the perspectives of surrendering mothers and additionally,
the non-retrospective aspect makes this research important and scientifically innovative.
At this point, I wish to introduce the first mother in this book. She was actually one of the last
mothers I met in the field: Valarmathi 9. She is an 18-year-old mother who conceived when she was
fifteen. She was not married, she did not relinquish her child. The reason I introduce Valarmathi first is
that her sharing of experiences, including her controversial decision to raise her child as an unmarried
mother brought back to me fundamental debates concerning relinquishing and adoption just when
I was rounding off my fieldwork.

Valarmathi
Through a left-oriented women’s organization, I get in touch with Valarmathi. On the day I meet
her, she is still unmarried and mother of a three-year-old girl. With her father and her little daughter,
she lives in a mid-sized city in the deep South of Tamil Nadu where their small house is located just
beside the pavement of a noisy and smoggy road. Valarmathi works night shifts. When she and her
daughter arrive in the office where we have arranged to meet, she has just woken up. She is willing to
7
8

9

The adoptive triangle is elaborated in a following section.
Groza, V. (2002) presented ‘Post Adoption Issues and Concerns’ during an ICCW-conference in Delhi.
His information was based upon domestic adoptions (n =1046) especially in Pune (374) but also from
other parts of India. He revealed that 60 per cent of the children available for adoption were born from
unmarried parents and born out of wedlock. Another 25 per cent were abandoned by unknown parents
for unknown reasons. The other children were surrendered due to poverty (7 per cent), family problems
(7 per cent) or sexual crimes (1 per cent) (source: http://msass.cwru.edu/downloads/vgroza/paic.ppt
2006-09-04).
Names of women as well as names of (people working in or for) institutions with a license for adoption,
names of (people working in or for) any other NGO or names of people working for a governmental department or institution are changed or not mentioned.
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cooperate and is prepared to share some significant turning points in her life with me. The three of us,
Valarmathi, my assistant10 and I, are sitting under a rattling fan in the office of the Communist Party.
We have an old but steady dark brown wooden office table between us and Che Guevara is staring
into the distance over our heads from his place on the wall.
Valarmathi is small and almost fades into the big square wooden office chair. Her child sits
on her lap. She studies me with her bright black eyes when I explain to her the reason for my stay
in India in relation to why I am interested in her experiences. The three-year-old girl stares at me in
amazement. I look different and this fascinates her. But after a couple of minutes, she gets bored and
slips from her mother’s lap to explore the office. In the meantime, Valarmathi takes the floor. She
visibly unwinds and for over one hour, her words fill the room, almost uninterrupted by questions
from my side. Sometimes, tears well up in her eyes. Sometimes, she raises her voice with a resolute
expression on her face. Altogether, her expressions clearly illustrate her changing and ambiguous
feelings about the circumstances she describes:
When she was young, she went to school, but when she turned ten, puberty caught up with
her. From then on, she was perceived as ‘mature’, so she had to leave school and earn an income. She
started as a weaver and, after a while, entered the same company to sew during night shifts. She lived
with her father and sister. By then, her mother had left for another city after too many fights with
Valarmathi’s father. The three of them took care of the family income. Her father drank, which put
pressure on the household budget. Nevertheless, they managed to make ends meet.
One Friday, when Valarmathi was almost 15 years old, three women who lived in the
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same neighbourhood invited her to visit the Maheswaran temple with them. She asked her father
for permission and he approved since it was a holiday. In this temple, she received piracātam, the
holy offering from the hands of these three women. But apparently, this piracātam was poisoned.
Valarmathi lost consciousness. When she came around, she found herself in a train on her way to
Chennai, which is one day’s travel away from her town. Of course, she suspected danger. She had
never travelled by train before and realized that things were running out of hand. She kicked up a
row screaming that they immediately take her back to her father. Her kidnappers, the three women
from her neighbourhood, tied her to the train bench with her sari. Some fellow passengers started
interfering but the women shut them up immediately and aggressively with the words: ‘Do not listen
to her, she is mentally disturbed’.
After a long day of travelling, they arrived at a brothel in Chennai. Valarmathi observed her
kidnappers receiving a substantial amount of money from a woman when leaving her behind. But
she did not give up and started to argue: ‘Madam, you did not give me money to stay here, but you
have given the money to them! So you should have kept them here.’ The reply: a box to her ears
and the words: ‘If we buy a cow, we give the money to the person who sells the cow and not to the
cow itself. So you are like the cow.’ Valarmathi protested: ‘A cow cannot speak, but I can speak.’ For
her resistance, she got a thrashing. She was confined, locked up in a room. After a couple of failed
attempts to break out, she gave up resistance and was sexually exploited. Regularly, she asked her
10

I explain more about the specific roles of my assistant in the section ‘fieldwork 2002-2003’ in this introduction. For this particular interview, she assisted me as interpreter. I had studied Tamil language and developed sufficient skills to have superficial conversations. But carrying out in-depth interviews was beyond
my skills and knowledge of the language.

Once a mother

customers to assist her in escaping, but all of them explained that they could do nothing for her since
helping her would expose their visit to this illegal brothel.11
Two months after she was kidnapped, the ‘madam’ of the brothel left the building to visit a
temple. Valarmathi seized her chance. Together with another young girl, she escaped and caught a
train home. But after arrival, she did not dare to enter her house, too scared of her father’s anger. For
a couple of nights, she stayed with her friend. This friend approached Valarmathi’s sister to inform
her about her return. Through her sister, her father received the news, and instructed the sister to
invite Valarmathi back home. Of course, he was upset and inquired about her whereabouts. She told
him about the kidnapping and her trip to Chennai. She also informed him about being exploited but
not about the sexual aspects of this exploitation. Nevertheless, her father was furious and reported
the crime to the police. The police interrogated the kidnappers and, soon afterwards, these same
women lodged a complaint against Valarmathi. They accused her of running away with her lover and
after returning, while pregnant, falsely putting the blame on them. Consequently, Valarmathi was
interrogated and from that moment on, the case became a public issue. People in their surroundings
gave their opinions, when asked and unasked as well. The family was so disturbed, that they even
considered committing suicide together. But after some time, the emotions settled to some extent
and Valarmathi was offered legal and emotional support by an NGO.
In the meantime, Valarmathi had missed some periods, but she was not aware of the precise
implications. Too late for a legal abortion, the pregnancy was discovered and her legal advisers
advised her to give birth to her child as living proof. An actual baby would make a better legal case
and subsequently improve the possibility of putting the kidnappers behind bars. The kidnappers,
in the meantime, became vindictive and to protect Valarmathi from them, she was admitted into a
‘Government Juvenile Hostel’12. During her stay in this hostel, she gave birth to a healthy baby girl.
She made clear her wish to relinquish the baby. But her advisers again said that as long as she and
the child stick together, her chances of getting justice in court would be better. Valarmathi agreed to
stay with her child. It appears that her aim to get the kidnappers punished was stronger than her urge
to immediately relinquish her child. Almost one year after the birth of the child, the judge reached
a verdict in the case, putting the kidnappers behind bars for seven years. Valarmathi and her family
are relieved with this legal acknowledgement. The counsellors then offered to prepare the surrender
and adoption documents for her and her child, but Valarmathi did not like the idea of surrendering
anymore. The disturbances within the family have reduced to an acceptable level and she, as well as
her father, have become emotionally attached to the little girl in the meantime. They do not want to
lose this baby anymore and they continue life with the child.

A fundamental debate
After listening to this young woman’s traumatic experiences, I am shocked. But somehow, I am also
relieved about the fact that Valarmathi and her child are still together. Unmarried mothers do exist,
even unmarried mothers who put their motherhood into practice by raising their children. Being
in the final weeks of my fieldwork, I have, over the past two years, listened to many mothers who
11
12

Cf: New Delhi, NHRC-Unifem-ISS Project (2004) A report on Trafficking in Women and Children in India
2002-2003.
These hostels are for young women and girls who are in trouble with the police or with the law.
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surrendered their children for adoption. I have heard their despair and ambivalence about their
decisions reverberate through their stories and I have seen this expressed on their faces. Valarmathi’s
story is also sad; it is obvious that she went through a nightmare. But when she is sitting in front of me,
reconstructing and representing her experiences and feelings, I observe a mother who seems to be at
peace with herself and her child. Her daughter looks like the happy ending of a bad story, a band-aid
on a painful wound and a source of joy and strength to her.
After some time, I visit the secretary of the women’s organization, the person who arranged
my meeting with Valarmathi. It is this very organization that provided Valarmathi with legal and
emotional support through her period of turmoil and I thank the secretary for her mediation. I tell
her how privileged I feel for the opportunity to meet this young woman who, to my mind, is very
brave and spontaneously I share my feelings about the fact that Valarmathi finally did not surrender
her child: ‘This problem has been solved coincidently in a great way. After overcoming the panic and
frenzy of the first episode, this mother and child have been spared legal and physical separation. The
delay provided the best solution.’ But my mediator does not agree with me at all and reacts fiercely to
my standpoint: ‘You think too much from the child’s perspective’, she replies and continues: ‘This girl
was only 15 years old when she became pregnant. She was a child herself. She was unmarried and did
not even know who the father of her child was. Since she had lost too much time, she got attached to
her child, which consequently resulted in the fact that she is unable to continue her own life.’
Valarmathi’s case, reflected upon in two different ways, illustrates the fundamental debate
with regard to the surrender and adoption of children. Under what circumstances are biological
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mothers and their children better off being separated through surrender and adoption? Within
the field of adoption, and elsewhere, this is a lively and continuing debate. Every human being is
somebody’s child and many people have offspring themselves. The fact that, on the one hand, a
mother loses or gives away her child evokes deeply rooted emotions. But, on the other hand, placing
a child in an adoptive family is an event that doesn’t leave one cold. Adoption in all its aspects comes
close to the heart. It refers to loyalty and love; a chance to survive and a chance to live with dignity.
Dilemmas and decisions in the field of adoption touch on the fundamentals of humanity. The interests
of the parties directly involved overlap in certain aspects, but are also in conflict in significant aspects.
Adoption debates are about priorities; about giving weight to different interests. It is about balancing
the line between saving the lives of vulnerable children, counselling women in crises and fulfilling
prospective adoptive parents’ wishes to have a child.

Adoptive triangle?
Both in the field of adoption and in adoptive literature, the adoptive triangle is commonly referred
to. This adoptive triangle represents biological parents – biological mothers as far as this research is
concerned – surrendered and adopted children, and their (prospective) adoptive parents. However,
another actor with specific interests in the field of adoption remains invisible in this triangle. The
institutions with a licence to place children into adoptive families should also be considered actors
with specific interests and objectives.13 While entering the field, I had already developed a particular
13

In the Indian field of adoption licensed Institutions, licensed NGOs or licensed agencies implicate the
same: Non-Governmental Organisations with a licence to place children into adoptive families. The list
of recognised agencies fluctuates since occasionally new agencies get recognised and also licences are
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alertness vis-à-vis the role of these institutions and this alertness has remained throughout this
research.
At this point, I need to describe my personal involvement with adoption. To gain work
experience, in 1991, I stayed for nearly 6 months in two institutions (NGOs) in India as part of my study
of pedagogy. These two institutions, one in Mumbai and one in Chennai, were established to give
shelter to women with unwanted pregnancies and were also licensed to place children for adoption.
After returning from this experience and after completing my studies in pedagogy and anthropology14,
I worked in the field of adoption in the Netherlands in different capacities. I worked with adoptive
parents, prospective adoptive parents, adolescent and adult adoptees and, on occasion, with Dutch
mothers who had once surrendered children for adoption. I worked in a Dutch NGO that placed and
still places children from foreign countries for adoption into Dutch families, and I worked for a Dutch
organization that develops and conducts compulsory courses for prospective adoptive parents.
The most inspiring of these experiences were my contacts during trainings and meetings
with adult adoptees and adoptive parents while establishing a Roots Information Centre15. These
experiences together formed the basis of my fascination and knowledge, but also my increasingly
critical questions and even doubts, about the coherence of priorities as expressed in politically
correct policy documents and priorities in the daily practice of agencies working in the adoption field
in the Netherlands as well as in India. This resulted in alertness when entering the field of research.16
The section ‘Constructing knowledge’ in this introduction elaborates how I am personally and
professionally ‘situated’ within this research (Haraway 1988).
In the previous section, adoption debates were summarized as balancing between the
interests of the three parties represented in the adoptive triangle. Whereas the interests of the three
directly involved parties are confined to the socio-emotional level, the interests of these institutions,
in addition to the humanitarian orientation, also have a financial component. Subsequently, adoption
debates are also influenced by the weight of solid financial interests of the organizations involved.
Taking as its point of departure, the perspective of the biological mothers, this research discusses how
these mothers experience and express the powers and influences of all parties involved, including the
fourth actor: the role that people working in or for licensed institutions play in the decision-making
processes of unmarried mothers who relinquish or retain their children.

Adoption discourses
The issue of unwanted childlessness goes back right to the beginning of human history. In many
societies, adoption has been considered a solution for as long. Over the past half century, adoption
has become international, and in the last three decades, it has developed into an intercontinental
phenomenon. Globalization has influenced adoption processes as well as discourses about adoption
at the international and local levels. Contemporary international adoption discourse prioritizes the
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sometimes withdrawn. (cf. www.cara.nic.in). In this research, I use the words institution, agency or NGO to
point to organisations with a licence for adoption as well as facilities for pregnant women or mothers.
I achieved Masters’ degrees in both disciplines.
The objective of this Roots Information Centre was to establish a telephone hotline to guide adoptees
(and other people involved) to sources of information regarding backgrounds of their adoption and possibilities of tracing their biological families. This Centre does not exist anymore.
Cf. Internationale adoptie: een kwestie van moraal (Nijnatten, van 2004).

Introduction

19

interests of the children concerned. The needs of children are ascribed more weight than the interests
of the biological parents or, for instance, the urge of prospective adoptive parents to find a child.
The Convention on Protection of Children and Co-operation in Respect of Intercountry Adoption (Hague
Convention 1993) resulted in an international agreement that defines standards and procedures
to protect children involved in inter-country adoptions. The convention is designed to discourage
trafficking in children and to ensure that inter-country adoptions focus on the best interests of the
children involved.17 A family atmosphere is deemed the best environment for a child to grow up
in, and the child’s family of origin is the preferred choice. The agreement also aims to protect the
interests of these children’s biological and adoptive parents since their interests are presumed to be
closely related with the interests of the children involved.
In addition to international agreements, individual countries have specific laws, rules and
regulations at the national level regarding surrender and adoption of children. These are monitored
and controlled by central authorities. Within each country, different adoption organizations follow
their specific ideas and policies and within organizations, people also work with different perspectives
and opinions.
Bowie (2004) is an anthropologist and an adoptive parent herself. In her conceptualization
and articulation of fosterage and adoption, she approaches the circulation of children from a crosscultural perspective. She stresses the Western profound ambivalence about adoption, perceived
as the ‘second best’ option for a child, as an ethnocentric and patriarchal bias which cannot be
generalized across cultures. Studies on adoption and fostering practices in Africa, Oceania, Asia and
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Central America reveal wide-ranging and flexible child-rearing practices. Apparently, different cultural
contexts contain perspectives that entail different considerations and assessments of separations
between parents and children (Bowie 2004: 3 -19).
For this research, prevalent ideas about adoption within India, specifically Tamil Nadu, are
significant since discourses within India determine the context of the mother’s decision-making
process. The Hague Convention came into force in India in October 2003, but adoption discourses
within India started much earlier, well before adoption became an inter-continental phenomenon.
Within India, the rearing of a child by people other than the biological parents is a long-standing
tradition and is recorded in ancient Hindu mythology. In reality, it was not uncommon for boys to be
raised by other couples within the extended family.
The Indian Council for Child Welfare Tamil Nadu (ICCW) describes the motivation underlying
these ancient adoptions. They point to the priority accorded to a male heir to perpetuate the family
name and perform funeral rites for his adoptive parents. These boys were usually handed over by a
close relative or by a caste-community member (ICCW 1998: iv). However, in the past three decades,
the professional and politically correct perception regarding adoption has changed from this merely
parent-oriented perspective into a more child-oriented one.
In contemporary India, adoption is perceived as a better way to rehabilitate orphaned,
surrendered or abandoned18 children than raising them in institutions. Yet, adoption debates among
social workers and professionals working in the field of adoption are still moving and shifting, and
17
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The Hague Convention on inter-country adoption is based upon articles considering adoption as stated in
‘The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child’ (1989).
The distinction between these different terms is elaborated further in this introduction.
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the family of origin, specifically the mother, is increasingly gaining priority. For instance, 20 years ago,
poverty and financial problems were perceived as legitimate reasons for the surrender of children
born in wedlock. Just two decades ago, many professionals perceived adoption as an acceptable
intervention to increase the opportunities, with respect to education and health care, of a child from
a poor background. Nowadays, professionals working within the field of adoption generally express
the view that mothers of children born legitimately should be offered alternative forms of support
to enable them to raise their own children. With regard to these (once) married biological mothers,
it is commonly believed that the mother and child belong together. Cutting off a mother-child
relationship is believed to have far-reaching impacts. Growing up in an adoptive family is perceived
as ‘second-best’, but still preferable over raising children in institutions.
Discourses concerning unmarried mothers are different. The contemporary professional
Indian adoption field is dominated by the idea that a mother’s unmarried status legitimizes the
surrender of a child without a thorough search for alternatives. It is presumed that a child from
culturally awkward circumstances is better off with adoptive parents who can afford to raise the child
financially and morally. Simultaneously, an unmarried mother is generally presumed to be better off
continuing her life without her illegitimate child.19

Defining the research scope
Valarmathi’s story was introduced in the previous section to spell out the two fundamental positions
in the adoption debate. It is important to mention that Valarmathi’s life story, the facts regarding her
circumstances and her decision-making process, are not representative of any other women I met.
Generalizations do not do justice to the variety of circumstances and processes that the mothers
disclosed to me. Valarmathi’s representation to me, my interpretation of what she communicated
and the interaction between the two of us are as unique as any other in-depth interview. Another
researcher, with a different personality and a different attitude, and probably a different ethnic
background, age or gender, would have received the story with a different emphasis and focused on
different aspects.
I wish to point out explicitly the aspects of Valarmathi’s circumstances and my interview
with her that differed significantly from the circumstances of most women I met during my fieldwork.
The first aspect is the fact that she reflected upon her situation retrospectively. This research is mainly
focussed on women who are still in the midst of the decision-making process, which is a significant
difference. Most women sharing their lives with me were caught up in the panic and confusion of new
and overwhelming emotions. Valarmathi had settled and coped with her emotions to a certain extent.
She was also experienced in sharing her story and reflecting upon her situation with counsellors,
lawyers and other people around her. Valarmathi was experienced in representing her life whereas
most women I met were struggling for words to express themselves in their endeavour to share
experiences and feelings for the very first time.
Secondly, since Valarmathi was trapped in the sex industry, she did not know who the father
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Personally I feel uncomfortable using the word ‘illegitimate’ for a child. The word has a negative connotation and I believe that a human being, a child in particular, cannot be illegitimate. However, this is the
word most often used in the Indian adoption field to point to the reason for relinquishment.
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of her child was. Except for three other women I met20, every woman participating in this research
knew the father of her child. Initially, when I entered the field, I considered approaching women
working in the sex industry because it would be easier to trace unmarried mothers who were able
to raise their children instead of surrendering them for adoption. Later, I deliberately decided not
to involve sex workers since it would attach an unwanted connotation to all women who surrender
their children for adoption. Sex workers, temple dancers (tēvatāci)21 and even actresses are generally
perceived as women belonging to a different social category, with a separate sexual morality. None
of the unmarried mothers I met would identify themselves with women from these particular social
categories and they would not be very happy to be associated with them.22 Additionally, it would
make the focus of this research too broad since discourses prevalent among these particular social
categories with regard to sexuality and morality differ significantly from the dominant discourses
among the social categories of mothers who surrender their children for adoption.
For these reasons, I deliberately did not try to contact women working in the sex industry
and I also excluded actresses. I include Valarmathi because she escaped from sex work to return
to her original surroundings as an unmarried pregnant woman. Hence, she had to deal with the
stigmatization that is often mentioned as the motivation for relinquishment. The third exceptionality
of Valarmathi’s circumstances as compared with most women involved in this research is that she
was raising her child herself. Most women involved in this research finally decided to relinquish
their children.23 Nevertheless, as revealed and elaborated in Chapter 4, she is not the only unmarried
mother who shared with me why and how she decided to raise her child herself.
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Coming to terms with terminology
Adoptive parenthood and foster parenthood are distinguishable non-biological parent-child
relationships.24 This study discusses relinquishing and surrendering children mainly as a process which
precedes adoption. But what exactly do these words imply?
20
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Two of these three women revealed disconnected and incoherent facts and experiences. Since I am not a
psychiatrist, I am not in a position to diagnose their mental health. While their life stories were not useful
for this research, their sadness, loneliness and despair are still carved in my memory.
‘The practice of tēvatāci, in which a young girl, usually prepubescent, is ceremoniously dedicated or married to a deity, continues in several southern states. Literally meaning “female servant of god,” a tēvatāci
usually belongs to the Dalit community. Once dedicated, the girl is unable to marry, forced to become a
prostitute for upper-caste community members, and eventually auctioned off to an urban brothel. The
age-old practice continues to legitimise the sexual violence and discrimination that have come to characterise the intersection between caste and gender. The patrons of the tēvatāci’s are generally from the
higher castes because only they can afford to pay for the rituals; those from the tēvatāci’s own castes are
too poor. In many cases, a patron kept many girls and the number of girls kept used to be a yardstick of
the status of that man. This system of patronage has given way to a system of commercial prostitution in
the big cities.’ (Source: Human Rights Watch (1999) Caste Violence Against India’s “Untouchables” Chapter
Vll: Discrimination and exploitative forms of labour. New York, Washington, London, Brussels: Human
Rights Watch).
Cf. Reysoo (1998): Reysoo shows how the social stigma of being a ‘prostitute’ is attached to unmarried
mothers in Morocco (1998: 76). Additionally, she points to the self-fulfilling effect of this prophecy as a
consequence of social exclusion.
I did not include women who conceived with the intention of surrendering their children for adoption. I
did not search for them, nor did I happen to meet such mothers.
See: Bowie (2004) for an elaboration and differentiation of the concepts foster-care and adoption.
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ICCW (2001) defines adoption as the ‘establishment of a parent-child relationship through
legal and social process other than the birth process. It is a process by which a child of one set of
parents becomes the child of another set of parents or parent’ (2001: 11). In the Indian context,
surrendering and adoption involves ‘(..) relinquishing of all rights and obligations by the birth-parents
or the birth-mother over the birth-child and the acquisition of all these rights and obligations legally
by a new set of non-genetic parents or parent’ (ibid.: 12).
In the Indian context, adoption generally implies a ‘closed’ adoption, also in cases when the
Indian child is placed with a foreign adoptive family. The word ‘closed’ does not mean that adoptive
parents keep the adoption a secret. Many South Indian adoptive parents inform their adopted
children about their adoptive status25, and for foreign parents hiding the fact is not even an option
since differences in colour and features bespeak the adoptive relationship. ‘Closed’ here points to
the fact that contact between the biological parents or biological mothers and their surrendered
children is usually not taking place and, as far as Indian policy is concerned, neither is it encouraged
by the agencies involved.
ICCW uses the term ‘confidential adoptions’ and quotes Grotevant and Mc Roy: ‘”At the time
of adoption all records of processing, including the original birth certificate, are sealed by court order
to the adoptive parents.” This is done to “protect the child from the stigma of illegitimacy, preserve the
birth mother’s anonymity, protect her from the stigma of out-of-wedlock pregnancy, and maintain
the privacy and integrity of the adoptive family”. Confidential adoption gradually became “an integral
part of adoption”’ (ICCW 2001: 83). 26
Before the eventual adoption, children are surrendered, abandoned, deserted or
relinquished. These terms are all commonly used within the field of adoption, and with regard to this
research, it is important to clear up the terminology pointing to the separation between mothers and
their children. Usually, the words ‘abandonment’ and ‘desertion’ imply that a child was left behind,
usually by an unknown person, or sometimes, by a known person, but without an outspoken decision
to relinquish the child. A baby found in the streets or unexpectedly left behind in a hospital is usually
categorized as abandoned or deserted. Mothers who formally relinquish or surrender their children
to persons or to institutions are usually not anonymous since their names will be mentioned in files
and documents and the word ‘surrendering’ usually implies the legal act of a mother giving her child
up for adoption. In this dissertation, I use both the words ‘relinquishment’ and ‘surrendering’. I use
relinquishment when I put more emphasis on the fact that a mother hands her child over into the care
of others because she does not feel in a position to take care of her child. The word surrendering has
a more legal connotation and is used when the relinquishment includes or emphasizes the intention
to get the child adopted.
This research is predominantly focussed on legal surrendering procedures. However, the
border between legal and illegal is not always clear. Illegal documents can be prepared for legal
surrendering or adoption procedures. Likewise, legal documents can be used for illegal practices. For
instance, I came across one person who openly described how she carried out an illegal adoption by
putting the prospective adoptive parents’ names on the birth certificate of an unmarried mother’s
new born baby. I did not purposely search for these practices and I merely focussed on practices
25
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See: ICCW 2001: 71-90
See further: next section ‘legal aspects of surrendering and adoption in India’.
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as carried out by people working for formally recognized institutions such as hospitals, counselling
centres, Short Stay Homes and institutions with a licence for adoption. Consequently, this study
is about women whom I have met only through legal channels. Only if a legally doubtful act or
intervention is significant with regard to the decision-making process of a woman involved in this
study, will I elaborate on it. Subsequently, in this thesis, I use the word adoption to refer only to legal
adoptions as distinguished from illegal adoptions, foster care, care for a stepchild or any other form
of care for a non-biological child.
How urgent is this research on the relinquishment of children in terms of numbers? How
many children are actually formally relinquished? I did not have access to any records that could
provide me with exact information about numbers of relinquished children. Yet records are available
regarding legal in-country and inter-country adoptions. For the past three decades, after a decline of
adoptable children within Western countries, inter-country adoptions became prevalent. From 2001
up to and including 2004, 4,409 children were legally placed for adoption in foreign countries from
India. During this period, CARA27 reported 7,630 in-country adoptions.28 In the southern state of Tamil
Nadu, in the years 2000 up to and including 2002, 99 children were adopted abroad and 621 children
were adopted within the country. 29 Currently, inter-country adoptions are on the decline in favour
of the increasing trend of in-country adoptions. Nevertheless, adoptable children in India are still
available on a large scale. 30

Legal aspects of surrendering and adoption in India
24

The handbook on child adoption in India provides the policy, legislation and guidelines concerning
the surrender and adoption procedures of Indian children (Indian Council For Child Welfare Tamil
Nadu 1998). The Hindu Adoption and Maintenance Act (1956)31 liberalized traditional Hindu adoptions
and subsequently, adoptions of unrelated children, including female children, and children of
unknown parentage became a possibility for Hindus32. All non-Hindus33 can merely take a child under
guardianship as laid down in the Guardian And Wards Act 1890. 34
With regard to legal procedures for surrender, there is no distinction between Hindus and
non-Hindus. CARA guidelines are clear about the rules and formalities for surrender (see appendix).
As laid down by Indian law, a child’s biological father and, in the case of his death or disqualification,
27
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India has designated the Central Adoption Resource Agency (CARA) as Central Authority.
Indian inter-country adoption placements 2000: 1364; 2001: 1298; 2002: 1066 (Source: www.cara.nic.in/
carahome.html 2006-7-24 and Bhargava 2005: 31).
Tamil Nadu Inter-country adoptions: 2000: 25, 2001: 66, 2002: 8 In-country adoptions: 2000: 235; 2001: 185;
2002: 201 (Source Records of Directorate of Social Welfare: Adoption Cel Tamil Nadu).
In the Netherlands, inter-country adoption is increasing, but adoption of Indian children into Dutch families is declining. Between 1970 and 1992, 2,436 children came from India to the Netherlands (Juffer 1993:
19). Over the past ten years (1995 – 2005), 511 Indian children were placed into Dutch adoptive families.
(source: Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek, Voorburg/Heerlen, the Netherlands).
Cf. ICCW 2001: 14-32.
The Hindu Adoption and Maintenance Act ostensibly applies only to ‘Hindus’, but this category also
includes Buddhists, Jains and Sikhs.
This category of ‘Non-Hindus’ refers to all people who are not Hindu, Buddhist, Jain or Sikh.
Under this act, the child does not have the natural legal rights inherent to a biological child as is the case
with adoption under the Hindu Adoption Maintenance Act. Under the Guardian and Wards Act, the formal
status of the guardianship ends once the child completes 21 years of age.
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the child’s biological mother, is legally allowed to relinquish a child. In case both parents are absent,
the guardian of the concerned child is allowed, with permission of the court, to surrender a child
for adoption. For unmarried mothers, it is stated: ‘In case of a child born out of wedlock the mother
herself and none else, surrenders the child’35 (ICCW 1998: 144). For deserted children without known
parents, separate legal procedures have been constituted. 36
Once a child is placed into adoption, contact between biological mothers and their
surrendered children is generally discouraged and information regarding both identities is legally
withheld. Confidentiality is the norm and secrecy the rule. ‘Confidential adoptions are characterized
by a “severing of relationship between the child and his or her biological parents”’ (ICCW 2001: 83
quoting Grotevant and McRoy). ‘All adoptions in India are confidential. The Supreme Court of India had
given a ruling that “it was absolutely essential that biological parents should not have an opportunity
of knowing who are the adoptive parents taking their child in adoption”’ (ICCW 2001: 83).
Conversely, information about the biological mother, for instance, her name and address,
is kept from the seeking child. All adoption records, including the original birth certificate of the
child, are sealed by Court order (ibid.). Adoptive children are obstructed in their efforts to trace their
biological mothers and biological mothers do not have access to information regarding the adoptive
family of their children (ICCW 1998: 58, 61). As far as unwed mothers are concerned, the policy is
based on presumptions about their lives after the surrender. Since female sexuality and marriage
are entirely connected, a mother is presumed to have no other option but to cut ties with her child.
She is expected to continue her life with this secret probably carefully kept and/or even hidden from
her (future) husband and in-laws. These presumptions are commonly presented as legitimizing the
current policy. But are these presumptions and their consequences appropriate from the perspective
of the biological mothers themselves?

The ´Cradle Baby Scheme´
In my search for mothers of surrendered children, it made sense to start by approaching institutions
where children are admitted to be placed into adoption37. After getting access, I was confronted
with the fact that most of the resident babies were not surrendered by unmarried mothers, but by
married couples. Obviously, these children were not surrendered due to the social stigma attached
to unmarried mothers. The gender of these children, the fact that these children were born as girls,
had been the decisive factor for parents to surrender the child. In the first period of my fieldwork, I
intended to approach these married couples to gain insight into their decision-making processes:
‘Pien, I have to leave for Dharmapuri today’, the principal of an institution informs me. ‘The Reception
Centre just called and asked us to collect seven babies’ she adds. ‘Can’t I come along?’ I respond. She
agrees and at the end of the day, I find myself in a van together with a driver, two āyās 38 and two staff
members of the orphanage. On the floor of the van are plastic cradles waiting to be filled with the
announced babies. With mixed feelings, I observe the impressive rural landscape – green rice paddies
35
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Revised Guidelines for Adoption of Indian Children. Ministry of Welfare, 1995 (pg. 25).
See: Handbook ICCW 1998
Details about approached institutions: see chapter 5.
Āyā is an Indian term for a domestic worker or servant who (also) looks after children.
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reflecting the amber light of the setting sun. The beauty of this environment contrasts with the goal
of the trip: collecting seven baby girls who were rejected by their parents merely because of their
gender.
Early the next morning, we arrive in Dharmapuri. One of the staff members contacts the
people inside the reception centre and returns quickly with the message: ‘They have nine babies
for us instead of seven.’ After some administrative work in another building, we return to this baby
centre. Meanwhile, the two āyās prepare the plastic cradles with cotton cloth. After finishing their
preparations, they both leave the van to collect the nine babies. Within a couple of minutes, the āyās
return with the message: ‘We need to take ten babies, just now a grandmother arrived to leave her
new-born granddaughter.’ In the meantime, the staff member had approached this grandmother
and apparently, she agreed to an interview with me. I feel reluctant. Is this an appropriate moment
to disturb people with an interview? I feel very uncomfortable about it. ‘Don’t miss this chance, Pien,’
the staff member whispers. I have to admit, this is a unique opportunity to gain insight into decisionmaking processes with regard to the surrender of children. I nod my head with hesitation.
A lean woman with a prematurely aged face enters the van. In a nutshell I explain my
research aims and immediately she starts to reveal: poverty, dowry, the need to have a grandson…
Half an hour later, the staff member opens the door because the grandmother needs to sign some
documents. He adds that the father has arrived and also appears to be willing to talk to me. Some
minutes later, a small skinny man enters the van. His eyes are red and his breath smells unmistakably
of alcohol. His voice is soft. He almost whispers when he starts to tell his story with tears in his eyes.
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The third daughter, dowry, poverty, his wish to have a son…I feel embarrassed about the interview
at such an extremely emotional moment and I start to apologize for disturbing him with my research
aims. But he does not want to hear apologies and, again with tears in his eyes, expresses his gratitude
about being able to meet the people who will take his baby with them. The baby was born less than
24 hours ago…
After finishing the interview, the babies are carried into the van by the āyās. We can take
along the babies numbered 106 up to number 116. Baby number 111 is absent since she has been
admitted in the hospital. One by one, the babies are put inside the plastic cradles. Beautiful newborn baby girls. Escaped from death? Forever disconnected from their parents? What will their future
bring? The motor of the van starts for the long journey back to Chennai. The road is bouncy but the
babies stay quiet. They have just been fed. The principal of the orphanage picks up her pen and starts
to write down the numbers of the babies. Behind every number she writes a name39…
Some districts in the state of Tamil Nadu are notorious for the custom of killing or neglecting newborn girl babies. In other Indian states, for instance in Rajasthan, Bihar, Punjab, Uttar Pradesh and
Haryana female infanticide is prevalent (Srinivasan 2006, ICCW 2003). Currently, the trend to get rid of
girl babies through female infanticide is moving towards sex-selective abortions or female foeticide
(Srinivasan 2006). Previously, women in specific communities in Tamil Nadu openly admitted to
having killed female infants (Krishnaswamni 1988). They explained the difficulties in raising daughters
and expressed that in their view, female babies were better off if they did not survive at all.
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The original numbers and location have been changed.
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In 1986, Venkatrami published an article in the magazine India Today in which women
openly described why and how they killed female babies, revealing techniques such as feeding the
poisonous sap of certain plants like oleander. The publication of these customs sent shockwaves
through India. The effect was that the techniques and methods were replaced with less traceable
but more gruesome: ‘We no longer kill the baby girl with the poisonous sap of the oleander plant,
as traces of the poison may be detected (in post-mortem examinations). We make the death appear
natural’ (ICCW 2003: 16). ICCW reveals how new killing methods are developed to escape from the
police. Starving female babies to death or killing a child through asphyxiation in front of a table fan
running at full speed are just two examples of cruel new methods (ibid.: 16-17).
Since 1992, the Chief Minister of Tamil Nadu, Jayalalitha has recognized female infanticide
as a custom to be combated. Especially since 2001, she has put the problem high on the political
agenda. As part of the strategy to fight female infanticide, she initiated ‘the Cradle Baby Scheme (CBS)’
in the high-risk districts of Tamil Nadu: Reception Centres were established and parents were asked
not to kill but to relinquish their unwanted babies at these centres. Usually some basic data such as
the name and address of the parents and the reason for relinquishment are documented and after
signing a surrender document, the child’s parents continue their lives without the unwanted child.
After two months, the legal period of time to allow parents to reclaim their child, these babies became
available for adoption through agencies with a licence to legally place children into adoptive families.
Between May 2001 and September 2003 (2 years and 4 months), 745 children were relinquished at
these particular reception centres. Of these, 52 babies were reclaimed by their parents and 6 children
died before they could be transferred to an adoption agency. In all, only 48 of these babies were boys
and 697 babies were girls . Obviously, gender was not the only motivation for parents to relinquish
40

their children. In some cases, unmarried mothers were mentioned and some babies were unwanted
because of health problems or physical or mental imperfections or handicaps. Some children were
deserted by unknown parents.
The CBS strategy has been discussed regularly. Journalists as well as people working in the
field of Social Welfare raise questions about its effects. The solution to enable parents to get rid of
their daughters is symptomatic and does not address the root causes of the problem (cf. Srinivasan
2006). Another question is whether all these babies would have been killed if no Reception Centre
had been available. How many babies get relinquished because of the existence of the CBS? In this
sense, the CBS may create a need. But also: how many babies die an unnecessary death within the
walls of an institution, due to infections, lack of affection and lack of care? How many of these babies
might have survived in their original surroundings if they had been breastfed by their mothers? From
my diary, two months after the trip to Dharmapuri:
Three out of the ten babies I escorted during their trip from Dharmapuri have died. Also
baby number 116, the child whose father and grandmother I had met on the day she was
handed over, died due to septicaemia. Her infection was discovered too late and the
hospital could not save her.
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The effects of the Cradle Baby Scheme obviously raise questions about adequate and ethical
interventions. I was also confronted with particular questions regarding the objectives and the setup of my research. My research appeared to be based upon untrue or at least outdated presumptions
about adoptive children, generally believed to be born out of wedlock and relinquished by unmarried
mothers. Apparently, in contemporary Tamil Nadu, most of the children up for adoption were not
surrendered by unmarried mothers but by married couples.41 Instead of a social stigma attached to
unmarried mothers, the cultural meaning of daughters or the physical and mental conditions of the
babies appeared to be decisive factors. This was significant information in itself. However, I needed to
reconsider my research objectives.
Would I unravel the decision-making processes of these married couples or stick to my initial
focus: unmarried mothers? Focussing on both issues was too ambitious and issues concerning the
Cradle Baby Scheme emerged of present interest, actual and urgent. Retaining my focus on unmarried
mothers appeared to be a denial of reality and a shift of my research focus seemed appropriate. Yet, I
was not convinced about the rightness of such a shift. Female infanticide was already getting a lot of
attention in the media and in the field of social research (ICCW 2003, Srinivasan 2006). Cradle babies
and policies with regard to the CBS were in the spotlight on an almost daily basis, researched and
analyzed, glorified and criticized. Conversely, unmarried mothers were still out of sight.
From a cultural perspective, their existence was denied and simultaneously, for decades,
the social stigma attached to unmarried mothers was predominantly listed as the main reason for
relinquishment. In 1991, during my first field experience, I met young and unmarried pregnant women
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hidden inside institutions and I observed their babies being surrendered. The fact remained that this
social category was, after 10 years, still invisible and unrecognized, except for the one-liners about
social stigma echoing for decades in the field of adoption. Hence, I stopped approaching biological
parents of children relinquished through the Cradle Baby Scheme and I decided to stick to my initial
focus; bringing the spotlight on this hidden social category.42

Constructing knowledge
During my years of work in the field of adoption, the silence surrounding the biological mothers of
adoptive children had disturbed me. Initially, I tried to get this particular silence on the agenda within
the Dutch adoption organization I was working for. I regularly tried to convince the management
team about the necessity to stimulate and also finance research on the supply side of adoption, but
I never succeeded. Eventually, I decided to initiate research myself, focussed on India. For decades,
Indian children were placed into Dutch adoptive families and the management team considered
insights into decision-making processes of Indian surrendering mothers to be highly important
but funding this research was beyond their priorities. For this reason, I approached my eventual
supervisors, and they encouraged me to prepare a research proposal to raise funds outside the field
41
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The sex ratio in Tamil Nadu (census 2001), Haryana and Punjab give insights into gendered risks. Female
infanticide and sex selective abortions exist in North India. But with this experience in Tamil Nadu, I would
not exclude the possibility that in Northern states, children are also abandoned or even relinquished by
married couples instead of mainly originating from unmarried mothers.
In the section ‘marital status’ in Chapter 3, I elaborate on the fact that also this hidden social category of
relinquishing mothers is differentiated as far as marital statuses are concerned and depending on how
one defines ‘marriage’.
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of adoption and coached me in doing so. The social relevance of this research was also recognized
by the two government funding organizations Wotro (NWO) and WODC (ministry of Justice) who
decided to invest in the research. This recognition and trust added to my urge to bring out the voices
of these women.
To enable me to do this, my husband quit his job and my sons, who were two and four
years old at the time, had to leave their extended family, school and friends behind, undergo dozens
of vaccinations to live in a country about which they had no idea whatsoever. I felt responsible for
bringing this research to a successful ending and the possibility that all these efforts and offers would
not end up in concrete and significant results occasionally worried me during long sleepless nights.
The feasibility of this project was regularly questioned by people working in the Dutch field
of adoption. Indian NGOs were notoriously reticent regarding information about biological mothers,
even to adoptees, so why should they give access to a researcher? As for the mothers: why should a
mother be willing to open up about such delicate issues? Due to the sensitivity of the subject, nobody
in my professional surroundings could really reassure me but I thought I could find ways. Based on
email contact with one Indian NGO, I was confident that the study could be carried out. Yet, my doubts
would erase this confidence at times, and one evening I shared my worries with my supervisors: ‘What
if no mother is willing to share her life story with me? What if I cannot get access to any of them?’
For me, this PhD project is my first one, but obviously my supervisors had dealt with such
anxieties more often. Fenneke Reysoo reminded me of the significant relations that I had already
established in the field and I remember Joke Schrijvers’ answer word for word: ‘If you find only one
woman who is willing to share and she is a “good one”, that will be enough.’ “A good one” in this
context means that the woman concerned meets the criteria, but also that she opens up because
she feels comfortable and safe. With these words, she was consoling me, but more than that she was
sharing an epistemological principle which implied more than convictions regarding requirements
of numbers. Good anthropological fieldwork is determined by creating a relationship which invites
people to share particular information. In this interaction, I am a subjective actor and so is the person
with whom I speak.
Nencel (2001) outlines that ‘research subjects shape their own presentations…The fact is
that our subjects are often not just responding to our agendas and to our questions, but they are also
always engaged in actively shaping their presentations to suit their own agendas of how they wish
to be represented’ (Lal quoted in Nencel 2001: 88). Interaction between two unique human beings
is a significant part of research. Consequently, another person doing the same work with the same
information provider will receive different information. Not only during this interaction but also during
the process of writing, as I am constructing knowledge, I interpret the shared information as a subject.
Schrijvers states that ‘(..) knowledge produced is seen as an outcome of dialogues, of
inter- and intra-subjective communications, and of the confrontations of differing images of reality.
Knowledge, in this view, is a temporary construct, determined historically, locally and personally’
(1993: 156). Nencel, based upon principles contained in the notions of intersubjectivity and reflexivity,
elaborates the necessity for a researcher to position himself or herself (Nencel 2001: 73).
Reflexive knowledge as constructed in my subjective interaction with the women involved
in this study is the epistemological viewpoint from which I entered the field. The field of surrender
and adoption generally evokes deep-rooted emotions. Consequently, as a researcher, my reflections
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on and feelings about relinquishing and adoption were not only of importance during interviews and
the fieldwork as a whole, but also during the process of analysis and writing. The decisions and choices
I made when stressing aspects, probing, switching or emphasizing a subject during interviews as well
as during the process of analysis and writing were entirely my own. ‘Making these decisions explicit is
one of the responsibilities of practicing a reflexive anthropology’ (Nencel 2001: 74).
Simultaneously, however, many pregnant women and mothers I met seemed not to mind
to whom they were talking. It was not exceptional that during interviews one introductory open
question was followed by a flow of words that was virtually unstoppable. Some (expectant) mothers
felt extremely desperate and lonely in dealing with the situation. Offering the opportunity to share
worries and thoughts regularly ended up as an emotional outlet. Sometimes, (expectant) mothers
seemed to be almost unaware of who was sitting in front of them, as if they were talking to themselves
while explicitly trying to come to terms with their confusions. In this sense and during these interviews,
the “intersubjectivity” might have been less to some extent. This made me even more aware of the
difficulties of assuming general principles to underlie the research process. I will therefore account as
clearly as I can for the ways in which knowledge was gained and constructed.

Advocacy for an informed decision
As already mentioned, my aim was to bring into the open the voices of unmarried mothers and
to make their stories heard. This is a rather ambitious, feminist and activist aim. Feminist scholars,
particularly those who claim for themselves the label of ‘Third World Feminist’, developed strong
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critiques concerning cross-border feminist solidarity, especially white Western academics ‘giving
voices to women in the South’ (cf. Eagleton 1996, Mohanty 2004, Spivak 1988). Personally, I do not
underscore the idea that whiteness or ethnicity or the status of outsider are in themselves obstacles
to scientific validity, yet reflecting on how the personal, cultural and academic background of the
researcher influence the ethnographer’s research process is one sine qua non of validity (Sanjek 1991).
In doing so, I attempt to avoid the practices of some intermediaries whom I consider to be speaking
for the surrendering women without making explicit their own perspectives and interests.
Moreover, isn’t it a little presumptuous for researchers to claim to be able to ‘give voices
to women in the South’? More often than not, these women have strong voices of their own and
ignoring them or listening to them are both also a decision or a choice. My personal ideas about
adoption and surrender processes have surely influenced all interactions with informants. I am
convinced that reflexive epistemology is an asset if compared with the more conventional research
approaches that are presumed to be neutral. And all the more so, if we consider that quite a few
authorities and researchers in the adoption field, such as Bhargava, Bowie, Johnson, Juffer, Kirk, are
personally involved in the adoption triangle as adoptive parents or, such as Storsbergen, as adoptee
(cf. Haraway 1988).
My professional experiences within the field of adoption for over ten years came with
personal ethical dilemmas concerning surrendering and adoption. The circumstances of relinquished
and institutionalized children lacking everything a child deserves are hard to digest. Surrendered
children without even a realistic chance of getting adopted because of, for instance, age (too ‘old’) or
physical or mental disabilities, appeal even more to one’s emotions and humanitarian responsibilities.
Regularly, I found myself considering the adoption of a particular child. Consequently, my partner and
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I had many discussions. Yet, for several reasons, mostly based upon feelings of ambiguity, we never
decided to do so.
On the side of the mothers, I was frequently confronted with situations which I regarded as
an injustice or even a violation of women’s reproductive rights.43 I felt and still feel that interventions
from my side could have made a difference for both mothers and children. Sometimes, I actually
intervened; too many times, I did not. Examples described in Chapter 5 are illustrative. I still feel
embarrassed about the instances when I failed in advocacy. Conversely, the times that I did intervene
did not always work to the advantage of the woman concerned, and subsequently embarrassed
me, too. Reflecting upon my actions and interventions, I realize that henceforth, I would probably
intervene in different situations and also in different ways.
Some examples of cases when I explicitly stated my standpoint as opposed to the
standpoint of another person are presented in the following chapters. I also offer some reflections
about my interventions regarding the mothers since it was relevant and significant with respect to
the context in which data were gathered. Clearly, this research has an activist aspect in the sense of
problem identification and action planning.44 During fieldwork and also during the writing process,
I was not merely researching and describing social and emotional situations of women, including
their decision-making processes, but I was also trying to make sense of it all and, in the course of the
research, endeavoring to change and improve circumstances.
According to Hale (2001), ‘(..) activist research asks us to identify our deepest ethical-political
convictions’ (2001: 14). Driven by such convictions, activist research ‘(..) helps us better to understand
the root causes of inequality, oppression, violence and related conditions of human suffering’ (ibid.:
13). As an action-oriented researcher myself, I feel a particular affinity with relinquishing mothers,
and, based upon this affinity, dialogue with them is my priority in this research (ibid.: 14). I want
them to become visible and their voices to be heard at decision-making levels and I wish their
specific interests to be advocated as distinguished from opposing interests of other parties involved
in adoption. Explicitness in my shifting of roles as an activist or as an academic is a necessity and
my anthropological responsibility. What kind of ‘action’ did I consider necessary to improve the
circumstances of their decision-making processes?
The mothers involved in this research were not organized in self-help groups or in any
other way. They could not communicate as a collective or as a group of people with specific and
shared objectives. Consequently, these women did not have any source of cumulative knowledge
and shared experiences. Every individual mother, within or without her family, had to start at zero,
individually dealing with an immense process. This distinguishes this research from other actionoriented or collaborative research projects mentioned in literature. Surrendering a child for adoption
is an irreversible decision with an enormous impact on the lives of mothers and children. Cumulative
experiences and knowledge as spread among mothers in comparable situations or assigned by
43
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Cf. World Population Plan of Action, 1974 (para 14f), CEDAW, 1979 (art.16e), World Population Plan of Action, 1984 (recommendation 24, paragraph 25), Vienna Declaration 1993 (paragraph 2, art.41). Cf. Report of
the ICPD (1995: 40-51).
For academic debates on a researcher’s paradoxical roles, for instance researcher vis-à-vis activist or research vis-à-vis advocacy, referred to as activist research, collaborative research or action research, I refer
to Hale 2001, Ladkin 2005, Reid et al. 2006.
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people working in the adoption field are prerequisites to reaching an ‘informed decision’ about
surrendering. With the concept of informed decision as the key word, I listened to these women.
The processes which mothers enter into are entirely new for them. However, professionals
in the field of adoption have acquired much more experience and information over time. Since the
available experiences and information were not structurally communicated by these professionals,
I regularly felt the urge to pass on relevant information during interviews. My standpoint is that a
woman needs to be provided with knowledge about other available options to make an informed
decision. Too many times, I noticed mothers basing their decisions and opinions upon untrue
presumptions. Presumptions and priorities related to the specific stage of a mother’s decisionmaking process may also change into a reverse opinion or emotion once another stage is reached.
For instance, a pregnant woman’s feelings and priorities during pregnancy may change after giving
birth, with a child in her arms. The first stage panic is another complicating factor. Provided with
reliable information and practical tools, mothers, including significant people in their surroundings,
will make decisions that are as good as possible as well as feasible. Absolute priorities to me are the
interests, aims and perspectives of the mothers involved in combination and conjunction with those
of their children as distinct from the interests of (prospective) adoptive parents or the interests of
people working in or for institutions.

The child’s perspective
‘You think too much from the child’s perspective,’ commented the secretary of the women’s
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organization when I expressed relief that Valarmathi was still with her child. She confused me with
her reply since I had reacted merely with Valarmathi’s perspective in mind. My reaction was formed
by what the surrendering women had revealed to me, by the devilish dilemma’s they were confronted
with and the sadness they shared. I felt an intense empathy with mothers who did leave their children
behind after a signature on a surrender document and not at least because I am a mother myself.
When I entered the field, I already doubted that mothers’ interests were satisfactorily taken care of,
but these doubts increased substantially after listening to these mothers. If this irreversible separation
of mother and child turned out to be unnecessary after all, as in Valarmathi’s case, I felt relief. In
many ways, Valarmathi lost her childhood, including many opportunities, and she is still undergoing
hardships and difficulties. But would her life have been easier if she had also lost her child? I doubt
this, and this thesis will disclose the basis of my doubts.
Yet, I also understand why this secretary of a women’s organization suggests that I think too
much from the child’s perspective. In her perception, a child is better off with its biological mother, but
in Valarmathi’s case, this is to the detriment of its mother. According to the objectives of this women’s
association, Valarmathi’s personal development is stunted because she was sexually exploited and
this abuse is a violation of her democratic, legal and equal rights. The consequences of this violation as
embodied by her little daughter will stay with her throughout her life because she was prevented from
relinquishing her child. As an unmarried teenage mother, Valarmathi is damaged in her social identity
and thwarted and limited in her opportunities with regard to education and marriage. It is from such an
emancipatory perspective that the employee of this women’s association interprets and judges my relief.
As an adoption scholar, I am supposed to think from the perspective of a child and, also from
a child’s perspective, I am convinced that surrendering in particular cases can be prevented with
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counselling, access to information and alternative ways of support. My ideas about adoption have been
influenced by Western scholars and by Dutch experiences. In the 1970s, after the sexual revolution
of the 1960s, children were increasingly raised in various social settings. An unmarried status was no
longer a reason to relinquish children, which caused a shortage of available adoptable children for
infertile Dutch couples. In this same period, the media started presenting the circumstances of, for
instance, abandoned offspring of American soldiers residing in institutions in Korea. These broadcasts
evoked feelings of empathy and an urge to help among Dutch citizens, and hundreds of children
from foreign countries were placed into Dutch families.
The nature-nurture debate of the 1970s was dominated by a strong trust in ‘nurture’. The
Dutch dominantly believed in possibilities to influence and (trans)form society or persons. With
enough love and good care, a previously neglected or traumatized child was generally believed to
be able to grow into an emotionally and socially healthy person. The initiative to place children from
foreign countries into Dutch families was a logical consequence in these circumstances: Infertile
Dutch couples were happy to finally have a child, other Dutch couples satisfied their aim to help a
child, and, best of all, children were saved from a depressing life within the walls of an institution.
Adoption appeared to be the perfect answer to a wide range of goals and intentions. The balloon
burst in the 1980s, when the first signs of emotional damage became manifest in adopted teenagers
and adolescents. Disconnection from their roots, loss of biological family, especially the biological
mother, and other adoption-related aspects turned out to have important and often negative effects
on the lives of children (Hjern et al. 2002, Nijnatten, van 2004, Hoksbergen and Wolters 1989, Verhulst
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and Versluis-den Bieman 1989).
This first generation of internationally adopted children also increasingly showed the
importance of providing background information to the adopted child. Uncertainty about their
background, lack of information about the biological family and the reasons for being abandoned
resulted in identity development problems among adopted children, and a problematic teenage
period. Many adopted teenagers and adolescents decided to search for their biological families in
their country of origin. Dutch in-country adoptees also increasingly developed an interest in their
background resulting in the desire to trace their biological mothers. The effects of this searching
and the collection of background information have been studied by Centraal Bureau Fiom in ‘s
Hertogenbosch (Kaptein and van Berkel 1999, 2004). The need for background information since
then has been acknowledged by Dutch organizations that are professionally involved in the adoption
triangle, and this has led to journeys in search of roots to many countries in Latin America and Asia. In
many countries, children are able to search for their biological family during these journeys. In India,
a roots journey is restricted to a cultural introduction and a visit to the institution because the files of
the biological mother are kept confidential by the Indian government and are not accessible to the
adopted child (ICCW 2001: 83).
Apparently, it is not easy for children to be surrendered and adopted. The biological family,
the mother in particular, is important for a child and cutting family ties has repercussions for its
emotional and mental health. Boszormenyi-Nagy, a professor in psychiatry45, started his career at the
University of Budapest and continued his work in the USA in the last decades of the previous century.
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He co-authored the book ‘Invisible Loyalties’. This work reveals the patterns of intergenerational
reciprocity and shows how children feel primarily loyal to their biological parents, merely because
these parents bestow them with life (1973: 177).
According to Boszormenyi-Nagy, even the physical separation of mother and child
immediately after birth cannot destroy this unconditional loyalty. Consequently, an adopted child
will develop an image or create a mental picture of its biological parents and will also fantasize
about reasons and circumstances concerning relinquishment: ‘(..) biological parenthood cannot be
dissociated from a deep, even if conflicted, devotion. Depending on the child’s fantasies about the
mysteries of pregnancy, childbirth and other early biological ministrations by the natural parents,
the adoptive parents may appear as usurping undeserved exclusive rights and credit’ (BoszormenyiNagy and Spark 1973: 113).
David Brodzinsky, Emeritus Professor of Development and Clinical Psychology (Rutgers
University, New Jersey), is well-known for his research on developmental and family issues related
to the adjustment of adopted children. According to Brodzinsky (1992, 1998), adoption is potentially
stressful for children since loss is inherent to adoption: loss of biological family, status, ethnic, racial
and genealogical connections and a loss of identity. These losses result in specific emotions during
different stages throughout life. The capacity to cope with these aspects, and the ways of doing so,
depend on individual, inter-personal and environmental factors.
Attachment between children and their adoptive parents is one of the major concerns in
the field of adoption. Sustainable and significant relationships with one or more adults, preferably
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the biological parents, who, on their part, have the capacity to love and protect their children in
responsible ways, are generally perceived as conditions for a child to develop into a healthy
person. Children’s capabilities to develop significant emotional attachments with others and the
prerequisites that enable or encourage children to do this have long been an important topic of study
since significant relationships are considered to be a key factor in their social, moral and emotional
development (Bowlby 1969; 1973; 1980; Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters and Wall 1978; IJzendoorn 1994).
Children are now assumed to develop their first and most important attachments during their
first year of life. Some adoptive children have not been in a situation to develop secure attachments
with a ‘significant other’. The lack of this first experience in an early stage of life is believed to impact
on the possibilities of developing significant relationships later in life. Other adoptive children who
did develop attachments before adoption, have felt the pain of losing at least one and probably more
‘significant others’. These children run the risk of having lost the possibility, confidence and security of
feeling emotionally attached to another person, and thereby the skill to cope with the consequence
of this vulnerability.
Obviously, adoptive children have particular obstacles to overcome in their development.
Nevertheless, Femmie Juffer, an adoptive parent and Dutch Professor of Adoption, is optimistic about
adoption as a suitable and preferable intervention. She found positive results in her research on
attachment between children and their adoptive parents (Juffer 1993). Additionally, she demonstrates
through a large scale meta-analysis the relatively small number of adoptive children with behavioural
problems. She underscores the fact that adoptive children do indeed more often show behavioural
problems when compared to children growing up with their biological parents. However, according
to Juffer, the majority of adoptive children grow up without (serious) problems. Together with
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colleagues, she also compared children who were adopted from institutions to children who stayed
in institutions in terms of development. She concluded that children who are adopted develop much
better socially, emotionally and cognitively (Juffer 2002, Juffer and IJzendoorn 2005). This is not
surprising since social, emotional and cognitive skills need stimuli and input to develop, which they
surely lack within the walls of institutions. However, the key question remains: did these children need
to be institutionalized in the first place?

Adoptive parents
The focus in this research is on the decision-making processes at the supply side of adoption, as seen
from the perspective of mothers who relinquish children. Some interests of adoptive children are also
discussed. The third corner of the adoptive triangle stands for adoptive parents. Adoptive parents
usually go through emotional turbulence before they decide to adopt a child. In the Netherlands
as well as in India, many prospective adoptive parents have a history of fertility treatments and
disappointments. As a rule, these prospective adoptive parents have gone through years of mourning
and grief: the loss of a child or the loss of a dream about becoming parents by natural means. For
these parents, adoption is initially ‘second best’.
Motivations for parents to adopt have been analyzed by Hoksbergen (1983, 1991) who
mentions two kinds of motivations: the altruistic motivations and the circumstantial motivations
(infertility of a couple) for adoption. In most cases, the motivations of parents are not clearly identified
as only altruistic or circumstantial. A mixture of both motivations make parents decide to adopt a
child. In autobiographical works, adoptive parents express mixed motivations (van Egmond 1987;
Wereldkinderen-column: Rekel 1997, 1998, 199946). They state that they explicitly feel responsible for
the well-being of the adopted child, and from this perspective, for the process of relinquishment.
Once they take the decision, the prospective adoptive parents are generally motivated to adopt a
child, but not at any cost. Many parents realise that they have to justify, not only to themselves but
ultimately also to their child, that the adoption was the best option for all parties of the adoptive
triangle. To be able to do this, they need complete information about the circumstances in which the
biological mother made her decision.

Some figures
As mentioned in the section ‘Constructing knowledge’, an in-depth dialogue with just one woman
would have been enough to produce relevant knowledge. More women, however, were willing
to share their lives in elaborate and intimate ways, and I was privileged to be able to meet with 36
mothers who finally relinquished their children. Occasionally, I also observed and spoke to significant
family members of these mothers.
Initially, I approached 37 mothers who were in the process of deciding to relinquish their
child. Two of them initially refused to participate in this research as they felt uncomfortable about
sharing their experiences. I had expected more refusals since it is understandable that women would
feel uneasy about exposing shameful events. It is not easy to share behaviour which is considered
highly immoral. Yet, most women agreed to cooperate. This can be attributed to the fact that the
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authorities of the institutions approved of the cooperation. In addition to this, my own status as a
foreigner who was assumed to be wealthy and who brought a highly-educated assistant played
its part. Hierarchically, these women, who were usually young, were not in a position to refuse an
interview. Yet, two of them did refuse. I appreciated the agency of these two women since their act
soothed my unease about being in a far more powerful position. A remarkable detail to mention is
that one of these two women approached me in the corridors. She wanted to share her experiences
and perceptions with me without the knowledge of the authorities of the institution.
My anxiety that relinquishing mothers would not be willing to open up appeared to be
unfounded. The very first woman I met said that the fact that her life was going to be described in
a book gave her peace of mind. The idea and hope that her experiences could be of use to prevent
similar experiences among other women provided her with some relief. She opened up and shared
so much with me that I could have written a separate book indeed. However, she was just the first
woman who described the process leading towards the relinquishment of her child to be followed by
the confessions of the other 35 mothers.
In all, I recorded 56 interviews with these mothers. Since one interview was unexpected,
it remained unrecorded, but I reproduced a written draft that same day. A regular interview took
approximately 1½ hours, sometimes less than one hour but sessions of two hours were no exception.
One mother stopped the interview after half an hour. She explained that reflecting upon her situation
made her feel too sad. In addition to these formal interviews, I interacted with many mothers on
an informal basis. Sometimes without and sometimes with my assistant, I spent hours chatting in
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the corridors, in the baby room or the maternity room. These informal meetings were extremely
valuable. My observations during these hours, while watching mothers taking care of their new born
babies during their decision-making process and before and even after officially surrendering, was of
tremendous importance in gaining insight into these mothers’ lives, feelings and considerations.
Of the 36 mothers who gave up their children, seven mothers had relinquished their child
at least 15 years earlier. The other 29 mothers who were willing to meet me were actually in the midst
of the process eventually leading to the surrender of their children. I met them during pregnancy
and/or shortly after giving birth. Some had just signed the surrender document. The interviews were
conducted in or around the place where the mothers lived when the interview was conducted. This
means, in some retrospective cases, in or near the mothers’ private residence. But usually, the mothers
lived in an institution with an adoption licence, in a short-stay home linked to such an institution or in
a government hospital. In those cases, I was able to meet the mothers, for confidentiality, in a separate
room inside the institution or outside, near the place where the mother was admitted. More details
about the circumstances in which interviews were carried out are elaborated in Chapters 3 and 5.
In addition to these mothers and their family members, I was able to meet nine unmarried
mothers, including Valarmathi, who decided not to surrender their children, raising their children
themselves instead. In addition to these nine unmarried mothers, I was able to meet seven mothers
who once lived with their husbands after marriage but were nevertheless raising their children
as single parents since they were (officially or informally) divorced. Details and significant aspects
concerning my communication with these unmarried and otherwise single mothers who did not
surrender are elaborated in Chapters 1 and 4.
In addition to observations, informal talks and formal interviews with mothers and
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sometimes their relatives, within and outside NGOs, I collected data from counsellors, social workers,
nurses, doctors, police, officials and policymakers in counselling centres, family planning units and
maternity wards of government and private hospitals, offices and private residences, wherever
preferred by the persons involved.
To my surprise, I also came across four fathers who surrendered their daughters for adoption.
Notwithstanding the fact that these fathers’ sharing with me was valuable and helped me gain insight
into some aspects regarding my main research question, I will not focus on these interviews since
that would mean straying too far from my main focus. But the fact that besides mothers, fathers also
relinquish children is worth noting. Three of these fathers relinquished their children more than15
years ago. One father was in the process. I reported already how I met him on the day he relinquished
his daughter to a Cradle Baby Scheme reception centre (see the section ‘Cradle Baby Scheme’). To
explain their decisions regarding relinquishing their child, all fathers mentioned financial distress, the
baby’s gender and the fact that the opportunity to surrender came by chance.

The process of analysis
Apart from one-liners about the social stigma attached to unmarried mothers, nothing had been
written about Indian mothers and their decision-making processes about relinquishing their children.
I entered a completely unexplored field so any sincere feeling, any influencing factor, any aspect
considered significant or decisive, mentioned by a single surrendering woman, would add to my
objective to gain insight into their motivations. It was up to me to encourage them to share their
experiences with me and to listen well (Geertz 1973). The principles of grounded theory47 gave me
the methodological tools to explore the field with merely ‘sensitizing concepts’ (Wester 1987: 45-67).
I aimed to listen with an open mind and initially I planned to approach the women as non-directively
as possible.
After an introduction about my goals and objectives, I usually started the interviews with
general questions asking a mother about what had happened in her life and which circumstances
had steered her to the particular institution. I also asked mothers to reflect upon their past and
present life, which made their narratives autobiographical (cf. Willemse 2001). In this way I hoped the
women would find their own ways of unravelling decisive factors and relevant notions. The use of a
tape recorder enabled my assistants to transcribe and translate these interviews, which consequently
enabled me to re-listen and re-read what was shared literally as well as what was communicated
between the lines. Some interviews were in English, most of them in Tamil. All taped interviews were
translated and transcribed in English. Immediately following the interviews, I also noted down my
impressions and observations. Before the second or third interviews, I always read the transcripts
of the previous interview to discover any particular emphasis, missed opportunities for important
disclosures, and also fill up gaps and set discrepancies straight.
After transcription, all the interviews were imported in the computer program Kwalitan.
Kwalitan is a program which helps a researcher store, categorize and analyze qualitative data and
retrieve specific parts of documents (Wester and Peters 2004). After importing the interviews into
Kwalitan, the interviews were cut into small segments, re-read thoroughly and coded accordingly. I
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coded facts mentioned in each specific segment, such as the caste of the interviewee, or ‘breastfeeding’
if this was the subject, but I also coded according to my interpretation of a segment, for instance
‘cultural meaning of sexuality’. This work resulted in more than 600 different codes. Some codes, for
instance ‘Sri Lanka refugee’ or some particular castes were used once or twice, other codes, like ‘social
stigma’ or ‘cultural meaning of motherhood’ or codes about ‘marriage’, ‘gender’ or ‘sexuality’ occurred
over 100 times. The coding work turned out to be rather time-consuming since the interviews were
quite extensive. Nevertheless, such an intensive reading of all the interviews made me familiar with
the data. It enabled me to ‘get the feel’ of the data and it proved to be a big help in starting the
analysis of what the women had literally said and shared: It kept me alert and close to the subjects,
aspects and notions as mentioned by the women themselves. The survey of codes confirmed the
importance of particular notions which had already become clear to me during the fieldwork and
after re-reading the data. In this sense, the Kwalitan process of coding did not highlight anything new.
I focussed on the most important codes and stopped the Kwalitan procedure before organizing the
codes into tree structures.
At this stage, I decided that the Kwalitan process of preparing for analysis was too
decontextualizing and too time-consuming as compared to its usefulness. I preferred to return to
full drafts of interviews, including my personal notes with my impressions and primary or secondary
thoughts during or immediately after the interviews. In complex and extremely emotional
circumstances, I met women who communicated their decision-making processes in multiple and
sometimes contradictory ways. During the process of writing, I aimed to represent living persons in
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the context of their lives. The fragmented text retrieved in Kwalitan appeared too ‘two-dimensional’
and did not result in a holistic approach. The technical approach of analyzing merely fragments of
texts structured into codes was at odds with the inter-subjective and reflexive way of constructing
knowledge I believe in. For this reason, I used Kwalitan merely for archiving and retrieving data as a
starting point.

Fieldwork 2002-2003
The data-gathering for this research was not entirely restricted to the field of adoption and surrendering.
Our daily life as a family in a rural area just beyond the outskirts of Chennai took place outside
this particular field. Our experiences as a family among other Tamil families came with particular
experiences and opportunities which contributed considerably towards acquiring an understanding
of the context of the mothers who participated in this research. The first weeks after entering the field
were spent in getting settled as a family. Soon after arrival, our eldest son started attending a local
school.48 From LKG up to 1st standard49, he attended this school and our youngest son gained his very
first school experiences here. As parents, we interacted with other parents, teachers and management
while attending school events and celebrations, or while discussing the progress of our children. Our
eldest son joined a local tennis club and my partner had vīṇai lessons50 from a traditional Brahmin
teacher who knew no English words other than the most important one as far as improvements in
48
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This school aims to provide children with a holistic education broadly based upon the teachings of the
Indian thinker and philosopher Sri J. Krishnamurti.
Comparable to group 1 to 3 in the Dutch school system.
The vīṇai is a stringed instrument used in Carnatic music and related to the lute.
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playing the vīṇai were concerned: ‘practice practice’.
We lived our daily lives in this rural area. We had our chats while shopping at the little
boutiques in the surrounding area and developed superficial as well as intimate friendships with our
neighbours across castes, religions and levels of education. Our children were bringing home their
experiences at school and among their friends. In no time at all, their bedroom walls were covered
with posters of Rajnikant and Sachin Tendulkar and the Tamil language came to them in natural ways
compared with my efforts to learn it by attending courses and studying grammar. Our boys joined
pūjai’s51 almost on a daily basis and our eldest son enthusiastically shared stories from the Hindu
mythology at home after eagerly absorbing them while sitting at his best friends’ grandmother’s feet
during late afternoon hours.
During our stay, we were able to hire an apartment above an institution (NGO) which had
a licence to place children for adoption. This NGO ran a village school in the building next to our
apartment. The institution was empty, in the sense that no children or mothers were living there
during the first year of our stay. This emptiness was due to an adoption racket involving this agency
in the late 1990s, which resulted in the adoption licence being revoked. 52 However, the school run
by this NGO was still open, connecting us to the village children and teachers. The village where
our apartment was located was small, the walls of the houses in our surroundings were thin and
the doors and windows usually open. The people around us largely lived outside and automatically
we were involved in the local news and latest gossip. Consequently, we attended numerous temple
celebrations, life cycle rituals, functions and house pūjai’s. All of this helped us get a feel for and an
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understanding of significant ideas and discourses.
The Tamil language is extremely rich and beautiful. For anthropologists, it is of paramount
importance to be able to communicate in the local language and hence I had studied and developed
sufficient skills to have superficial conversations. But carrying out in-depth interviews was beyond
my skills and knowledge of the language. Mainly for this reason, but also in order to have help in
transcribing the taped interviews into English, I needed an assistant. I was rather critical because of
the sensitivity and confidentiality of the subject and it took me a couple of months to find Florina.
But it was worth it, since Florina was exactly the field assistant I had dreamed of. Initially, I had
thought of a middle-aged, married Hindu woman, preferably a mother herself, with good social and
communicative skills.
Florina was 28 years old, Catholic and unmarried. The youngest of five children and the only
unmarried daughter, she lived with her mother in the city centre of Chennai. Obviously, she did not
match the profile I initially had in mind. Yet I felt immediately that she was the person I was trying to
find. She was working as a teacher in the Department of Social Work in a college and was obviously
a professional at dealing with social issues. However, her personality and personal skills were
decisive for me. Besides, she was also working on her PhD thesis involving refugees. Personally and
professionally, adoption was not her area of expertise, which I perceived as an advantage since I could
introduce her to this field myself. Florina’s personal and professional skills were an absolute asset.
51
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The worship of deities through rituals.
Halfway through the research, when I was already cooperating with other institutions which did admit
women to surrender their children, this particular institution also got rehabilitated and was again approved to do in-country adoptions, later followed by the renewal of a licence for inter-country adoptions.
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Nencel (2001) revealed how her experiences with ‘assistants (..) influenced the events and contributed
to the construction of meanings’ (2001: 79). I recognize Nencel’s statement in every sense.
Florina was not merely a translator but also participated actively as researcher during
interviews. She was a colleague more than an assistant and regularly decided to independently
probe significant subjects revealed by women. Florina was very communicative and always shared
perceptive insights. She was aware of the sensitivity of the research topic. She felt responsible as
a human being as well as a professional social worker and acted accordingly. In cases of extreme
concern, for instance, when women revealed suicidal thoughts, Florina assessed the seriousness of
situations and offered counselling sessions in separate meetings. Suicide attempts of unmarried
mothers or their close relatives were mentioned in more than a dozen interviews, usually when
referring to the (late) discovery of the unwanted pregnancy. One mother who admitted to being
suicidal during an interview was subsequently offered two counselling sessions by Florina. Because of
her, I felt confident and supported in my efforts to raise delicate issues and touch upon vulnerabilities.
She shared responsibilities and her professional, social and friendly attitude comforted women
and invited them to share intimate feelings and thoughts. Additionally, her professional status was
extremely helpful during the start of the research in obtaining contacts and access. As an academic,
she informed me of dominant discourses and her analysis of and reflections upon discourses and
narratives contributed enormously to the research process.
Four months before my fieldwork ended, Florina got married and left for the USA with her
husband. During these months, her sister Cecilia, a middle-aged woman, agreed to assist me. Cecilia
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lived her life in entirely different circumstances as compared to Florina. She was a housewife, living
under one roof with her husband, two teenage children and her parents-in-law. Cecilia added her own
specific value to this research. Her motherly skills, her personal life experiences and her capability to
empathize with the women we met were important. Her personal perspective as a middle-aged Tamil
woman living in a traditional setting gave me insight into cultural discourses and into the lives of the
women we met.
Two years of fieldwork turned out to be a long time. Yet the time was necessary to get access to
the deeper layers and see behind the ‘front stage’ (cf. Goffman 1959). I aimed to observe whether what
people said deviated from what they did. Building up relationships, creating rapport with ‘gatekeepers’
such as social workers and managers working in or for NGOs, and breaking through politically correct
presentations in this sensitive field of adoption required time. I met with resistance and first needed
to clear up formalities to avoid bottlenecks later or giving gatekeepers a stake in denying me access.
For instance, an official research visa turned out to be an essential document. Getting it was a timeconsuming bureaucratic process which involved travelling to Delhi, approximately 2,000 kilometres
from Chennai. After my affiliation to the University of Delhi was documented officially, a prerequisite to
obtaining a research visa, and after the research visa was finalized, I could approach more institutions
with less risk of denial of access.53 It would take too long to elaborate here the practical arrangements
and bureaucratic processes. It was time-consuming but resulted in a fruitful research period. The time
between the first official arrangements and the finalization period was dominated by the primary
objective of this research: my interaction with mothers.
53
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In the last period of fieldwork, I felt I should share my findings in an official meeting with
policymakers of institutions. I had discussed particular findings regularly in informal ways, yet just
before leaving the country I invited directors and board members of cooperating licensed NGOs to
attend a formal presentation of my findings, including my critical comments. Simultaneously, it gave
them the opportunity to comment on my findings or refute my conclusions. Their reactions were
meaningful data in itself and are incorporated in this thesis.

Cultural demarcation
Anxiety is inherent to the situation a mother finds herself in when it comes to a decision to relinquish
a child. One counsellor, also a mother, expressed it coarsely but clearly: ‘Even a dog becomes restless
if you take away its pups. She will howl and start searching. So how will it be for a human being?’
Generally, in the field of adoption, unmarried mothers are discussed as merely passive
subjects, stigmatized and victimized by prevailing values, rather than as agents of cultural rules
and practices. Unmarried mothers are generally perceived to have no option but to relinquish their
children. In this research, I prefer to focus on individual factors as well: the actual decision-making
processes as represented by the women themselves. Even though I see, and emphasize, women as
‘active – though not always fully free – agents in reworking their reproductive interests’ (Anandhi
2005), this is not to minimize or undermine the fact that women’s decisions regarding reproduction
are ‘simultaneously controlled and mediated by larger institutions and by structural conditions and
processes’ (ibid.). Throughout this thesis, I elaborate on relevant notions regarding these institutions
and structural conditions. Mothers who consider relinquishing a child need to act within a specific
cultural context and the mothers who were involved in this research share their Indian cultural
context, their Tamil background in particular.
Within a highly stratified and pluralistic subcontinent with more than one billion54 inhabitants
and ridden with inequalities, defining and generalizing cultural components is a complex matter
(cf. Bhargava 2005). Tamil Nadu is only one state on this subcontinent and with over 62,000,00055
inhabitants, it has particular significant cultural components which can be distinguished from those
in North India.56 In daily social interaction, Tamils show awareness of their unique traditions and
customs. An old man chatting with me on the railway platform while waiting for an overcrowded
train remarked with a wink: ‘Yes madam, you (Western) people have the money, but we have the
culture’. Regularly, Tamilians claim to have the oldest living language in the world as fostered and
developed about 500 BC by Tamil kings in the cańkams57. Generally, Tamils are conscious and proud of
their cultural identity as expressed in ancient rituals, performances bespeaking traditional values. One
woman explained her Tamilian cultural identity: ‘we have pārampariyam58, which means whatever
change there is, our culture will not change’.
Simultaneously, changes do take place in cultural realms as explained by the spread
54
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In American English a thousand million is called a billion.
Census 2001.
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of nākarikam. Nākarikam, as described by Srinivasan (2006: 117-128) roughly (but according to
Srinivasan, not satisfactorily), translates into modernization. Nākarikam has influenced the outlook
and perceptions of women and among young women, gendered subjects like female sexuality,
perceptions on marriage and ideas about love, are increasingly re-assessed. Re-considerations and
new perceptions consequently lead to a shifting and negotiation of values.
Dominant cultural meanings largely determine the contexts in which unmarried mothers
operate (Bourdieu 1977). “Unmarried mothers do not exist in India” was the answer of a Dutch
anthropologist when I asked him for sources regarding this subject. His answer was based upon his
knowledge of symbolic and cultural meanings of Indian social and cultural categories, institutions
and rituals, and unmarried mothers did not fit into this analytical frame. Yet social reality is not entirely
determined by cultural norms, as proved by the existence of impossible social categories such as
unmarried mothers. Simultaneously, individuals select and reinterpret elements of the dominant
culture, and the dominance of traditional values differs between and among generations and social
categories. In the words of Kalpana Ram: ’(..) women are able, to a certain extent, to manipulate and
even exploit to their advantage, the qualities patriarchy ascribes to them. This manoeuvrability is
made possible by the fact that the dominant culture is itself full of internal contradictions, ironies and
ambiguities, which create a potential space for the contestation of cultural meaning’ (1992: 93).
The field of surrender and adoption in India is dominated by middle-class discourses.
Cultural meanings of gender, sexuality, marriage and motherhood as prevailing in middle-class circles
determine the standards within the field of adoption. These middle-class perceptions subsequently
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corroborate the social stigma attached to unmarried mothers. Consequently, all relinquishing mothers
involved in this study implicitly or explicitly underscored these dominant values. Evidently, these
hegemonic values influenced their feelings, thoughts and subsequent decisions. Yet, underneath
these socially respectable representations, counter voices were also perceptible and women showed
a powerful agency in negotiating ambiguous cultural meanings and dealing with controversial
statuses.
As already mentioned, the social reality of the women concerned is not merely determined
by dominant cultural norms. This research focuses on the daily reality from the perspective of the
mothers concerned and I elaborate upon specific cultural constructions only insofar as mentioned
by one or more mothers or by significant persons in their surroundings. Initially, I assumed that it was
important to collect information about general economic and sociological parameters even if they
were not spontaneously mentioned by the women concerned. Subsequently, I decided to collect
these data actively after finishing the unstructured interviews. In doing so, it became clear that,
for instance, the caste background mentioned by one woman as a decisive factor in surrendering
her child, emerged as a non-issue or at least as an irrelevant factor for other women as far as the
decision was concerned. Unlike caste, religion proved to be important for almost every mother I met.
Most mothers mentioned the importance of God and prayers in moments of agony and anxiety.
However, the particular meaning of a specific religion (most mothers I met were Hindu, a few mothers
were Christians) was only stressed occasionally and related to specific subjects. Poverty was often
presented as a general reason for distress, but not mentioned as a decisive factor to relinquish a child
by the unmarried mothers as opposed to the married couples in the Cradle Baby Scheme districts.
Therefore, in this dissertation, I do not stress these variables beforehand and I mention these factors
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only if individual mothers disclose them as important or decisive from their personal perspective. In
this sense, this research is an inventory of influencing and decisive factors and may encourage other
researchers to do a more quantitative follow-up.

Gender
Gender, the cultural implications of being a Tamil woman, is undeniably a dominant key notion.
‘Gender refers to the socio-cultural definition of man and woman, the way societies distinguish
men and women and assign them social roles. It is used as an analytical tool to understand social
realities with regard to women and men’ (Kamla Bhasin 2002: 1). Gender implies sex-specific roles
and behaviours and social ridicule is a common and powerful form of sanction for deviation, making
everyone conform to expected male-female behaviour (ibid.: 15). Undeniably, gender is a key notion
with regard to unmarried mothers surrendering their babies and sexuality as a sex-related cultural
construction is a key notion, too (Jacobs and Roberts 1993: 438). The invisibility of the male begetters,
the biological fathers of these children, their absence as responsible actors, is illustrative. Tamilians,
men and women, cross the dominant cultural code as far as premarital pregnancies are concerned.
Yet the women’s mistake is obviously perceived as worse.
From a feminist perspective, I would prefer to include the biological fathers’ role and
responsibilities. The focus of this research on mothers suggests that I subscribe to the idea that women
are solely responsible and I regret this side-effect. Yet, for substantial and practical reasons, I decided
to keep the focus only on mothers, since, when surrendering a child, the mothers are involved in a
practical and legal sense and feel responsible with regard to decision-making processes. In addition,
it would be outside the scope of this thesis to involve the fathers thoroughly and it would have taken
another two years of fieldwork to trace them. Zooming in on these ‘invisible fathers’ is clearly an
important topic for further research.

Cakti (Sakti)
Gender refers to the socio-cultural definition and implications of being a Tamil woman. What, then,
does ‘womanhood’ signify within Tamil culture? Various academic authorities have researched the
particular cultural meaning of Tamil womanhood and in these analyzes, the concept of cakti emerges
as a significant notion. Cakti symbolizes female energy (Wadley 1980). Cakti ‘is directly tied to women’s
reproductive capacities’ (Van Hollen 2003: 77). A woman’s power to regenerate life is perceived as
sacred. This particular female energy is essential as well as dangerous and the consequences of this
power form the basis of the cultural meaning of Hindu womanhood, its benevolent and its damaging
powers (cf. Wadley 1980, Van Hollen 2003, Caplan 1985). Caplan articulates cakti as expressed in
female sexuality. ‘The ideology of female sexuality is a complex one, but basically it is believed that
a woman’s sexuality is dangerous unless it is controlled by a male’ (1985: 41). The cakti of women is
powerful and also perceived as threatening if not channelled into useful purposes, namely procreation
of offspring (ibid.). Evidently, marriage emerges as the key institute for adequate appropriation of a
woman’s power by a male.
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Summary
This research is an anthropological investigation into the decision-making processes of unmarried
mothers in Tamil Nadu with regard to the relinquishment or acceptance of their children. Mothers
shared their lives and concerns with me and I have given priority to these life stories to bring in the
voices of a category of women stifled in a culture that denies their existence. This dissertation is an
exploration of the decisive factors as communicated by these mothers. What are the decisive factors
that tip the scale towards relinquishing children or raising them against the grain? Relevant notions
associated with these decisive factors are contextualized, articulated and mirrored against dominant
cultural meanings and discourses. Therefore, the first two chapters focus on marriage, sexuality
and motherhood. Chapter 3 contains the life stories and experiences of mothers who relinquished
their children, while Chapter 4 contains the stories of unmarried mothers who raised their children
themselves. Chapter 5 highlights the role of institutions with a licence for adoption. The dissertation
ends with the main conclusions as well as policy proposals based on the research findings.
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CHAPTER 1
Marriage & sexuality
45
At the end of my fieldwork, I entered the office of a policymaker on adoption to discuss some of
my findings. Several researchers and people working for NGOs in the Netherlands as well as in India
had referred me to this policymaker and she is well established within the field of child welfare and
adoption in India. Soon after my arrival in India two years earlier, I had met her to share my research
plans. She had helped me immensely by giving me the names and addresses of relevant institutions
I could approach. These institutions were licensed to place children into adoptive families and also
had facilities to help women with unplanned pregnancies. I appreciated her suggestions and her
support, but felt rather disappointed as I left her office. This is because she also warned me to expect
some resistance and between the lines, communicated her cynicism and doubts about the feasibility
of my research aims.
At the second visit almost two years later, all these problems have been overcome and she
appeared sincerely interested in my findings. However, one subject captured her particular attention.
The first question she asked is: ‘How many of these mothers were actually unmarried?’ This was a
relevant question since the social stigma attached to a woman’s unwed status is generally presumed
to be an or eventually the important cause for relinquishment. Before entering the field, I too was
determined to find out the marital status of the surrendering mothers and I assumed that this question
would be easily answerable. A woman is either married or unmarried and at the start, it appeared that
a simple count of yes’ and no’s would result in a satisfying answer.
Nevertheless, the reality that emerged was much more complicated. In one of the first
interviews, Santha, the woman who was willing to share her experiences, confused me. She
represented herself as an unmarried mother and yet described an occasion with her ex-lover that
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sounded like a wedding to me. Her revelation about a wedding-like occasion was rather inopportune
for me, since I was preoccupied with casting her as unmarried mother in my dichotomous marital
category system. The social category of unmarried mothers was too often presented as inaccessible
and I was not prepared to give up one of the first informants I finally succeeded in meeting. Accordingly,
I considered putting aside Santha’s disclosure about this ‘sort of wedding’. She did not even take her
marital status seriously herself. She emphasized her unmarried status and especially pointed to her
awkward situation of being unmarried and mother while explaining why she needed to relinquish
her child. If she emphasized her unmarried status as a decisive factor, who was I then to negotiate
this aspect? Thus I categorized her initially as ‘unmarried’, but somehow this decision did not appear
appropriate.
I ignored this particular dilemma for a while, until I could not escape it anymore. In the
course of my research, Santha was not the only mother who represented such ambiguity with
regard to her marital status and my confusion increased when I met mothers who described a similar
wedding-like occasion and subsequently, raised their children because they emphasized that they
were married. In trying to fit mothers into a practical but rigid dichotomous framework, I was denying
the important facet – an existing ‘grey area’ with regard to marriage. Subsequently, I was forced to
reconsider the institution of marriage since ambiguity points to room for manoeuvre and this in turn
implies a significant issue for a researcher to examine. Discarding my categorization of women in a
marital dichotomy meant reformulating my central research objectives regarding the two keywords
‘Unmarried Mothers’ but a suitable alternative did not present itself. Eventually, I decided to retain
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these words and elaborate on the various interpretations of marriage instead.
Santha denied her marriage to a certain extent. She sometimes spontaneously referred to
the man as ‘my husband’, but usually he was ‘that man’. She left the man and finally, she relinquished
her child. She emphasized her ‘unmarried’ status and she could apparently do so because her marital
status was not unequivocally recognized by herself or by others. But in the course of this research,
I also met women who acted in exactly the opposite way. Women who were married and yet living
separated from their husband for a long time, raising their children as single parents. Misbehaving
spouses were usually represented by these women as the cause for separation and the implications of
single motherhood were regularly expressed with anger, anxiety and often with worries about social
stigma, sexual harassment and lack of (financial) support as leading threads. Yet, these separated
single mothers often underlined their married status, for instance, by wearing attributes and symbols
which emphasized this status. Apparently, for these women, marriage had a meaning reaching
beyond definite physical separation or legal divorce.
Sitting before this policymaker – trying to answer her question about the marital status
of mothers who finally relinquished their children – I start explaining that not every mother was
unequivocally unmarried: ‘...some of them had a sort of love marriage…’ ‘A love marriage is also a
marriage,’ she interrupts me, quite fiercely. I notice the change in her tone, yet I continue to elaborate
on the diverse marital statuses that I encountered during fieldwork. I also express how mothers with
apparently unrecognized love-marriages frequently get categorized as ‘unmarried’, by themselves
and by people working in or for institutions. Again she takes the floor. Spontaneously, she expresses
her distrust of people who place children in adoptive families. She voices her suspicions about
professionals, who even claim the status of ‘unmarried’ in legal surrender documents for mothers who
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have had a traditionally arranged marriage. She presumes fraudulent practices and untrue statements
about mothers’ marital statuses in surrender-documents to prevent complicated and unwelcome
interrogations since an unmarried status apparently legitimizes the surrender of children.
Obviously, marital status can be interpreted in multiple ways and is thus a significant notion
with regard to the presumption that unmarried mothers relinquish their children. Indeed, majority
of Indian women would be undeniably married or unmarried in an unequivocal sense. Nevertheless,
marriages could be differentiated on the lines of a continuum rather than into a simple dichotomy.
A thorough elaboration of the social and cultural meaning of marriage for women generally, and
mothers specifically, after separation or legal divorce would be a fascinating objective for a separate
anthropological investigation, but it would lead too far from the objectives of this study to elaborate
on this.59 Yet with regard to the decision-making processes of raising or relinquishing children, some
aspects emerge as relevant and will be discussed in this chapter.
In this research, marriage emerges as a key institution and this consequently leads to a
reconsideration and articulation of its cultural and social meaning. The meaning of marriage and
practices regarding weddings in Dravidian (South Indian) communities in general and among
Tamilians in particular, have been comprehensively described and intensively analyzed from
different perspectives (Dumont 1986, Trautmann 2002, Thurston 2002, Kolenda 2003, Caplan 1987,
Trawick 1990, Uberoi 2002, Kapadia 1995, Srinivasan 2005, 2006, Daniel 1980). Evidently, the dominant
discourse on marriage in Tamil Nadu does not unequivocally determine every Tamilian’s behaviour.
However, it is important to discuss the dominant ideas regarding marriage in order to understand
the cultural context of the mothers involved in this study. Even though contradictive ideas about
marriage are prevalent, the dominant discourse as ideal resonates in Tamil women’s minds and
therefore influences their decision-making.
In this chapter, I elaborate on a distinction between arranged marriages and love marriages.
The reason for this differentiation is not my preoccupation to structure my data within this dichotomy,
but simply because women who participated in this research brought up this differentiation and
its gendered implications regularly. The section ‘Arranged marriages’ outlines a traditional Tamil
wedding and its implications, eventually resulting in the indisputable marital status of a husband and
wife. In the section ‘Love marriages’, I elaborate on a category of marriages resulting in negotiable
marital statuses.
The social stigma attached to unwed mothers implies the inextricable connection between
sexuality and marriage. Marital status is related to sexuality and evidently, more related to female
than to male sexuality. Subsequently, sexuality as a gendered cultural construction is a significant
notion with regard to mothers who relinquish their children. In the last sections of this chapter I focus
on the connection between marriage and sexuality not only as analyzed by academics, but also as
mentioned and emphasized by the mothers who participated in this research.

Arranged marriages
Marriage proposals, marriage preparations and weddings are frequent topics of conversations among
Tamilians. For teenagers, adolescents and their parents, when, with whom and how to get married is a
59
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major concern. Kolenda expresses: ‘Weddings are the most vital entertainment in ordinary Hindu lives.
As such, they may be treated as a dramaturgical repository of cultural texts’ (2003: 319). The wedding
as significant milestone which marks the transition of an unmarried individual to a married person
is usually considered as the most important event in life, especially for women. Marriage provides
a woman with the status of cumaṅkali: the auspicious married woman.60 Additionally, a wedding
introduces a virgin to a sexually active life61 and this opens the door to motherhood. Motherhood
implies specific eminence as elaborated in Chapter 2.
During formal interviews and informal chats, two general discourses regarding marriage
arrangements emerged repeatedly. One vivid discourse stems from the ancient tradition of ‘arranged
marriages’, the other discourse as elaborated in the next section deals with the notion of ‘love
marriage’. Either before or after the wedding, true love emerges between the spouses, resulting in
respect and mutual understanding. This is believed to be an essential component of marriage. But
the moment of starting this affectionate, intimate and eventually sexual relationship determines the
differentiation.
Marriage is a sacred relationship implying commitment, agreement and exchange between
two persons and possibly their families, with emphasis on the latter as far as arranged marriages are
concerned. Chakravarti demonstrates that this traditional marriage system is inextricably linked to
the political economy of caste communities since ‘the entire structure of caste and its reproduction,
as a system, was contingent upon endogamy, carefully controlled marriages within certain bounded
groups’ (2005: 309). Chakravarti links the traditional Indian wedding system to the protection of the
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family’s prestige and honour. A masculine concept underpinning patriarchal practices with women as
repositories: ‘The prestige of the family is in the hands of its daughter’ (ibid.: 310).
During my research, I noticed that in addition to concerns about prestige and honour,
parental responsibilities and loving care were also mentioned as reasons to provide a son, daughter
or otherwise related boy or girl with a suitable match and an appropriate wedding resulting in a
wholesome and sustainable marriage. Arranged marriages are believed to be the most suitable
way of providing young couples with a strong basis to build their relationship upon. Parents aim to
support and coach their children with their best intentions. Further, it is believed that the meticulously
constructed customs and sacred rituals which have been associated with arranged marriages for
centuries will have significant affirmative consequences.
What then are the essential aspects of arranged marriages and what does a traditional Tamil
wedding imply? An arranged marriage is considered a marriage of families rather than a marriage of
individuals and at a certain stage of life, the guardians of a prospective spouse, usually the parents
in co-operation with significant kin, decide to search for a suitable alliance within a preferred
community. In Tamil culture, the maternal uncle (tāymāmaṉ) has specific significance with regard to
his niece’s marriage (Kapadia 1995: 20 - 35). Elaborating on the cultural meaning of ‘blood-bond’ (iratta
campantam), Kapadia reveals how cross-cousins and cross-uncles are perceived as ideal spouses since
60
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they share ‘identical blood’ but are also ‘just sufficiently “different” in blood (through being cross-sex
to the Mother) to be marriageable’ (ibid.: 35).
Even now, in many communities, a maternal uncle still has the actual first right to marry
his (elder) sister’s daughter and in case he is already married, this privilege is passed on to his son.
However, nowadays cross-kin preference is on the decline across all castes as described by Trautmann
as ‘a gap between practice and ideal’ (2002: 279). It is fascinating to note how reality is adjusted to
‘the ideal’ by manipulating kinship terms. Trautmann reveals that a spouse, if not a true cross-kin but
a more distant relation or not a relation at all, is made a cross-kin in kinship-terms: ‘In the terminology
the reign of rule is absolute: every marriage is a cross-cousin62 marriage’ (ibid.). Trawick approaches the
ideal to marry cross-kin from a perspective of commitment and emotions (1990: 118). She emphasizes
that ‘kinship is as much a matter of feeling as it is of thinking (..)’ (ibid.) and from this perspective, she
underpins the significance of the deeply loving relationships between brothers and sisters.
Love has different appearances. Uṇarcci63, the ability to experience strong emotions is a
particular female power with a significant cultural meaning.64 Pācam (affectionate attachment) and
aṉpu (immense love) are only two of many terms to express varied feelings of love prevailing among
Tamil kin. According to Trawick, being born from the same womb results in a deep form of love as
manifest between sisters and brothers and this explains the urge to arrange cross-kin marriages.
Srinivasan (2006) shows how cross-kin marriages still prevail in contemporary Tamil Nadu.
However, regularly and increasingly, non-related spouses (putu contam)65 are considered or purposely
searched for.66 Obviously, maternal uncles are not the indisputable and rightful prospective grooms
anymore. Symbolically, their privileges prevail and even if a girl marries a non-related spouse, the
maternal uncles’ blessings and consent are still significant.
Parents and relatives from both interested parties meet often to discuss and negotiate
material and non-material subjects regarding the couple. Wishes, expectations and decisions for the
married couple on the subject of current and future employment, matching of horoscopes67, ‘bad
habits’68, future residence, wedding investments or any other personal priorities are communicated,
62
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Trautmann uses the term cross cousin whereas Kapadia uses cross-kin since this term also includes maternal uncles or distant relatives.
The superiority of the person who loves is highlighted in relation to the beloved. This same uṇarcci enables women to experience religious devotion (pakti) and provides women with a skill to develop a specific
relationship with god (Egnor in Wadley 1980: 19).
Aspects of this powerful love, as expressed in mother love, are elaborated in the next chapter.
Putu contam means ‘new relative’ and refers to a marriage with a person who is not related (Srinivasan
2006: 85).
See: Srinivasan (2006: 86) table 3.7.a for cross-kin marriage patterns of people in a specific village: Out of
219 women, 55 women married their maternal uncle and 42 women married their cross-cousin. Another
19 women married a person who was considered as a distant relative or related in an unknown way. This
means that among 219 women in this particular village, 103 women married a person who was not related
to them.
The practice to compare horoscopes, initially a Brahmin practice, has become wide spread across castes.
Women I met frequently used the words ‘bad habits’ to point to abuse of alcohol, including its presumed
consequences such as aggressive behaviour. Also smoking (tobacco) was pointed at as ‘bad habit’ since
smoking does not contribute to health (physically and financially) of a family. Consumption of alcohol and
cigarettes has a negative cultural meaning and especially consumption of alcohol was often associated
with aggressive, selfish and undedicated husbands.
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negotiated and eventually compromised upon. This process can break down at any step, earlier rather
than later. If these negotiations do not break down and reach a satisfying agreement, a mutually
acceptable date is fixed for the wedding.
Important in these negotiations is accordance on dowry. Dowry is habitually one of the
decisive subject matters of marriage negotiations and the meaning of dowry among Tamilians has
been examined by Kapadia (1995). She broadens the scope on dowry by focussing on all life-cycle
gifts (cīr) 69 for women and reveals how cīr is perceived by non-Brahmin women in her research
village as a rightful share of pre-mortem inheritance. Kapadia refers to Dumont’s distinction in formal
inheritance for natal kin in the male line and informal gifts (dowry) in the line of affinal kin (1995: 22).
Cīr, dowry particularly, is perceived as a rightful transmission of belongings since sons inherit their
father’s landed property. Simultaneously, these gifts have a socio-cultural rather than an economic
aspect. Especially, the maternal uncle’s cīr 70 emphasizes the ‘continuity of kinship links between a
non-Brahmin Tamil woman and her natal kin’ (ibid.: 26).
Dowry is a form of inheritance and additionally, it has symbolic significance. Srinivasan
observes a significant change in today’s dowry practices. She concludes that in contemporary Southern
India, the original nature of symbolic gifts performed as cīr has changed and ‘has become a coercive
transaction in which the woman’s value is determined by the amount that her parents will pay’ (2005:
600). The transformation of dowry from gift to extraction is a significant aspect which Srinivasan points
at to elucidate the recent rise of son preference and daughter aversion (2006: 134 -151).
Concerns about suitable spouses and satisfying negotiations appear to be central issues. Yet
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marriage is not a merely secular alliance. The union of marriage is sacred and a wedding as subsequent
milestone is based upon meaningful religious rituals. A complete wedding is an assembly of different
components which are carried out and witnessed by significant people.71 However, not every
component is equally important. Dhruvarajan (1989) articulates the profane economic transactions
concerning dowry versus the sacred transaction of the kaṉṉikātāṉam: the gift of the virgin (1989: 69).
The gift of a virgin by the bride’s people, usually her father, into her groom’s keeping is construed
by Trautmann as a religious gift ‘for which there is no visible return' (Trautmann 2002: 88). Trawick
explains: ‘In fact what is being upheld is the prestige of the father (..) ’receiving‘ (in Bourdieu’s terms)
a large pile of “symbolic capital”’(1992: 150).
The ultimate act that connects two people in marriage is the tying of the tāli. The tāli is
a caste-specific pendant72 hanging on a turmeric-smeared cord which is tied by the bridegroom
around the bride’s neck during a Hindu wedding73. In tying the tāli, which involves one knot by the
groom and preferably, two knots by his sister, the bride is married and belongs to him and his kin.
The consequences of this act are significant and far-reaching. The moment of tying is sacred and is
carefully planned for an auspicious moment, on an auspicious wedding day (mukūrttam) and carried
69
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In colloquial Tamil, dowry is usually referred to as pavuṉ (a measure of gold) or cīr. Cīr stands for ‘obligatory gifts that a bride’s natal family (her parents, brothers and maternal uncle) performs at various life
cycle rituals including marriage. (Srinivasan 2005: 595)’
Kapadia transcribes cīr as sir.
Thurston (2002) articulates specific and caste-related wedding rituals.
Depending on customs and finances, a turmeric root may be used as pendant.
Christians may exchange engagement rings, but it is also common to tie a tāli as symbol to connect two
people in marriage.
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out in the presence of a priest, elders as witnesses and the holy fire. After tying the tāli, the couple
takes seven steps together around the holy fire74 and with the holy fire as witness, the bride and
groom exchange wedding vows. These acts, as directed by the priest, are witnessed by significant
relatives of both families who express approval with their presence.
Particular meaningful and powerful witnesses from both families’ are important since their
presence implies consent to the marriage and this fact may result in support for the newly married
couple. Further, a variety of wedding rituals are meant to support the young couple with valuable
promises and sacred blessings. Before or after the holy and formal performances, the reception is the
informal part of a complete wedding. Guests are invited to congratulate the newly married couple
and their relatives and to celebrate the marriage. These guests offer the couple their blessings and
gifts and are treated to music and food. Depending on the economic and social status of the bride’s
and groom’s families, a wedding reception may be attended by dozens to hundreds of people. In
addition to the sacred acts, traditional customs and social aspects, the marriage registration is a
formal part of a complete wedding. Officially, a formal registration needs to be done, but a traditional
marriage which is not registered is also commonly recognized as legal and for many Tamilians, the
bureaucratic act of registration is less significant.75
In this research, participating women frequently introduced the tāli as a significant topic.
The tāli hanging from a turmeric-smeared cord or a gold chain, depending on her economic status,
remains a visible symbol of a woman’s marital status.76 Evidently a tāli is the tangible and ultimate
mark of a woman’s married status. Sindhamani, a woman who left her husband but still wears her tālicord explains: ‘It is a life-saving thread. (..) This thread protects me. I do not want him [B: husband], but
I want this thread.’ Her tāli stops other men from harassing her and additionally, it provides her with
an auspicious status. But factually, notwithstanding Sindhamani’s firm statement, a husband remains
the true owner of his wife’s tāli since he is the one who determines her auspicious cumaṅkali status
and deprives her of the same when he dies (Dumont 1986: 250-252). Obviously the tāli is powerful as a
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The manners in which these seven steps are taken differ according to the community.
‘Under Hindu law there is an uneasy relationship between marriage as a sacrament and marriage as a
contract; while the age for contracting a valid marriage is 18 for a girl, the sacramental tie of a marriage
before that age is valid because of the anomalies of the law’ (Chakravarti 2005: 329). Anomalies in law
lead to discussions about legalness as far as marriages are concerned. In 2001 The Hindu (September 5th
2001) reported a case of ‘bigamy’ in Court. The case was stressing on essential ceremonies for connecting two people in marriage. The Supreme Court held that the Madras High Court was right in holding
that the appellant-husband committed the offence of ‘bigamy’ by marrying a second time: ‘..’the bench
(..) observed that “Section 7-A applies to any marriage between two Hindu’s solemnised in the presence
of relative, friends and other persons’(..) and each party to the marriage should declare in the language
understood by the parties that each takes other to be his wife or, as the case may be, her husband, and the
marriage would be completed by a simple ceremony requiring the parties to the marriage to garland each
other or put a ring on any finger of the other or tie a thali [B: thali is a different transcription of tāli).’’ “Any
of these ceremonies, namely garlanding each other or putting a ring on any finger of the other or tying a
thali would be sufficient to complete a valid marriage,’’ the bench added.’ With this verdict, the presence
of a priest and the presumed essential ‘seven steps‘ ceremony to legalise a marriage was declared as less
essential than the tying of a tāli.
Wearing a tāli is culturally a compulsory for a woman in giving expression to her marital status. In addition
to wearing a tāli, a married woman is also allowed to corroborate her auspicious status by wearing for
instance meṭṭi, glass bangles, kuṅkumam on her forehead and hair parting and flowers in her hair.
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symbol, but apparently not all tāli’s are equally significant. In the next section, differentiating aspects
with regard to the meaning of particular tāli’s are elaborated.
Summarizing, before, during and after an arranged and complete Hindu wedding, specific
people are involved and well-defined acts and performances need to be carried out to evoke the
blessings of god and seek the approval and support of significant relations. The Tamil wedding has a
preamble of weeks if not months or years with several decisive moments, customs and rites. The actual
wedding with major rites usually takes three days, depending on specific caste- and communityrelated customs. Within these three days, gifts are exchanged, rituals are performed and blessings
are given between and within both groups. The core event of a wedding is the groom tying the tāli
to his bride. Important wedding performances are controlled by priests and significant witnesses
and celebrated with informal witnesses from both families. However, reality shows that not every
wedding is performed in detail according to these prescriptions.

Love marriages
For a Tamil wedding, the tying of the tāli is the sacred and ultimate act that connects two people
in marriage. However, not all acts of tying a tāli are recognized unanimously as weddings. During
fieldwork, I discussed the marital status of one of the admitted women with a staff member of a NGO
with a licence for adoption. This staff member introduced the woman to me as an unwed mother:
‘I have an interesting case for your research’ was her message. She explained: ‘Yesterday the police
came with a new admission. She is an unmarried mother. She was threatened by the father of her
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child, that’s why she needs shelter and protection. She needs to think over her situation.’ The day
before, the young woman arrived with her baby and both her parents. The staff member explained my
research to her and she instantly agreed to an interview with me. I was pleased with this opportunity
since I was told that she was determined to parent her child herself. This meant that she was going
to raise her child without being married to the father: a remarkable decision against the grain. A few
days later the interview is planned:
When Sarusu enters the room where I am waiting for her, she has her 8-month-old chubby
baby boy on her arm. She appears to be healthy and relaxed and I do not see a trace of the distress I
was expecting to find her in. After a small chat about the baby and an introduction of my research, the
child starts to explore the room. While keeping half an eye on the baby Sarusu explains her situation:
Why she is hiding from the man who raped her one evening under her own roof when both her
parents were out. How the rapist kidnapped her soon afterwards to marry her. How he took her to a
temple to tie a tāli …Here I am getting confused. A tāli had been tied? I thought I was talking to an
unmarried mother, but this sounds like a wedding to me.
‘No,’ the counsellor explains to me afterwards. ‘This woman is not really married because
there was no “proper wedding”. She is having an illegal relationship with a man who is already
married to somebody else.’ The man was married and he never deserted his first wife. Sarusu lived
with him, and his first wife, under one roof. This makes Sarusu’s marriage, as his second wife, illegal
and her child illegitimate. This illegal aspect is stressed by the counsellor since it is easy to explain to
a foreigner. But I have already come across various situations where two women were accepted as
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married to one man.77 This same counsellor had described a situation within her own family where two
sisters were married to the same man. Significant in this counsellor’s explanation is the notion of ‘proper
wedding’. The actual reason for not recognizing this woman’s marital status is because she did not have
a proper wedding: an arranged marriage or at least a marriage with the consent of both families.
Many chats and a couple of interviews later, Sarusu nuances the kidnap aspect by describing
it as an elopement. She emphasizes that she considered it ‘chaste’ (kaṟ pu)78 to get married to the man
with whom she had sex. After some time, she had fallen in love with him and decided to run away
from home. Usually a love marriage is characterized by the elopement of the woman and the man,
especially as far as inter-caste marriages are concerned. In spite of the fact that Sarusu’s lover was a
distant relative of her mother and belonged to her own caste, she still ran away with him and married
him without the consent of her parents. They simply went to a temple, just the two of them, and there
he tied a tāli: No negotiations and agreements took place between both families; no social events;
just the basic ritual of tying the tāli.
In a next interview, I confront Sarusu with my confusion. ‘How can you retain your child
in the same society where other mothers without husband feel forced to relinquish their children?’
Sarasu perks up. ‘I am married,’ she reacts. ‘I lived with my husband and I am wearing his tāli.’ In spite
of the fact that Sarusu regrets her decision to marry the man without involving her parents or without
getting their consent for the wedding, she recognizes her marriage with him, as do her parents. The
tāli is significant. For her, it is this holy thread that proves her marital relationship with the father of her
child and legitimizes her decision to raise her child herself.
Another mother, who is ‘truly’ unmarried in the sense that no tāli had ever been tied,
corroborates this difference with the following words: ‘If he had tied a tāli, I would have been his
wife. Even if he had divorced me immediately afterwards, still everybody would have known that I
am his wife. Then he would have accepted my child as his if the child came to see her father, even if
I did not stay with him.’ The woman who spoke these words raised her child. She never considered
surrendering or killing her baby daughter and decided against the grain. But a tāli would have made
a significant difference. Not to her single status: she still would have lived without husband. But a tāli
would have changed her status from that of an unwed mother to that of a deserted wife. Another
implication of her assertion concerns the status of her child. With the words ‘he would have accepted
the child as his’ she expresses that a temporary marital status would have legitimized the birth of her
child. These aspects are elaborated upon in Chapter 3 and 4.79
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With the commencement of the Hindu Marriage Act in 1955, polygamy became illegal (source: http://
indiacode.nic.in). In 1967 in Tamil Nadu, Section 7-A was added regarding the legal recognition of Secular
Marriages. Even though the law is very clear on the illegality of polygamy, second marriages for men are
still common practice. The lack of a legal status for second wives results in lack of legal protection and
usually of social respect.
This notion is elaborated upon in the section ‘sexuality’ further in this chapter.
Almost two decades ago Sabita Badhei, an unwed mother from Orissa had been fighting for social acceptance. ‘She sat on dharna for 13 months with her infant son in front of her lover’s house, following which
the man was forced to marry her in a Lok Adalat [B: people’s courts].(..) Despite the social, legal and media
pressure, her husband deserted her after just three months. “I got nothing out of my struggle except that
my son can now name his father and not be treated as an illegitimate child.” Ten years later, Sabita Gocchayat has fought for a marriage in a similar way by camping outside her lover’s house. (http://ndtv.com:
2004-10-11 and 2004-10-24)
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Negotiating marriage
‘The tāli makes the difference,’ my assistant Florina explains to me. ‘If a tāli is tied by the man, the woman
will consider herself married to that particular man’. ‘Not like that,’ Meenaksi nuances later. ‘Any man
can tie a tāli in any place. A man may tie his concubine a tāli to make her feel more comfortable and
to reduce her shame but that does not make them married.’ Meenaksi is an educated middle-aged
married mother hailing from the upper middle-class. She is known as an orthodox Hindu woman who
values traditional customs pertaining to a ‘proper wedding’. Florina, a social worker in her twenties,
also acknowledges less traditional and more secular decisions including a woman’s freedom to choose
how and whom she will marry. Together, these informants illustrate two contemporary discourses
showing parallel interpretations of a Tamil wedding.
Meenaksi continues: ‘My brother left his legal wife and daughters many years ago. They were
living separately. He started an affair with his cook. That cook and my brother were living together like
husband and wife, so one day she was wearing his tāli. He may have tied it while she was cooking. I
did not witness. She got pregnant and gave birth to a son and my brother recognized the child as his.
The woman recognized my brother as her husband since she was wearing his tāli, but my family, my
brothers and sisters, never recognized the woman as their sister-in-law or the child as their nephew.
After my brother’s death, he died young, nobody within the family was willing to support this woman
and her child. I felt responsible since the child is my brother’s son. But the position of this boy is very
awkward and so is the position of his mother. It was an illegal relationship and even after my brother’s
death, I received phone calls from people in her neighbourhood that she was not behaving properly
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towards men.’
The marital status of this couple is ambiguous and so is the individual status of the woman
involved. The tāli was tied. This meant that the basic wedding act was performed. But the wedding
was not arranged, witnessed, blessed or even approved by family members. She was not even sure
whether the performance was in the presence of a priest since it was not witnessed by significant
relatives and was not registered legally.
In Meenaksi’s words, she was ‘his concubine and he tied a tāli to reduce her shame’. With this
interpretation, she devalues the meaning of this particular tāli. Her brother knew beforehand that his
family would not accept the new wife and initially, when his family members passed comments about
his ‘affair’, he denied any relationship with her. Finally, his second wife was judged as an opportunist
who seduced their brother. In their view, he was married to his first wife, his only wife and even
after his death, his second wife was described as ‘not a good woman’. Being a young and attractive
‘widow’, this woman was still suspected of seducing married men. Before as well as after his death,
she was portrayed as ‘leading an immoral life’. But like Sarusu, this second wife also negotiated her
marital status. She claimed to be married and her son was the tangible result. She never considered
relinquishing her child. More than that, it worked the other way around: the child was a concrete
result of her marriage and corroborated her marital status. In negotiating her ambiguous status, her
son was her most significant stake.
The subject ‘love marriages’ usually evokes a discussion, and conversely, an arranged
marriage is the unequivocal and apparently – for many people – the only respectable or unyielding
way to find a suitable spouse. An elderly Brahmin man explains in English: ‘Astrology will tell us
clearly. For my daughter, there is only one suitable man. Everything is determined and we have this
Once a mother

traditional instrument which we know will prevent problems: like a guiding tower. Within an arranged
marriage, the couple will develop love while being married. They will love and understand each other.
A love marriage is only based upon baby-love: an immature quick and blind decision.’ Among people
who do not belong to this Brahmin community and among the younger generations as well, a ‘love
marriage’ often has a negative meaning or at least an ambiguous connotation. Malar is a young
unmarried mother from a lower caste community, who is not highly educated. She expresses:
‘In the beginning, it will get on well but after about three months, the first problems will
come up. He will ill-treat her and send her out of his house. But she can not rely upon
family support anymore. She can not go back to her parents since she ran away. She is
spoilt80 and will end up deserted. If the marriage is arranged by both parents, both will be
of great support to make the marriage a success. They can intervene as soon as problems
arise and mediate between the spouses.’
Love marriage, as associated with elopement, stands for disrespect and betrayal of both families.
Chakravarti (2005) paraphrasing love marriage as ‘self-arranged marriages’ or ‘self-choice marriages’,
reveals how these marriages are criminalized especially where caste or religious boundaries are crossed.
It is not exceptional that parents of (eloped) lovers are rather discontented with their children’s choice.
Subsequently, these parents may request the police to intervene. Chakravarti articulates how lower
authorities such as police often act as extensions of these fathers’ or parents’ authority, resulting in the
criminalization of such marriages and specifically, violation of the women’s rights.
Among the women I met, the negative consequences of failed love marriages were
differentiated with regard to gender, underpinning hegemonic ideologies about female sexuality.
Chakravarti (2005) articulated the damage brought upon the family’s honour by a daughter violating
the traditional marriage codes.81 After a failed love marriage, a boy is able to continue his life. A boy’s
parents would forgive their son’s youthful indiscretion and he will eventually be settled with a girl
that his parents choose for him: arranged, negotiated upon every aspect, witnessed and approved
by a priest and significant relatives. But the same love marriage may place the woman and her sisters
in an awkward position as far as her chastity is concerned. She is a ‘spoilt’ woman or, as expressed in
English by a female informant, ‘not fresh anymore’.82
Simultaneously, a new generation of Tamil adolescents produce contemporary perceptions
regarding love marriages. Nākarikam, as explained in the introduction as modernization, increasingly
inspires adolescents to appreciate and endeavour ‘love marriages’. Jejeebhoy concludes, in her review
of literature on adolescent attitudes, that most adolescents in India still embrace ‘traditional norms
that oppose love marriages (..)’ (2000: 77-78). However, a tendency of favouring love marriages is
perceived, especially among adolescent males.83 In higher-middle and upper class social categories,
80
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The cultural meaning of the word ‘spoilt’ is elaborated in the sections ‘Negotiating sexuality’ and ‘Spoilt
women spoilt lives’ further in this chapter.
Cf. Reysoo (1998) articulated the damage to a family’s honour by unmarried female adolescents in Morocco.
These notions are elaborated in the Sexuality section further in this chapter.
Reysoo (1998) noticed a similar tendency among male and female adolescents in Morocco.
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adolescents increasingly influence the selection of a suitable spouse. Highly-educated autonomous
urban young women choose their spouses independently. Since Tamil society is changing from an
endogamous society with prevailing cross-kin marriages into a society with hypergamic84 trends
and an inclination to imitate upper castes and classes (Srinivasan 2005: 602), the option of a ‘love
marriage’ is also oozing ‘downwards’. This transition comes with fusions and mixed varieties. A lowermiddle class woman, educated up to 10th standard (English medium), reveals how she feels about
love marriage versus arranged marriage. Her personal experiences with an arranged marriage and
her perspective as a woman who left her husband after major domestic violence and abuse, resulted
in the following statement:
‘If the parents arrange the marriage, everything will depend on fate (viti). Sometimes
it will work out very well. But if my daughter will fall in love with a boy and they have
mutual understanding, this boy should get my consideration. (..) I will talk to him and
judge whether he is a good person. I will judge him on his character. Anyway, I want my
daughter to get married with my consent, but everybody will see this as a love marriage
[B: since the daughter chose the boy].’
Increasingly, adolescents strive to combine love- and arranged marriages. Mixed variants like an
‘arranged love marriage’ where both parents agree to a marriage of two lovers, are regularly described
as an acceptable variety or at least a necessity to direct and control rapprochements.
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To recapitulate, the fundamental distinction between love marriage and arranged marriage
is that the former starts with love before both families have negotiated and agreed upon marriage. In
an arranged marriage, love is supposed to come after the wedding preparations and arrangements.
Nevertheless, I observed a shift in this traditional process of arranged marriages. Increasingly,
traditionally arranged spouses get intensively in touch with each other, for instance facilitated by
multi media like internet or cell phones. I met prospective spouses who shared with me that they fell
in love with each other before the actual wedding date. An ancient tradition to get married according
to traditional arrangements, customs and ceremonies is shifting and an apparently rigid discourse
regarding a ‘proper marriage’ is, in current social practice, not as rigid as it initially seemed when I
started this study. The situation of the policy-maker when she asked me the question quoted in the
first paragraph of this chapter seems to be the same. Certainly, the values of an arranged marriage
are also contemporarily recognized and monitored. Since the responsibility for the decision rests with
the parents and their kin, they are considered to be more supportive and responsible to make the
marriage a success.
Simultaneously, a new discourse emerges: love marriages are increasingly appreciated.
However, love marriages are still not unanimously recognized or respected and the marital status may
become negotiable, especially when marital problems arise. As far as women are concerned, their
position is believed to be stronger if her merits and virtues are negotiated upon by both families and
underscored with a substantial dowry. Whereas a strictly arranged marriage is generally respected, a
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Srinivasan (2006) elaborates ‘hypergamy’, moving away from cross kin marriages in the desire to create
new relationships, as an all caste/class phenomenon and strategy for people to (re)gain their class/status
(2006: 135-148).
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love marriage in the sense of an autonomous decision without the consent of parents is recognized
by the Indian law if the couple are majors, but is culturally still considered as disputable. The women
I met also expressed admiration and preference for love marriages that result in sustainable loving
relationships with mutual respect and understanding between the spouses. However, an eventual
separation between husband and wife will damage the man’s reputation to some extent, but it will
affect the woman extensively since her name, including her family’s prestige (kauravam), will be
damaged irreversibly.
The ambiguity of a love marriage comes with particular room for manoeuvre as far as
offspring are involved. Children reconfirm the marital status. As soon as a love marriage fails, a
(prospective) mother as a single parent faces two options. She can negotiate upon her marital status
to raise her child or relinquish it to an institution by claiming to be unmarried. Within this negotiation,
a child appears to be an optional instrument to enforce the mother’s reputation as a married, thus
respectable, woman.85

‘Marriage is life’
Regularly social workers and counsellors explained to me why unmarried mothers are in circumstances
which inevitably lead to the relinquishment of their children. Words such as ‘she has to surrender her
baby to be able to start her future’ or ‘she needs to continue life [by getting married]’ were used to
amplify the situation. Future marriage was not just presented as explanation for relinquishment; it
was also the basis for directive counselling towards the separation of mothers and their illegitimate
children. Their statements underpinned the significance of marital status for women and the
hegemonic cultural meaning of a husband.

கல ்லானாYம ் கணவன ் Gல ்லானாYம ் GUஷன ்
‘Even if your husband is a stone or grass, husband is husband.’
Frequently, this proverb was mentioned by women and among women. It encodes how a woman is
irreversibly connected to her one and only husband, no matter how he behaves. With this in mind, a
woman is supposed to always treat him with reverence. Or in the words of one woman: ‘We should
always serve and respect him, even if he changes into a stone.’ One man added in a separate chat:
‘When I am having serious fights with my wife also, as soon as I sit down for food, she should serve
me.’ Another married woman confidentially shared that this expectation gets extended from food
to service ‘between the bed sheets’: ‘If he [B: husband] comes to me after a serious fight, he can do
whatever he wants, I am not in a position to refuse him. But I will not join. Like a piece of wood, I will
lay down till he is finished.’
Obviously, the same proverb does not imply the reverse. The word ‘husband’ in this
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Pañcāyattu’s (assemblies of villagers which settles disputes between individuals or communities) were
regularly mentioned as coming up with decisions to rehabilitate mothers together with their children,
and if possible, to settle the problems with their husbands as far as unmarried mothers being pregnant
or women with child(ren) separated after love marriages were concerned. This finding is also revealed in
Anandhi’s work (2005: 22). Anandhi additionally reveals that the supportive power of pañcāyattu decisions
is declining because nowadays ‘lovers of these girls are from outside the village’ (ibid.).
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particular proverb is not supposed to be changed into ‘wife’. Marriage is comprehensively gendered.
The cultural meaning of womanhood derives from her relationship with men, as daughter of her father,
sister of her brother, mother of her son and most of all, as wife of her husband. Daniel explains: ‘Since a
woman, traditionally, can have respect only as a wife, and the husband makes her a wife, he gives her
a gift of unparalleled value. Even though a wife also technically makes a man a husband in marrying
him, marriage is not a necessary precondition for respectability for a man as it is for a woman’ (1980: 67).
Having a husband enables a woman to claim respectability by ‘taking her beyond indecent glances of
men who will ‘spoil’ the character of any woman who remains unmarried’ (ibid.). Marriage eliminates
not only such harassment but also rumours and doubts about a woman’s chastity. A husband provides
his wife with respectability and serving him as a deity has consequences beyond her present life. Her
performance as a good wife in present life comes with respectability in an eventual next life and may
liberate a woman from rebirth: Her husband represents her gateway to heaven.
Marriage is believed to control strong female (generative) powers since it transforms and
directs women’s sexual and social behaviour. A woman needs a living husband to achieve the status of
cumaṅkali or kaṭṭukkaḻatti86: she who is auspicious. This auspiciousness alludes to the benign unfurling
of her powerful energy. A woman’s marital status has symbolic value as an auspicious person who
automatically evokes happiness and fortune. Baker Reynolds categorizes women on a continuum of
auspiciousness: Most auspicious are married women. Unmarried virgins are also considered auspicious;
nevertheless, she is not utterly reliable and might use her powers in malevolent ways. Inauspicious are
women who die during pregnancy or while giving birth, women who are infertile, unwed mothers and
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widows (Baker Reynolds 1980: 36-37).87 The capacity of female powers is not related to the person a
woman is married to, rather to whether she is married. A woman’s dependence on marriage makes
her status vulnerable as it can be destroyed if she loses her husband through death or rejection. It also
pressurizes (parents of) unmarried women to consider arrangements at early age since it will bring peace
of mind to have a daughter ‘settled’ before anything bad happens and before her reputation, including
the family’s kauravam (prestige, good name), is damaged through the violation of her chastity.88
A young unmarried woman’s reputation is generally endangered and of permanent
concern. Threats to her chastity can take on secular forms as embodied by men with bad intentions,
but threats may also have spiritual appearances. One mother of two unmarried teenagers, one son
and one daughter, shared her worries:
‘Darkness comes with dangers. We can get possessed by evil spirits89. For instance, in the
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Tamilians use both terms, depending on their community. The word cumaṅkali stems originally from
Sanskrit.
Wadley (1980) in her analyses of unmarried goddesses versus married goddesses notices the cultural
meaning of marriage as reflected in respective a capricious meaning versus a benign meaning (1980: 11).
See also Babb 1970, 1975.
See: Jejeebhoy (2000: 44-46): Nuptiality Among Adolescents.
‘According to some popular beliefs, the soul is not reincarnated immediately after being judged by Yama,
but depending on his decision, it first goes either to heaven or one of the many Hindu hells. But it is agreed
that if the manner of death is abnormal or the funeral rites are not properly carried out, the dead will become a spirit and return to torment the living while it awaits reincarnation (Viramma et al 1997: 288)’.
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darkness of nights, men are in danger because of present Mohini’s90. A Mohini is the spirit
of a virgin, a mature girl who died before marriage. Since this girl died before her life was
fulfilled through marriage, her soul will be searching for a husband. Her soul will be restless.
If a girl dies before maturity [B: menarche], we worship her as a goddess. But if a mature girl
dies before marriage, she may become dangerous. That is why my community has certain
customs for these funerals. For these mature girls, we cut a plantain tree and put it next to
her dead body. We bring the body together with that tree to the cemetery. Right there one
of the elder persons, for instance, a grandfather or a grandmother, will tie a tāli around her
neck as if she is married to that tree. Together with that tree, we will burn her body.91 ’
Heartbroken young women who commit suicide are particularly susceptible to such spiritual troubles.
Frustrated at being unable to fulfil her main aim in life, getting married, she is believed to focus her
considerable female powers in malignant ways. For this reason, her spirit should be cheated and her
sexuality should be controlled by tying her a tāli with a plantain tree as ‘husband’.
Along with her tāli, a woman is tied to a specific code of conduct regarding her chastity. This
code dictates faithfulness in thoughts and acts with emphasis on virtues like obedience, modesty,
patience, devotion and tenderness. Her husband gives meaning to her life. If a husband dies, his
wife symbolically dies along with him.92 In practice, women deal with widowhood in diverse ways
depending on communal customs and personal circumstances. Some women may consider a second
marriage.93 Yet within hegemonic dominant ideas, a woman can marry only once. A middle-class,
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married and educated social worker expressed in English:
M: ‘(..) a Tamil woman will do what her husband likes because she wants a life. Even if he
wants her to surrender her child [B: she will obey]. I know a case of a woman who
herself worked in a programme focussed on the empowerment of women. She was
threatened by her husband because her first two children were both daughters. For
this reason, her husband threatened to send her back to her parents and marry a
second wife. She was professionally working on the empowerment of women and
yet said: “Instead of killing the baby I am prepared to give it to another family.” So she
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Mohini stands for a maiden who endeavours desire or steals the heart of a spectator. It relates to Lord
Vishnu’s seductress and highly erotic female incarnation (see also Kinsley 1988: 67).
The custom to get the corpse of an unmarried mature girl married is related to this woman’s specific caste.
Nevertheless, across castes, special rituals will be done for the spirits of mature girls who died before
marriage. Good food and a nice sari will be offered to get her blessings for important occasions. One
woman mentioned regarding this subject: ‘it seems that in heaven when the unmarried young girl arrives,
they will ask her “Why didn’t you complete your task? Why did you come here before your parents have
arrived?”’
Uma Chakravarti and Preeti Gill eds. (2001) focus on widowhood in the book Shadow Lives ‘regarded as
the dark half of womankind in tradition, the structural counterpart of the sumangali, [B: = cumaṅkali ] the
auspicious married woman’ (2001: 4). This work is in their words ‘an attempt to capture the complexities of
the experience of widowhood, its diversity and range across India (..)’ (ibid.). See also Spivak (1988).
Among non-Brahmins remarriage is strongly caste bounded (Srinivasan 2006: 53 & 85). Also Kolenda
(2003) elaborates on the subject of remarriage, a notion she points out as ‘remating’.
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surrendered her daughter in the Cradle Baby Scheme.94
In Tamil Nadu, a woman can only marry one man. Whether he is a rowdy, a thief or
a good man, this depends on the luck of the girl and is only in the hands of god. That
man is her life and if something happens to him, for her this means “that’s it”. She will
not go to another man, even when she is young. She wants her one and only husband.
That is our culture. It is in our blood. That is how life is for us. My own sister is 35
years old. Her husband is an alcoholic and left her. She is under the umbrella of her
father- and mother-in-law living with her daughter. But she has to forget her feelings,
her physical urge [B means: sexuality].
A woman has to kill her physical urge because of the society. Society will not say:
“okay, fine, get another man and get married”. The social stigma is there. A woman
can not get a second marriage. The man can marry as many women as he wants but
if a woman aims for a second marriage she is projected as a bad woman. Normally,
in general, a woman can not aim for a second marriage. Only rarely will a woman
give priority to her personal wish by ignoring the risk of being ridiculed. Maybe
one percent will act accordingly.(..) Her husband is very important. [B: Our society
is] male-dominated. He and his mother are important. If the lady is educated and
employed the scene is different. But if she is uneducated and unemployed, she is a
dependent. If she is depending on her husband, how will her feelings be respected?
B: So highly educated women will make different decisions?
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M: May be. They can fight at least. They can voice and express their feelings. Their
status is a bit different. But in rural areas, women are not educated. They are sent to
school up to fifth standard. When they attain puberty, normally they fall in love with
somebody and will run away. So why send her? She is a girl. Get her married. So even
nowadays, when a girl child attains puberty, she is not allowed to get education after
8 th standard, since at the 8 th standard, her puberty would have set in. You can see
it in education rates. Up till 8 th girls studying is in balance with boys. So women are
relatively uneducated and dependent.95 They are voiceless; they have to live according
to rules of male domination.’
This social worker reflects a dominant traditional discourse regarding gendered power relations and
she reveals how a woman, through marriage, connects her sexuality irreversibly to one man: her
husband. This aspect is further elaborated below. Secondarily, she tries to point to uneducated rural
women, but primarily presents her own sister (well-educated middle-class woman) as an instance of
the same discourse. Different discourses regarding power relations within marriages as described
by Daniel (1980) nuance this prevailing dominant discourse by revealing how, in practice, in some
94
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As elaborated in the ‘Introduction’, this study does not focus on mothers who relinquish children through
the CBS. However, I mention this quote here in the context of this chapter on marriage, to illustrate that
this woman who works as a professional on ‘women and empowerment’, in order to obey her husband is
prepared to relinquish her daughter.
For the balance between boy’s and girl’s access to education and the cycle of disempowerment see, for
instance, Srinivasan (2006) and Seth (2001).
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households women dominate the decision-making. However, hegemonic established notions hold
that the purpose of life for women is to get married and serve or even worship her husband, even if
he changes into grass or stone.
‘That man is her life,’ were the words of the social worker. Others repeatedly mentioned:
‘marriage is life’. A widow has lost her life and an unmarried mother has lost her life before it actually
started. One unmarried mother who had just relinquished her child expressed:
‘After this, I can not continue with life; I will just stay at home. There is nothing ahead.(..)
I have lived badly. I made a mistake. I think it is not right to live with another man [B: than
the father of my child]. I do not want to get married.’
Feeling she cannot marry another man means she does not continue her life. Actually, she will stay
home single, which is in her view, as a ‘living dead’.

‘Living with her husband’
Baker Reynolds, as already mentioned in the previous section, underlined the relation between
marital status, fertility and auspiciousness (1980: 36-37).96 Yet, during my research, women emphasized
that being a married woman and mother, thus fertile, does not automatically imply an auspicious
status. A more important criterion is related to her living conditions. Living as a family together with
her husband is another prerequisite for her auspiciousness. A situation of husband and wife living
separated, for any reason, will impact on her auspiciousness. Even if a husband lives, for instance,
abroad for work, his wife – mentioned as ‘grass widow’ – will feel to some extent uncomfortable
with regard to her auspicious status. Her auspiciousness becomes disputable. The situation of a
married woman returning to her natal house after marital problems (vāḻāveṭṭi) is worse than merely
‘uncomfortable’. Women in a decision-making process with regard to relinquishing their children
regularly mentioned the notion of vāḻāveṭṭi as a concern. The decision to return with a child to the
natal place after, for instance, an unsuccessful love marriage would bring the family this particular
disgrace. A vāḻāveṭṭi gets severely stigmatized and one (male) informant explained her status as ‘a
dog in the hay’: If a dog sleeps in the hay, the dog is useless since he is sleeping instead of protecting
property. In addition to being useless, the dog is also sleeping in a very inconvenient place since the
cows cannot eat the hay, being scared of the dog. Making a valuable cow uncomfortable, a useless
dog in hay is very much ‘out of place’.
A vāḻāveṭṭi is culturally considered as inauspicious and dangerous. People may understand
her decision to some extent as far as an aggressive, alcoholic or otherwise violent husband is
concerned. Simultaneously, her personality will be negatively judged as a destitute woman who is
not capable of living with her husband. Whereas a (young) widow is considered inauspicious, she is
also pitied as a victim of her unlucky fate, conversely a vāḻāveṭṭi is personally blamed as a woman with
a ‘spoilt character’, since she did not carry out her responsibilities in marriage.
A vāḻāveṭṭi is a distinguished social category versus a deserted woman: a woman who may
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Wadley (1980) in her analysis of unmarried goddesses versus married goddesses notices the cultural
meaning of marriage as reflected in, respectively, a capricious meaning versus a benign meaning (1980:
11). See also Babb 1970, 1975.
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be judged as a decent wife, but who is left by her husband for another woman. Whereas a deserted
woman is probably blamed for her inability to satisfy her husband, she is perceived as a victim of
her unfaithful husband. However, for a vāḻāveṭṭi the emphasis is on her disloyalty. She deserts her
husband and even if he has sent her out, for leaving him she will be severely judged as an unfaithful
wife. Besides her inauspicious status, the notion implies doubtful sexual morals, affecting not only
the woman’s personal status since the damage gets extended to her (female) relatives, especially her
sisters. These sisters’ social status and, related to that, their opportunity to find a ‘good alliance’ are
affected.
The severe negative status as vāḻāveṭṭi is generally temporary. After some point in time, the
status of the woman usually gets indicated as ‘divorcee’. With this change, the factor ‘time’ brings
about a new social stigma with a somewhat less negative connotation. Nevertheless, as a divorcee,
her status is still ambiguous and her reputation with regard to her sexual morals is at risk of getting
ridiculed.

‘Marriage is slavery’
The importance of marriage for women is evident. Yet alongside the respectable marital status,
India has a long tradition of admiring women who deliberately stay unmarried and choose life as a
caṉṉiyāciṉi . A caṉṉiyāciṉi is a woman who deliberately stays single to live an ascetic life as a devotee
of her chosen deity. This is a respectable role even for widows or divorcees and the respectability
of this social category is related to a specific way of life with fasting, penance and abstemiousness.
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However, this specific religious role is not the only possibility for women who would like to leave the
path towards marital ties.
During fieldwork, I was unexpectedly offered the opportunity to meet three women
between 30 and 50 years old who had purposely decided to stay single and these women did not
belong to this specific social category of devotees. They decided deliberately to refuse marriage
proposals and this choice against the grain implied a well-considered decision-making process. Since
all the three of them were able to express themselves in English, it was easy to approach them. This
was an opportunity to gain insights into these women’s specific considerations for rejecting their
marital status. Nevertheless, staying unmarried was not the only similarity between the three of
them. Two of them crossed my paths through adoption agencies since they were both in the process
of adopting a child. The third woman I met through networks which had nothing to do with adoption
or whatsoever. Nevertheless, she had also adopted a child eight years ago.
Two central questions crossed my mind. What motivates a woman to deliberately refuse
marriage, consciously choosing a single life without being forced to do so by unexpected or unwanted
circumstances such as, for instance, an unplanned pregnancy?97 And secondly, what leads them towards
the decision to adopt a child? These two questions are comprehensive enough for a separate thorough
research. However, also from the perspective of my research objectives, a brief examination of their
responses is useful since it offers insight into women’s agency on an individual level in negotiating
prevailing codes of conduct with regard to marriage. With two of them, I carried out formally recorded
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According to Census of India 2001, approximately 3.4% of the urban Indian women between 30-34 years
old are never married. For urban women, between 34-39 years old, approximately 2% have never been
married (Census of India 2001, Govt. of India-Ministry of Home affairs).
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interviews and the third woman spontaneously shared her life-story in an informal setting.
Vanamala is a 30-year-old highly-educated good looking and bright woman with a spotless
reputation. Apparently, she would be a perfect match for any respectable groom. Coming from a
conservative Brahmin community, she had made an extraordinary decision by staying unmarried.
She is aware of the possibilities of encountering a supportive husband, yet the risk of being lumped
with a thwarting husband is real and its consequences, far-reaching:
B: So why then do you not get married?
V: It will mean that a man, probably a stranger, will have complete and total control over
my life. Everything that I do or want to do will be subject to his approval, opinions and
decisions. So basically to that extent, I hand over control over my life which is what
I do not want to do. It is a very, very scary thought for me since I was 18. (..) For my
father, I am going astray. I am thirty and still unmarried and the step I am taking [B:
adopting a child] probably implies closing the doors to marriage, which means I will
be left without a man in my life.(..) Staying unmarried is a by-product of the directions
in my life. It is not my goal. My goals in life are elsewhere, but possibly the only roads
that will lead to my goals are out of marriage and that is not a problem for me.’
Vanamala is an autonomous woman who simply refuses to risk her autonomy. She fights her father’s
authority and in doing so, experiences her mother’s implicit support. With this emotional back-up,
she feels capable of resisting social pressures. Initially, Vanamala only refused an arranged marriage.
A love marriage appeared to be a possibility – to reduce risks by herself selecting a husband who will
respect her personal aims. But after some time, while raising her adopted girl, even this option does
not appeal to her anymore: she prefers to refrain from irreversible marital commitments.
Andal’s rejection of marriage differs from Vanamala’s in the sense that she rejects men
as a ‘species’ instead of rejecting the risk of ending up with an unpleasant match. For her, staying
single is not so much a means to fulfil personal aims as it is a goal in itself. Andal is the youngest
daughter of a Mudaliyar family. As a young girl, she was a bright student and focused on her studies.
She succeeded in MSc. Mathematics and with this, she was able to secure her financial circumstances
with a government job. Her father died when she was 20 and on the day we meet, she is 43 years
old. A couple of weeks ago, she had adopted a baby girl and during our interview, she expresses her
excitement in words and appearance. We meet in the house where she lives with her mother and the
adopted child.
She describes a harmonious and independent life revealing spontaneously: ‘Marriage it
is like slavery. Most of the men treat women as slaves.’ Instantly, she illustrates her statement with
examples from within her family and her surrounding neighbourhood underpinning her confidence
about refraining from any male intervention. Initially, when she was of marriageable age, the people
around her tried to persuade, convince or even manipulate her to agree to one of the proposals. Her
mother and colleagues were concerned about the consequences of her unconventional choice since
her reputation could become disputable. Staying unmarried is suspicious and certainly questions will
be raised. But against all advice, Andal stuck to her guns and rejected initiatives to find her a groom.
Yet, after years, one concern forces itself upon her: she wants a child. One day, when discussing this
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specific desire, her mother suggests a solution: ‘My mother advised me to adopt (..) [B: My mother
said:] “This child will be of help to you. Not financially or anything, but it will be at your side and take
care of you and help you.”’ With this advice in mind, she had approached the NGO with a licence for
adoption and since her financial situation was satisfactory and her mother, sister and brother-in-law
supportive, the agency had no objections in placing a child.
Coming from a country where women’s desire to conceive without being married to a man
is not exceptional, I queried Andal about the possibility of becoming a biological mother. This option
is in opposition to hegemonic ideas about sexuality. Hence, I would like to hear her comments. During
other interviews and chats, women were regularly willing to share their concerns regarding sexuality
spontaneously and if not, I often felt enough intimacy to inquire, but with Andal, the situation feels
different. I sense sexuality as a delicate item and I wonder where this feeling comes from. Searching
for appropriate words, I start to formulate:
‘B: Some of my friends in my native country did not want to get married. But they
wanted a child. They deliberately had a short affair with a man and conceived…
Even before I can finish my question, Andal takes the floor by answering quickly and with a raised
voice:
A: No. I do not like that. We must lead a good life. (..) That is a wrong route.
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B: What makes it wrong?
A: If you want to have a child, you can marry and enjoy life [B: means ‘have sex’]. Why
you should do it the other way around? It is like playing (..)’
Purposely conceiving outside marriage is like playing, and with this statement, Andal conveys that
sexuality should be restricted to marital boundaries. Playing with these rules implies denying their
importance and she absolutely wants to clarify to me that she strictly observes the code of conduct
with regard to sexuality. But what is the reason for her being so defensive about this aspect? Why is
she so eagerly emphasising her ideas about chastity? The answers to these questions can be read
between the lines during the interview. Apparently, she feels defensive about her moral reputation.
She generally describes her lifestyle as rather isolated from any social relations besides her close
family members. She is aware of the risks staying unmarried will have on her vulnerable reputation
and she explicitly refrains from any interaction with males. However, she does not emphasize this
isolation as a personal sacrifice or as a significant missing aspect of her life. She rather emphasizes her
buoyancy in escaping the trap of marriage and explains:
‘A: I pray to God: “If there is a rebirth please let me be born as a female and not as a
male creature.” Men are cunning. I have seen so many women suffering with these
men in my life.’
Andal has an aversion to males and subsequently, she is scared to put her fate in the hands of a man.
She is satisfied with her peaceful family setting. During this interview, her personal sexuality is not
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discussed since the setting generally, or perhaps I personally, do not provide her with the essential
rapport to share these intimate feelings or concerns. Yet generally, she states that she is, as expressed
in her own words, not supposed to ‘enjoy life’. Andal breaks with tradition in refusing marriage,
creating financial independence and adapting her social circumstances. Her mother is supportive
and with the combination of social support and financial security, she is eventually able to claim a
child. However, regarding sexuality, she binds herself with restrictions which will consequently lead
to a suppressed or secret sex life.
It is remarkable that all the three unmarried women I met had adopted a child. A fascinating
paradoxical reality since unwed mothers are assumed to surrender because they are unmarried and
these three women adopted a child because they preferred to remain unmarried. With regard to this
paradox, Vanamala reflects afterwards, per email:
‘As good women, we are ‘young’ girls, married women, mothers or we are caṉṉiyāciṉi.
These are the respectable roles. The only other option is to be a bad/loose woman: a
prostitute. In a sense, with adopting a child as single women, we are opting for motherhood,
a very respectable position in Indian mythology. I see the reaction of people to me as a
mother and the fact that I am not married seems to add two halos over my head.’
Vanamala is perceived and admired as a ‘virgin mother’.98 She became mother without conceiving
through sexual intercourse and for that reason, she feels she is perceived as ‘double sacred’.99 Obviously,
the decision to stay unmarried goes hand in hand with abstinence from sexual activities and this
abstinence elicits respect. Evidently, a woman’s respectability is related to her sexuality. Sexuality is a
key notion with regard to this research and is examined in the following section.

Negotiating sexuality
How and with whom people prefer to have sexual relations, relates to individual preferences.
However, putting these preferences into practice is restricted by culturally determined limitations and
channelled by accepted codes of conduct. The notion sexuality indicates that people give meaning
to sexual activities. Sexuality is a socio-cultural construction and these cultural constructions vary
depending on countries, communities within countries, generations, peer groups and gender.
Originally, in Hinduism, sexuality is sacred. Ancient Indians perceived sexuality as symbolizing
‘the union and dissolution of two principal cosmic energies and complementary forces which give rise to
a feeling of a unique bliss (Verma 1997: preface xx – xxi).’ The sexual union of man and woman represents
the sacred realization of existence. The cosmic system in its whole originates in the sacred union of male
substance and female energy, represented by Siva and Sakti. Verma states: ‘The momentary physical joy
of sexual union can be prolonged and extended to a spiritual and cosmic experience – but only if we try
to see life in its totality and our relationship to the cosmic system (ibid.: xxi).’
When Vatsyayana, about 2,000 years ago, construed sexuality in the Kamasutra, he
approached the subject with respect and openness. Siva as represented by a Lingam (phallus) and
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See: Virgin Mother, Beloved Other. The Erotics of Tamil Nationalism in Colonial and Post-Colonial India
(Sumathi Ramaswamy 2000).
Chapter 2 includes an elaboration on perceptions on adoptive motherhood.
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Sakti as embodied by the Yoni (vulva) representing her divine female energy and source of life itself,
are still actual symbols in contemporary India stemming from these times. However, the openness
regarding sexuality as presented in the Kamasutra, or for instance, in the erotic images on temples
does not represent how most people experience sexuality in contemporary India. Evidently, sexuality
is not a rigid cultural construction and the cultural meaning of sexuality transforms continuously, and
gradually and within culturally constructed boundaries.
Gender is a significant aspect determining sexuality and conversely, sexuality determines
gender (Ortner & Whitehead 1981, Caplan 1987). Sexuality and sexual behaviour exert influence on
how people perceive themselves and each other as a man or a woman. A woman’s generative energy,
as expressed in her sexuality, is essential for existence and fundamental for any action in the Hindu
universe (Caplan 1985: 41). Understanding this particular female power is the basis for understanding
the powers and dangers of female sexuality, consequently leading to restrictions (Wadley 1980: 9-10).
As mentioned in the previous sections, marriage appeared to be a boundary controlling sexuality
and for women, crossing this boundary comes with risks of severe stigmatization. A woman who
sacrifices her sexuality, choosing asceticism and abstinence is highly respected. Even single women
who reject the opportunity to get married and thus sacrifice their sexuality by adopting children
are respected. But conversely, unmarried mothers who have had sexual intercourse before marriage
have culturally gone astray. The interconnection between a woman’s respectability and her sexuality
makes sexuality a significant notion with regard to this research. Consequently, the next sections are
an examination of contemporary hegemonic discourses pointing to female sexuality.
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Erotic Justice is the title of Ratna Kapur’s latest work (2005). A piquant and inviting title
covering Kapur’s analysis of ways in which the law has been implicated in contemporary debates
dealing with gender and sexuality. Kapur as director of the Centre for Feminist Legal Research in New
Delhi has contributed extensively to the analysis of issues relating to female sexuality and women’s
rights. She is just one example of contemporary Indian academics reconfirming the ancient Indian
qualities of procreating innovative concepts and perspectives. From a juridical perspective, Kapur
challenges the law to shift to standards that ’incorporate women’s right to sexual autonomy, the
right of free speech and expression, including sexual speech, and focus on welcome and not simply
unwelcome conduct. In matters of sex and sexuality, everyone seems to be an expert at what should
not be allowed and suffers from muteness when invited to list what kind of sexual conduct should be
allowed or is permissible’ (2001: seminar-paper)100. Without claiming universality, by locating herself
as a postcolonial feminist and also by problematizing ‘the very notion of ‘global sisterhood’, as if
women’s needs and desires are both uniform and universal’ (2005: 6), Kapur succeeds in adding a
perspective that challenges international laws regarding sexuality.
Academically, Indians contribute significantly to the development of feminist approaches
(see: John & Nair eds. 2000, Hiltebeitel & Erndl eds. 2002). In ‘A Question of Silence?’ (John & Nair
eds. 2000), a collection of papers first presented at the Madras Institute of Development Studies,
some renowned interdisciplinary Indian academics analyze sexuality beyond the spheres of law,
demography or medicine and ‘the forgoing of articulations between the global and the local’
(2000: 7). From unravelling the Kamasutra (the text) to investigating Kamasutra (a brand name
100 Sexcapades and the law. Towards Equality. Symposium on women, feminism and women’s movements.
http://www.india-seminar.com/2001 (2005-11-07).
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of Indian condoms), they contribute substantially to feminist debates regarding sexuality. Indian
feminists and activists located within and outside India, analyze prevailing notions and develop
activist discourses on women’s sex and sexuality. However, these academic and liberating discourses
are not the only ones prevailing in Indian society within, in Kapur’s words, a ‘conservative sexual
climate’: a climate in which sexuality, especially female sexuality, should be controlled (Thiruchandran
1993). This perspective underpins the discourses which are dominant among the majority. Directing
and controlling female sexuality is a major concern and crossing dominantly prescribed boundaries
will lead to severe consequences.
Kapadia (1995), in her examination of the cultural meaning of sexuality, relates its meaning
to the significance of the blood-bond for non-Brahmin Tamilians. Sexual intercourse is an exchange
of sexual fluids and significantly, the same Tamil word is used for both male and female sexual fluids
(1995: 35). The non-Brahmin Tamilian believes that sexual fluids contain blood. Subsequently, with the
exchange of sexual fluids, from the first sexual intercourse onwards, a woman and man carry ‘some
blood of the other too’ (ibid.). Kapadia distinguishes this concept of ‘equal exchange’ during sexual
intercourse, from North Indian notions. North Indians believe a man emits and a woman receives sexual
fluids resulting in eventual pollution for women. Non-Brahmin Tamilians believe ‘both women and
men “emit” sexual secretions and both men and women “receive” them internally’ (ibid.: 36). Sexual
intercourse, through the exchange of blood, establishes a blood-relationship between a man and wife
and this is a very significant idea as far as sexual intercourse before and outside marriage is concerned.
In her research village, Kapadia discovers distinct discourses of sexuality in lower-castes
and upper-castes. Lower caste discourses contain ambiguity and are more varied than upper-caste
discourses (1995: 166-174): ‘The lower-caste norms connect with greater sexual freedom but (..) this
sexual freedom is severely limited because of the lack of safe contraception’ (1995: 169). She concludes:
‘With the lower castes, the stress is on norms controlling fertility, but with upper castes, norms
controlling sexuality are emphasized’ (ibid.). The preoccupation with controlling female sexuality
implies “appropriate” female behaviour. Upward mobility, expressed through a desire to emulate
upper-caste and upper-class norms, therefore, include considerations regarding such appropriate
behaviour. Hence, this freedom of lower-caste women still implies refraining from premarital and
extramarital sex. Lower-caste discourses are multiple, contradictory and more varied with subsequent
room for manoeuvre, but the boundaries of marriage are still recognized. The emphasis differs, but
this difference does not distinguish, in essence, lower-castes from upper-castes. 101
101

Once, when coming home in the evening, I found the road blocked. The police had arrived and people in
my surrounding informed me about last night’s tragedy in the small house of a S.C. family: Early morning
neighbours had heard the 4-year-old child next door crying non-stop. They could not comfort the child,
since it was locked in. They felt worried since the previous night, they clearly overheard serious arguments
between the child’s parents. In these fights, the husband aggressively expressed doubts that he was the
father of the baby his wife was carrying. Since the child continued to cry screaming for help, they opened
the door by force. What they found was difficult to express in words. The crying child was in serious pain
since its arm was broken. They found the father dead. The man committed suicide by hanging himself in
the same room where he, before killing himself had cut his wife’s throat. His wife was full term pregnant.
After this tragedy, many people left the area, being scared of the supposed restless souls of these dead
people. Especially, a woman who dies during pregnancy is considered to be inauspicious. The circumstances of her death rather reinforced her inauspiciousness. In the weeks following, several people stated the
woman’s ghost was witnessed roaming about.
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Sexual intercourse is dominantly restricted within the boundaries of marriage; sexuality
and marriage are two sides of the same coin. Evidently, sexual intercourse is sexual behaviour, but
conversely sexual behaviour is not merely sexual intercourse. What makes behaviour sexual behaviour?
How did the women I met reflect upon good or at least acceptable behaviour and where were sexual
boundaries transgressed? During fieldwork, women regularly pointed to sexually immoral behaviour
by describing behaviour which they perceived as seductive, flirtatious and thus inappropriate. But what
makes behaviour seductive or flirtatious? Flirting implies intentional behaviour: the actor deliberately
intends to play with sexuality. But flirting is an interaction and the interpretation of a receiver is also
relevant. A physically similar smile can imply, for instance, shyness, nastiness, happiness or sensuality
and the receiver’s interpretation of a smile or a touch may differ from the sender’s intention. Apparently
construing actions as flirtatious is contextual and interactively constructed (cf. Geertz 1973).
What kind of behaviour then is within the spectrum of probable flirtatious at risk of being judged
as inappropriate? Throughout this study, in the following chapters, women express behaviour that is
perceived as misplaced or wrong. For instance, one unmarried mother mentioned ‘talking or smiling to
boys or men in an un-brotherly way’ as an example of indecency pointing to her personal actions. She
described how she purposely approached the man she fell in love with, eventually resulting in sexual
intercourse. She represented her intention to act in a sexually enticing manner and while retrospectively
reflecting upon this intention, she regretted and judged her own behaviour. But intention is not always
the determining component. A touch or even a talk or smile, probably intended as ‘brotherly’, is at risk
of being interpreted as sexually intended. Throughout Tamil Nadu, women and men are separated
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physically, for instance, in buses, trains, queues, schools or any other public place where people gather
to prevent, among other things, physical contact. Yet men and women need to contact and interact in
public space. However, unnecessary physical contact with a stranger of the other sex, even if the intention
is meant to be sexually neutral, is usually noted as wrong. Chatting in private with a marriageable boy is
also definitely judged as immoral for a girl. But sometimes limitations do become vague.
One woman mentioned that it was inappropriate to laugh loudly in a public space, even
among only girls. According to this woman, a mature girl who laughs loudly while surrounded by
strangers exposes herself in an uncontrolled way. Her inability to control her emotions may raise
doubts about her ability to control her sexuality. Again boundaries of apppropriateness become
blurred when women say that girls who play outside after puberty are crossing borders since even a
glance of a male can bring damage. Trawick examines this notion as a cultural construction.
‘Souls are said to mix through the eyes. The first sight of the potential spouse is a kind of
darshan – a powerful emotional encounter and a transfer of spiritual and sexual powers.
A woman could lose her chastity through such a glance – stories were told of daughters
who had been killed by their fathers for letting their eyes meet those of visiting strangers.
The eyes, like the sexual organs themselves, contained love, and the husband (..) was the
one to whom the eyes were given, followed by the heart (Trawick 1992: 95).’
Apparently freedom of mingling in a broad sense and the risk of getting judged negatively are
differentiated and a woman’s vulnerability with regard to her moral reputation appears to be
contextual as well as individually interpreted.
Once a mother

Sexual pleasure (iṉpam) is not an evil force in itself: ‘any normal human being desired it’
(Trawick 1993: 94). Yet sexual pleasure is supposed to be restricted within the boundaries of marriage.
Discourses concerning responsibilities of controlling female sexuality, as described by Daniel (1980),
are multiple.102 The plain fact that female sexuality needs to be controlled is, according to the dominant
norms, non-negotiable and the dominance of this discourse is a significant perspective that needs to
be taken into account as far as this research is concerned.
Female chastity is glorified and valorized throughout Tamil history and the following
experience is just one illustration:
One day, accompanied by a friend, I am on my way to an unmarried mother somewhere in the
deep South of Tamil Nadu. My friend knows this woman through her relatives and she is willing to
introduce her to me. Since we need to travel far to be able to meet her, she decided to combine the
effort with a pilgrimage on the way. She invited a couple of her friends to join us. Once we start,
we stop frequently to visit specific temples and at the end of the first long and hot day, we arrive
in Chidambaram. Chidambaram is the town which Tamilians immediately associate with Natarajan:
the dancing Siva. Chidambaram is one of the purposes of my friend’s pilgrimage and I, after visiting
a couple of smaller Siva and Sakti temples on the way, feel the visit to this famous temple is the
highlight of this pilgrimage.
With the huge kōpuram already in sight, the vehicle needs to stop due to a mechanical
problem. The two women, as decision-makers regarding which temples to visit, sigh anxiously
and glance at their watches while a mechanic is busy with tools. ‘The temple may be closed when
we arrive,’ they explain to me. After half an hour, the trip continues cheerfully. Just in time. To my
astonishment, we pass the gate of the Natarajan temple at full speed without stopping. ‘Where are
we going?’ I inquire annoyed. ‘To Kaliamman’ is the answer I get. What about Natarajan then…
My friend explains: ‘Once Siva and his wife Sakti were having a dance contest while Visnu
was watching. Sakti apparently exceeded Siva’s performance, and was dancing extremely beautifully.
Noticing this excellent performance, Siva dropped his earring and picked it up with his toe to put it
back in his ear. By lifting his leg up to a level that a woman is not supposed to do due to aṭakkam
(modesty), he won the contest.’ ‘That is very unfair,’ is my primary reaction. Yet my secular and
apparently too short interpretation gets no reply. However, these female pilgrims give preference
to visit this Kali Amman temple, hidden in some outside corner of the city, instead of the dominant
Natarajan temple. It appears that Sakti, as Thillai Kali Amman attracts them… Somewhere in the
outskirts of Chidambaram, we park in front of the small Thillai Kali Amman temple and inside, I can
sense the reason why this temple is given priority. The flaming red-coloured Kali bestrewed with a
considerable amount of kuṅkumam, expresses impressive and significant feminine energy.
Siva won the contest due to aṭakkam. Aṭakkam means generally ‘modesty’ or ‘unobtrusive and
inconspicuous behaviour’. Trawick (1990) describes the meaning of this notion as ‘containment’
102 A girl’s transition into fertility and sexuality is culturally marked by her menarche. Rituals and customs
with regard to her entrance into this new stage of life and the effects of becoming a mature sexual being
are described, analysed and interpreted by several anthropologists (see for instance: Dumont 1986, Van
Hollen 2003, Trawick 1990, Kolenda 2003).
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simultaneously implicating ‘(self)control’ (1990: 93-111). Aṭakkam has a gendered meaning; in practice
it generally points specifically to feminine modesty. Sakti was not allowed to put her leg up since this
gesture was not perceived to be modest for her. A woman is not supposed to open her legs that wide
since such a position is considered to be sexual. In this specific context, aṭakkam relates to chastity.
Sakti controls herself. For Sakti, winning the contest was less important than keeping her chastity.
Siva takes advantage of these gendered implications. Apparently Sakti’s modesty is her concern and
not his.
Aṭakkam is not the only word used to refer to women’s sexual control. Tamil is a very rich
language and while listening to women reflecting upon sexuality or unwanted pregnancies I regularly
got lost in the innumerable Tamil expressions regarding chastity. Kaṟ pu as used by Sarusu to explain
(in the section ‘Love marriages’) why she needed to marry the man ‘who stole her virginity’, the man
she had sex with before marriage, can also be translated as ‘chastity’. It implicates the connection of
a married woman’s sexuality to her husband and also female virginity before marriage. In addition to
this meaning, kaṟ pu means ‘self-control’ (Wadley 1980: 153-170): the capability of a woman to control
her sexuality by herself versus needing her father, brother or husband to do so.
Chastity of a woman within a marital relationship is also expressed with the word pativiratai
described by a woman as ‘a wife who is spiritually as well as sexually devoted to her husband’. A
woman’s chastity before marriage, in the sense of virginity is expressed with the word kaṉṉi and
implied with the word kumāri. Chastity and virginity are both expressed in the word tūymai. But this
word too implicates more than just ‘chastity’, ‘the condition of being unadulterated’ and ‘virginity’. It
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also means ‘purity’ (cf. Thiruchandran 1993: 21).103 Purity alludes to the connection between female
sexuality and pollution (Dumont 1980; Douglas 1988).104 Douglas concludes: ‘Therefore women are
the gates of entry to the caste. Female purity is carefully guarded and a woman who is known to have
had sexual intercourse with a man of lower caste is brutally punished’ (Douglas 1988: 125).105
Female sexuality is endangering the patriarchal social structure of Hindu society and needs
to be controlled within marriage. From this perspective, an unwed mother is the embodiment of
danger. She is frequently mentioned as keṭṭuppōṉavaḷ, a woman with a spoilt character. Keṭṭu stands
for ‘spoilt’ and this ‘spoilt’ has several meanings. Milk is spoilt after becoming sour. It means ‘decay’
and also gets used in the sense of ‘ruined’ or ‘leading into bad ways’ as far as a good name of men and
women is concerned. Keṭṭu also means ‘rape’.106 A teacher explained, in English, that the word could
be applied to women with uncontrolled sexuality, a synonym for tēvaṭiyāḷ, ‘whore’:107

103 Douglas (1988) analyses the difference between the temporary and permanent pollution for men and
women respectively as transmitted through intercaste sexual relations.
104 Dumont (1980) reveals the structuring principles regarding purity and pollution within Hindu society.
Dangers of pollution in relations between human beings and their Hindu deities or among human beings
define the social and relational structures carefully and hierarchically. This ordering is highly gendered as
far as sexuality is concerned.
105 Den Uyl (1992) finds the metaphor ‘gates of entry’ too viricentric and too passive regarding female sexuality. She considers the formula ‘Women hold the key of entry to the caste’ more adequate (Den Uyl 1992:
75).
106 This ‘rape’ aspect gets elaborated in the next section.
107 Different is the word for ‘prostitute’ (vipacāri): a woman who sells her sex for money.
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If she [B: a woman who had premarital sex] wants to marry another boy, it will anyhow
result in an unpleasant family-life. Each and every groom will find out about his bride’s
premarital contacts. The first day itself he will find it out: “Is she a fresh woman or she
is a second reading.” Definitely he will find it out through the damage of her sexual
membrane. If the husband is having the first key, you see, he has to open it in marital
status. If it has been opened previously, it might have been gone to someone else. Then
the problems will start: ‘you are not fresh’. He will call her a prostitute or something like
that, ‘you are not a good girl, you do not fit me’. For both families, the problems will arise.’
A man used the word aciṅkam which means literally ‘obscenity’. He added in English, ‘With that word I
mean that we Tamilians feel “dirty” if our sister would have sex before marriage.’ An unmarried mother,
who surrendered her child, used this same word to describe how people will talk if she will raise her
child herself: ‘People will see me as an ‘obscenity’. They will say: “Look she has gone with somebody
[B: had sex] and now she has even brought the child home”. 'The fact that the woman behaved
‘obscenely’ is one thing, but exposing it by raising her child as an unwed mother is considered to
be beyond extremes. This obscenity or ‘dirty’ relationship was also mentioned as the opposite of a
‘good relationship’ expressed by the word, puṉitam, the pure and sacred relationship of tampatiyam:
married life. In short, we can conclude that words to express dissolute feminine sexual behaviour are
amply available and particularly gendered. All of them have a negative connotation.108
Many words were mentioned to express the cultural meaning of adulterous sexual
relationships or sex before marriage and its implications especially as far as women are concerned.
However, dominant cultural ideas are not the only components directing and reflecting social reality.
In India, people do have premarital sex increasingly. Jejeebhoy reveals percentages of adolescent
men (20 - 25 per cent) and adolescent women (below 10 per cent) who are engaged in sexual relations
(Jejeebhoy 2000: 47-57). In interpreting the differences in percentages of males and females, it is
important to note that women appear to be inhibited in admitting to premarital sexual activities
whereas men appear to overrate their replies. This female inhibition simultaneously corroborates
dominant discourses concerning female chastity.
Adulterous sex is another subject on which emotions flare up as far as women are concerned.
Kamala, a school teacher who lives separated from her husband, revealed (in English):
‘K: A long time ago, unexpectedly, my husband dropped into the office I was working
that time. He saw my boss sitting in front of me, explaining me some accounts.
Noticing this, my husband used so many vulgar words. He just pushed my boss to the
door asking him many unwanted questions.
P: like?
K: (..) We Indian people are not like your culture, since in foreign countries there is no
problem if men and women are moving with each other. In our culture, it is a critical
108 A similar gendered differentiation, numeric and in connotation of words, exist in my own mother tongue.
Plenty of Dutch words with severe negative connotations are available to express dissolute or promiscuous sexual behaviour of women whereas men’s same behaviour is expressed in words with a ‘sturdy’ and
even positive connotation.
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offense. If married people do this, it is a crime and if unmarried people do this, it is a
big crime. Do you understand my point?
P: You were working with a man and that was the problem?
K: My boss was very supportive, helping me in many ways. So my husband became
suspicious thinking that my boss was expecting sex in return. You understand my point?
In our country if one male and female do have some helping transactions this means
subsequently ‘what will other people think’? Not only in the higher or lower class. From
top to bottom, everyone will think that these people are having a sexual relationship.
An extramarital sexual relationship means a major offense for us since we have to give
sex only to the husband. (..) That is a custom, a compulsion or something like that. We
should not transact sex with anybody else but the husband. That is generally noted.’
Sex, especially female sexuality, is inextricably connected to a woman’s husband. Interesting then is
how female sexuality is constructed within these boundaries of marriage. Nevertheless, intra-marital
sexual behaviour has been explored in very few and limited studies (cf. Pelto 2000: 127). Jejeebhoy
reveals a conservative and gendered attitude. She states that a woman’s sexuality is submitted to her
husband’s desires. Despite the fact that a majority of college students may think that a married woman
has a right to refuse sex, young women were routinely told that they were married to provide sexual
services and hence are obliged to fulfill the sexual needs of their husband (Jejeebhoy 2000: 80).
The discourses on marital sexuality that I came across during fieldwork were dominated by
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the idea that a woman needs to monitor her sexuality. Even within the sexual relationship with her
husband, her reputation concerning her chastity is vulnerable. Several married women described
how women need to balance between ‘satisfying sex’ and ‘behaving shy’. Kamala:
‘For sex, as far as our Indian men are concerned, in each and every aspect of sex, the
man has to be the teacher for the girl. Then only it will be a nice family. If the female has
requests like “I don’t like this” or “do this for me”, there will be misunderstanding. [B: He
will raise questions like:] “How does she know that? Maybe previously, she must have had
some experience with some other person?” Like that a man will think. But a female can
not ask the same thing from her husband like: “You know everything, how did you come
to know?” As a woman, you are not supposed to ask these sort of questions.’
A woman needs to be, or at least pretend to be, ignorant. If she acts uninhibitedly free and with
‘too many’ sexual initiatives, she may lose her husband’s trust and respect and face problems.
Simultaneously, women also revealed that their husbands’ expect them to actively participate during
sex. One man revealed: ‘I would not appreciate an ignorant wife.’ Women need to balance between
active and passive sexual behaviour. Yet her husband is in a position to judge her sexual behaviour
and generally, a woman’s sexuality is perceived as ‘her husband’s property’. Kamala:
‘B: So if I am having quarrels with my husband and for this reason, I refuse sex…
K: I will tell your husband (haha)
B: Okay, he is approaching me for sex and I don’t feel the lust, so I refuse (..)
Once a mother

K: In that case, definitely family problems will arise within an Indian family.
B: What will happen?
K: This will lead to the start of major quarrels. The husband will say: “After all you are
my wife. It is your duty to satisfy me whenever I am in need for sex. If you refuse to
do so, I suspect you have some contact with other males”. Definitely these sorts of
problems will arise in that family.
B: So he will start to blame you?
K: Yes. After getting married, it is our duty to satisfy our husband’s sexual needs. Even
if he wants to have sex every day, his wife has to satisfy him accordingly. If she fails to
satisfy his needs, he will become suspicious. Her husband will think something like:
“Additional to household works, this is her duty too.” So we have to act accordingly
and if we fail, they will absolutely blame us. In many families, this anxiety exists.
Also in my family. My husband used to come home after boozing. Sometimes, after
over-boozing that smell became intolerable. So when he approached me in such
a condition I usually withdrew. But sometimes he persisted and then I used to feel
hesitation or hate and say to him: “I don’t like this smell, don’t kiss or approach me,
leave me alone, go and get some sleep.” But this attitude will consequently lead to
his protest: “After all I am your husband. What is this? This is the t āli I have tied for
you. This is your duty; you have to give me sex. Your refusal implicates that you are
having an affair. You think that I am not able to fulfill your desires since I am a boozing
husband? Is that your reason for having an affair?” Not only in my case. Every husband
will say something like this. The man will think: “It is her duty, it is also a household
duty.” Something like that.
B: So rape within a marriage is not possible.
K: Even if it happens like rape it won’t be considered as rape after marriage. They will
think a woman is enjoying [B: sexual intercourse] anyway. Only before marriage or
outside marriage, if the approach is single-sided, it is considered as rape.’
A married woman gives sex to her husband and a man receives sex from his wife. If a woman refuses
to give sex to her husband, he is permitted to take it from her. Marital sex is gendered according to
middle-class discourses. Nevertheless, these dominant ideas concerning sexuality are not the only
current discourse. Currently, counter voices and liberal discourses are increasing as, for instance, in
the path-breaking book by Sunny Singh Single in the City (2000). In this ‘Handbook for Independent
Women’, Sunny Singh deals in a frank and humorous way with subjects such as pre-marital sex and
single motherhood in modern, urban present-day India. The lifestyle presented in the book appeals
to autonomous, financially independent and highly-educated women. In this social category, women
increasingly permit themselves sexual relationships or even biological children without marriage.
Incidentally, I met women who were openly sharing a lifestyle that crossed dominantly respected
restrictions, including an autonomous decision regarding sex before marriage. Yet, the social
category that the book appeals to is still limited in contemporary Tamil Nadu. The circumstances
in which women bring their personal wishes into practice and the small scale of urban social
circles within which these liberal values are prevalent underscore hegemonic ideas rather than
Marriage & sexuality
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conflict it. Nevertheless, the accents are shifting in debates regarding kaṟpu and female sexuality.
As C.S. Lakshmi (2005) states in The Hindu:
‘These debates [B: on kaṟpu] are actually concerned about men. Their precious seeds. While
they can sow wild oats anywhere, their progeny must remain pure. That is because a man is
someone who becomes a father only when a woman points him out as one.(..) The only way
to overcome this situation is to turn the woman’s body into a fortress and win it over. The
next step is to occupy it and then rule over it. This is the method that has succeeded all along
in male-dominated societies’ http://www.thehindu.com/thehindu/lr/2005/12/04/stories).
And Lakshmi does not accept this, in her words ‘absurdity’, anymore. She makes a plea for women to
reclaim their body:
‘These are times when women can become mothers through artificial insemination.
Motherhood is no more a compulsion. It is a right. We are living in an era when women
want to reclaim their body and make it their own. It is this fear that has given rise to the
kaṟpu debate at this point of time. Men, and women who support them, who claim that
their motive is to defend Tamil culture, must do some soul searching. Where were they
when in the 1980s women went on the streets to paint obscene posters black? Where
were they when women regularly held dialogues with custodians of religion on the status
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and treatment of women? Where were they when Dalit women were exploited throughout
these times? Where were they when women suffered police atrocities? Where were they
when women died of dowry demands? Was Tamil culture safe then? These are difficult
questions to ask oneself. But avoiding these questions will not help’ (ibid.).

Spoilt women and spoilt lives
C.S. Lakshmi and other academics and activists are determined in their aims. But the battle is not yet
won. Newspapers reveal that bodies of women are still violated and sexually abused on daily basis.
Among unmarried mothers also, sexual harassment and rape (usually expressed as ‘being spoilt’)
were frequently mentioned and described while explaining their experiences. Legally, rape is a crime.
But, rape is also a cultural construction. Among women who participated in this research, rape was
pointed to as an important cause of their problematic situation. While mentioning the word rape,
none of these women had a legal definition in mind, nevertheless, the word was meaningful for
them. To gain insight into what rape meant and how rape was impinging on these mothers’ decisionmaking processes, it is important to deconstruct the notion.
Among the women I met, their claim of being raped was rarely unquestioned. During interviews,
women regularly described defensively how they experienced their rape and simultaneously, the
claim of being raped was discussed among the people around them. One matron of a Short Stay
Home expressed: ‘initially, they [B: the admitted women with unplanned pregnancies and (unmarried)
mothers] all present it as rape and claim to be victim.’ She was pointing to women who claim they are
raped to escape from taking responsibility for the consequences of their sexual escapades. The matron
implied that a claim to have been raped was strategic and she was not alone in this view. Victims and
Once a mother

culprits seemed to be easily reversed and confused. Articulating the notion from the perspective
of the women involved is my aim. In this section, I start representing how women construed their
experience, yet more particular perspectives of involved women are elaborated and integrated in
Chapter 3 as a significant part of their decision-making process. Additionally, this section is mainly an
elaboration from a more legal and cultural perspective.
The meaning of keṭṭu is, as already mentioned in the section ‘Negotiating Sexuality’, translated
as ‘spoilt’. This word implicates, among other meanings, a woman’s ruined reputation with regards to
her sexual morals. In addition, the word also stands for ‘rape’. Sarusu expressed it with the words ‘he
spoilt me by stealing my chastity/virginity’. ‘Spoilt’ in the sense of ‘rape’ implies premarital sex. Some
women claimed to have been raped by one of their relatives. With this fact, the notion of ‘incest’
emerges. Incest generally implicates sexual intercourse between children or teenagers and their
close kin. But how close should a kin be to differentiate between incest and general sexual abuse?
And can we speak of incest if the abuse is sexually intended without eventual sexual intercourse?
Usually sexual abuse between (grand)parents and their children or between brothers and sisters are
interpreted as incestuous. But what is the meaning of a sexual relationship between, for instance,
uncles and nieces, cross-cousins, brother-in-law and his wife’s sister, especially in a society where
cross-kin patterns inherently define marriage alliances and second marriages are still accepted?
Anthropologically, these topics are significant to analyze. However, for this study, it would
lead too far to analyze in detail the notion of ‘incest’ in Tamil culture. I met several young women who
claimed to be sexually harassed or abused by close or distant family members, sometimes resulting
in sexual intercourse. One woman revealed that her father sexually approached her and a social
worker mentioned that a young unmarried woman was pregnant due to her brother. Several cases
were mentioned concerning sexual intercourse between uncles and nieces or brothers-in-law with
their wife’s sisters. Regularly, the harassment between relatives existed within joint families, living
under one roof. As far as the harassment included sexual intercourse, women mentioned it as ‘rape’,
in words such as ‘he spoilt me’ followed by a description of violent circumstances. Generally speaking,
one woman explained: ‘My mother trusted us [B: her daughters]. We travelled alone and we knew
which precautions we should take like ‘don’t talk to strangers, don’t do this, don’t do that, has been
din-dinned through our heads since we were small. There was no danger so to speak from strangers.
The danger only came from our own people, people we knew and trusted, because they were the
ones who had a chance to abuse the trust.’
Rape and sexual harassment among relatives as well as among non-relatives are part of
daily reality and occupy the (front) pages of newspapers. Yet current discourses regarding rape are
ambiguous. Juridically rape is complicated. Rape is legally defined in India as ‘intentional, unlawful
sexual intercourse with a woman without her consent.’ (Shivkami RaviChandran, India Together,
October 2004).109 According to the Indian Penal Code, a man is said to have committed rape if he has
109 ‘A comprehensive piece of legislation covering almost every aspect of sexual assault against women and
minors has been drafted at the initiative of the All India Democratic Women’s Association (AIDWA). This
new bill includes constitutional revisions to widen the scope of the definition of rape [..] the piece of legislation sought to incorporate the notion of rape as experienced by women themselves, and not what a
man perceived rape to be. Every aspect, be it penetrative sexual assault or non-penetrative sexual assault
as applicable to every possible category of victim and even marital rape, has been covered in the Bill. It is a
progressive piece of legislation with extensive procedural amendments applicable to every kind 
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had sexual intercourse with a woman against her will, or with her consent if she is aged younger than
16, intoxicated, blackmailed or misled by him about his married status.’110 With these characterizations,
the concept of rape has been articulated and a rapist can count on severe punishment. ‘Where rape is
proved, the minimum punishment is ten years for custodial rape, gang rape, rape of pregnant women
and minor girls under the age of 12 and seven years in other cases111.’ Initially, the legal definition
and Indian Penal Code may seem to be incontrovertibly supportive of a rape victim in accusing the
rapist. However, in practice, the law creates room for rapists to get away with their crime.112 Kapur
criticizes the law for providing the possibility of bringing women’s testimony in discredit since the
defence is permitted to ‘introduce facts about the victim’s previous sexual history in court’ (Kapur
2001). The essential elements of rape are the absence of consent and sexual intercourse. This implies
that a (female) victim, who claims to be raped, denied her consent for sexual intercourse. However,
in practice, a victim is regularly forced to defend her testimony about ‘unwelcome’ sexual behaviour
since the defence on the rapist’s side is undermining and stressing her conduct:
‘a rape victim’s dress, speech, sexual history and chastity have all been deployed to
undermine her claim that she was forced to have sexual intercourse against her will or
without her consent. Her conduct invited sex. She asked for it. In rape law, a woman’s
consent has been contingent on her previous sexual history, her conduct at the time of
encounter (did she reasonably resist or simply submit?) – questions that have not been
effectively addressed’ (ibid.).
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of sexual assault. The Bill is particularly sensitive to sexual assaults on minors. (T.K. Rajalakshmi 2005).’ See
also Kapur (2005) and Agnes (1992)
Indian Panel Code: Annex 3.
‘Sexual intercourse with a woman, with or without her consent, when she is under 16 years of age
amounts to rape and the offender is punishable with imprisonment for life (Section 375 of the IPC). The
National Commission for Women, a statutory and autonomous body constituted by the Government of
India under the Department of Women and Child Development has prepared a draft ordinance with the
aim of raising the age of consent (majority) from mere 16 years to 18 years so as to bring it at par with
International Conventions. The proposed bill is under the consideration of the Government.’ (Government
of India. Department of Women and Child Development; Ministry of Human Resource Development 1997:
section 9.42 en 9.44).
The Indian law on rape has regularly been criticised by for being biased, not just, antique and in urgent
need of review. Shivkami RaviChandran, practicing in Madras High Court, states: ‘The narrow definition
of rape has been criticized by Indian and international women’s and children’s organizations, who insist
that including oral sex, sodomy and penetration by foreign objects within the meaning of rape would not
have been inconsistent with any constitutional provisions, natural justice or equity.’ In her article RaviChandran pleads for not the criminal but the victim to receive the benefit of the doubt: ‘The Indian Penal
Code was drafted at a time when Indians were not allowed the freedom to think for themselves by the
English. It came into force in 1860 and in the past 140 years has gone through few changes. An independent democracy should not confine itself to laws made with a bias towards the now outdated principles of
colonial criminal law.[..] Changing social values - and globalization - certainly alters the general comprehension of a word. In a country rife with misconceptions about rape and rape victims, corrupt and sloppy
police work, widespread reports of police mistreatment of victims including custodial rape, and deeply
ingrained cultural and religious stereotypes, more alertness by the courts is needed so that justice is seen
to be done, and not thwarted by the letter of the law’ (Shivkami RaviChandran, India Together, October
2004 http://www.indiatogether.org/2004/oct/wom-sakshi.htm).
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Kapur articulates how rape victims are at risk of becoming ‘culprits’ and rapists are able to claim
that they are ‘victims’. Double standards based on gendered characterizes and dominant discourses
direct feminist lawyers and women’s activists towards critical analysis. But discourses regarding rape
stretch beyond juridical and feminist arenas. Rape also has meaning in daily life, for instance, for the
people who are victims of rape themselves or who have a rape victim in their surrounding. Changes
in laws will not (immediately) bring about a change in the discourses ‘in the streets’.113 Discourses and
interpretations regarding ‘rape’ as mentioned and also negotiated by (unmarried) mothers concerning
the circumstances in which they conceived are elaborated in Chapter 3.

Summary
To gain insights into decisions of unmarried mothers, marriage appeared to be a key institution.
Marriage is a significant institution, especially for women, and most couples are recognized as married
after a wedding is carried out according to valuable rites and customs. However, not every wedding
is carried out accordingly and a dichotomous framework of married and unmarried appeared to be
inapplicable. Between the two categories married and unmarried, a grey area emerged where a marital
status becomes a disputable fact for those around her and a negotiable fact for the woman involved.
This social reality concerning marital status is significant and comes with enormous consequences.
From a rigid institution, marital status becomes negotiable allowing the people concerned to exercise
their agency. Since not only mothers, but also their relatives and counsellors of institutions exercise
their agency, the interactions and power relations between these actors are of key concern for this
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study.
Sexuality and a woman’s chastity are significant notions in women’s lives. Unmarried women
who adopt children appear to become exponents of respectability. Their supposed abstinence from
sexual activities, since a woman’s sexuality is exclusively connected to her husband, in combination
with raising another woman’s unfortunate child, result in ‘adding two halos over my head’ as expressed
by one of these women. Opting for motherhood was a strategy to claim respectability. But adopting
a child was not just a strategy. It meant much more for her. Motherhood is a very significant role in
a woman’s life and another key notion for this research. What does it mean to become mother, even
without being married? How does the cultural meaning of motherhood impinge upon the decisionmaking processes of relinquishing a child as well as rearing it? These questions are central to the
following chapter.
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See: Swapna Mukhopadyay (1998) ‘Law as an instrument of Social Change: The feminist dilemma’. in In the
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CHAPTER 2
‘Ammā is God’
79
On my way home on a late Tuesday afternoon, watching the loud and spectacular traffic from a
crowded city bus in Chennai, I notice a well-maintained ambassador car. Usually vehicles are nicely
‘dressed up’, often with protecting religious decorations. The air-conditioned car has rolled up
windows with tinted glass. The rear window proclaims in huge white letters: ‘Ammā is God’. Just three
words, yet so meaningful. The text on this car is not extraordinary and not even eye-catching. Tamil
devotion is omnipresent, even in traffic. The equation of mother and god is also not uncommon. I
realize that this message is now common for me as well. After spending two years in Tamil Nadu, the
significance of the notion ammā is instilled in me.
Motherhood in Tamil culture is incontestable. This is the reason chief minister Jayalalitha
positions herself as the mother of Tamil Nadu. As an unmarried woman politician, she claims respectability
by locating herself as the mother of all inhabitants114 and this is an effective and powerful representation
(cf. Keating 2001). Motherhood is not connected merely to a biological status and the notion of mother
can be used in diverse ways. Hence the word ammā is commonly used in daily interaction for women
as a form of address. It is, for instance, common to catch an unknown greengrocer’s attention by calling
her ammā merely to inquire about the price of her eggplants, without ascribing her a status out of
proportion. Beside this daily and secular meaning, ranks the sanctity of motherhood: ‘On the worldly
plane, the mother’s instinctive love and sacrifice qualify her spiritually to stand above all other human
relationships’ (Swami Nirvedananda 2001: 464). The cultural meaning of the notion mother is multilayered, but generally respectful, and usually has a positive connotation.
114

Her status as an unmarried woman makes her reputation vulnerable to persistent rumours about her
behaviour.
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Mother is also a central notion in this research. How does a mother who surrenders her child
for adoption perceive herself as a mother? Does she still feel a mother after relinquishing? Does the
adoptive mother become the mother of the child? Or does the child have two mothers? Hegemonic
ideas about motherhood determine the context of mothers who surrender their children. Therefore, I
will start this chapter with an analysis of the notion ‘biological mother’, yet ‘not in its biological but in its
cultural sense’ (Schrijvers 1986: 118). Evidently, the notion mother is not merely connected to a biological
status, yet biological motherhood is significant as it is given a distinguished cultural meaning.
Disconnecting a biological mother from her child in a juridical sense has consequences for
how her motherhood is experienced by herself as well as how it is perceived by outsiders within
or outside the field of adoption. Simultaneously, a legal non-biological mother-child relationship
gets constructed: adoptive motherhood. Within the adoptive triangle, biological mothers and
adoptive mothers live with each other’s existence and thus with each other’s significance. Mothers
who consciously surrender a child for adoption are aware of the fact that their children are going to
be related to an adoptive mother. Surrendering mothers said that the fact that their children would
probably be raised in adoptive families influenced their decision-making process. A biological mother’s
ideas about her child’s relationship with a prospective adoptive mother contribute to her decisionmaking process. Conversely, her feelings about her decision also contribute to the construction of her
ideas about adoptive motherhood. Hence, in the second part of this chapter, I discuss the notion of
adoptive motherhood.
In Indian literature, mythology and movies, motherhood has been praised, glorified and
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worshipped. Academically also, Indian motherhood generally and Tamil motherhood specifically has
been analyzed and articulated (Uyl, den 1992, C.S. Lakshmi 1990, Trawick 1990, Van Hollen 2003). It is
crucial to unravel the multiple layers of motherhood as it shapes the dominant discourse of the context
in which mothers operate and decide to surrender or retain their children. However, voices generally
came with counter voices resulting in significant possibilities to negotiate statuses. This understanding
is essential to gain an insight into the representations, actions, decisions and legitimizations of the
mothers involved. Notions of motherhood as represented by mothers who participated in this
research bring into perspective what it means to relinquish children. Simultaneously, it offers insights
into women’s agency in raising children in difficult, socially stigmatized or awkward circumstances.
The focus in this research, and in this chapter, is on mothers who are involved in a decisionmaking process to relinquish or retain their children. Yet, ideas about motherhood as represented by
others, mainly people who are personally or professionally involved in the field of adoption, are also
integrated since these ideas contextualize the involved mothers’ decisions.
In this chapter, biological mothers reveal how they construe and experience their relationship
with the children they surrender. The essentiality of this relationship appears to determine how
mothers experience their motherhood and subsequently the surrender of their children. From
their perspective, their significance as mother appears to be irreplaceable. Hence, the surrender is
experienced as the surrender of the care of the child, and not her child itself. This is an important
conclusion since it does not correspond with the juridical facts, and its practical implications. The
sustainability of the mother-child relationship is the starting point for this chapter. First, the notions
fertility and conception, prerequisites for biological motherhood, are examined.
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Fertility and conception
Traditionally, soon after the wedding, a newly married couple and all their relatives will eagerly await
‘good news’. The newly-acquired marital status needs to be ‘blessed’ with a pregnancy. Fertility is
highly valued. Infertility not only brings grief and anxiety for the people concerned, it is also culturally
inauspicious. Infertility is gendered, for regardless of a probably infertile husband, a woman is
traditionally blamed for a childless marriage. A delayed pregnancy can be a motive for men to start
arrangements for a second marriage and this manoeuvre has major consequences for how the first
wife is perceived by others (cf. Widge 2001).
Notwithstanding the medical cause which may be rooted in the husband’s sterility,
childlessness affects a woman heavily since she is supposed to be infertile (malaṭi). A married childless
woman perceived as ‘sorrowful barren woman caught up in the net of her own body’ (C.S. Lakshmi
1990: 72) is a dominant idea that Tamilians grow up with. The word malaṭi has an extremely negative
connotation (‘Yes Pien, this word means ‘barren’, but please never use this word in front of the barren
woman herself. It will hurt her painfully’). A (supposedly) infertile woman is pitied; her unwanted
childlessness makes her vulnerable. Additionally, she is ascribed severely negative personality
characteristics. Kaul (1996) states: ‘A sterile woman may either develop an obsessive love for children
or become jealous of the fertile couples that she knows. She might develop hatred for all children just
because she does not have any of her own’ (1996: 24).115
Apparently, a married woman who does not conceive is believed to develop bitterness or
even maliciousness. Unwanted childlessness is believed to transform an auspicious married woman
into a malevolent inauspicious person and her wretched fate is believed to stem from her actions
in her previous births. Barrenness often gets associated with sin; sexual misbehaviour is especially
alleged to be the root cause of it (Kaul 1996: 121). Naturally, persons affected by this misfortune turn
to god and certain Hindu deities are believed to be specifically receptive to the prayers of infertile
women. Neem trees on temple grounds adorned with symbolic baby-cradles bespeak of pilgrims,
usually devotees who are eagerly or even desperately waiting to conceive and who aim to invoke the
particular deity with penance and promises.
Achieving the auspicious status of a cumaṅkali depends on fertility and the significance
of fertility is emphasized in the celebration of a girl’s menarche. ‘Pubescence is seen as leading
teleologically to cumaṅkali status, and while it may seem “natural” for females to marry, cumaṅkali ’s
are not born, they are made, and the process begins with the rites attendant upon first menstruation’
(Baker Reynolds 1980: 40). Kolenda elaborates on the positive nature of this function for the
‘blossoming’ girl, pampered and treasured by her relatives as opposite to their northern counterparts,
where menstruation generally, the first one included, is negatively perceived (2003: 324). In Tamil Nadu,
across castes, menarche is celebrated as an announcement that the girl has become a woman.116
When a mother realizes that her daughter’s first menstruation has started, she will call a
115
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During my work with prospective adoptive parents in the Netherlands, these couples, usually the women,
described similar prejudices. They also regularly pointed to their unfulfilled wish to have a child as evoking pity as well as suspicions of envy among friends with children. Losing friends was regularly mentioned
by infertile couples.
Kapadia elaborates on the distinction of puberty rituals between Brahmins and non-Brahmins and also
differentiates the rituals among non-Brahmins (1995: 92-123).
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woman in her neighbourhood to confirm the fact (cf. Kapadia 1995: 94). It is commonly believed to
be inauspicious if a mother notices the bleeding first. As soon as the menstruation is confirmed, the
first stage of the rituals will start: the girl will be washed by, preferably elder, cumaṅkali ’s and needs
to be ritually secluded for an odd number of days (usually 3, 5 or 7 depending on the customs of her
caste-community). Her maternal uncle will be informed since he or his son have ‘the first rights’ as one
of my informants said, pointing to their right to marry the girl and preferably this uncle is also the one
who should prepare a separate hut of palm leaves for the girl’s ritual seclusion.
Baker Reynolds points out: ‘A metaphor for this stage of the rites, where concerns for fertility
and sexual maturity govern actions, is camaital, from the verb camai, to be cooked, and a girl who
is “cooked” in this way is a marriageable girl (camaita pen)’ (1980: 40-44). The first menstruation is
generally regarded as a happy and auspicious event, yet the girl’s status is considered to be ‘hot’
and polluted until she is purified (cf. Kapadia 1995: 92-117). The girl will be fed with ‘cold food’117 but
also with food rich with protein and calories like raw eggs, and non-vegetarian food if permitted by
the traditions of the caste, ghee, gingili oil, coconut and sugar for ‘developing good hips’. Kapadia
concludes: ‘She is both fed and strengthened for childbirth and beautified for marriage’ (1995: 118).
In addition to hot food, the sight of men may increase a girl’s heat resulting in pimples or other skin
eruptions associated with sexuality. For that reason, she is kept out of mature male’s sight (cf. Van
Hollen 2003). The dichotomy is that even though she is impure and kept hidden, she is simultaneously
regarded as an attractive embodiment of auspiciousness, blessed with generative powers.118 For this
new status, she subsequently receives a lot of attention.
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The period of seclusion is formally celebrated with a purifying bath in turmeric-laden
water: Mañcaḷ nīrāṭṭu viḻā. The girl is washed ritually by an odd number of cumaṅkali ’s and beautifully
dressed and decorated. The girl’s new status as young woman is celebrated with and witnessed by
family and other people in her surrounding. Again the maternal uncle’s involvement in this function
is meaningful and their wives are also particularly invited to participate. Gifts (cīr) are handed over
to the purified girl and after her purification, people in the surrounding; particularly cumaṅkali ’s
from within and outside the family and preferably of mature age, are invited to participate in the
celebration. Occasionally, due to inconvenient or unfavourable circumstances, the official function
may be postponed. In those cases, the period of seclusion will end with just a small ritual bath with
only a few (odd number of) cumaṅkali ’s.
In today’s practice, the custom is still rampant, but has been adapted to modernity.
Depending on finances and prestige, the function is celebrated. It is an announcement of the mature
status of the girl, implying her preparedness for marriage.
Attaining puberty has major consequences for the girl with regard to codes of conduct
and behavioural expectations. Whereas previously she was free to move around independently
and permitted to play outside with other children, from this day onwards her physical freedom is
117
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A lot of food items for Tamilians are divided in the categories ‘hot’ and ‘cold’. This has nothing to do with
temperature and is a cultural meaning. Hot food heats the body up, whereas cold food cools the body
down. Hot include, for instance, some fruits, papaya specifically. Other fruits, but also yoghurt and buttermilk are examples of products categorised as cold (cf. Hutter 1994: 151-160).
Kapadia distinguishes the Brahmin emphasis on impurity as opposite to the emphasis on the auspiciousness of the girl in non-Brahmin communities (1995: 118-123).

Once a mother

restricted. Regularly, this restriction includes school attendance (cf. Srinivasan 2006: 184). From her
menarche onwards, the girl will be perceived as a sexual being, with the ability to tarnish the family’s
honour. She will be guarded, often literally, but always figuratively, since her chastity needs to be
protected. According to tradition, the girl is marriageable after her puberty function and her parents
will not have peace of mind unless the mature girl has a tāli tied by an appropriate husband, followed
by the blessings of motherhood.119

Notion of mother
"Can a tree be a burden to the earth?
Are the leaves a burden to the tree?
Is the vegetable a burden to the creeper?
A child she has given birth to - can it be a burden to the mother?
This song is an extension of the notion that the need for begetting a child and emotions towards a
child are ‘naturally lodged in the body of a woman' " (C.S. Lakshmi 1990: 72). C.S. Lakshmi analyzed
the notion of mother in the daily, symbolic and political context of Tamil culture. The starting point
is the conviction that women must reproduce to gain the ultimate realization of womanhood. ‘The
need for child-bearing in [B: Indian] women is imperative to achieve social status, receive respect
from their husbands, families and communities, and to fulfil their own personal lives’ (Kaul 1996: 23).
These are perceived as natural urges contained in a female body. ‘The bodies of mothers as expressed
in Classical Tamil literature have mystical qualities and her breasts and womb have supernatural
powers and are seen as organs of ‘naturally’ superior succour through which lies her eventual and
ultimate realization of herself as a woman’ (C.S. Lakshmi 1990: 73). Motherhood is sacred and this
means that boys and girls grow up with the dominant idea of ‘the exultant mother, far removed from
the physical world of pain, blood and excrement’ (ibid.: 72). The sacred meaning of motherhood is the
underlying ingredient of this realization. Lakshmi quotes Thiru vi Ka: ‘All that is great in woman is due
to motherhood. And divinity is the ultimate realization of womanhood’ (ibid.: 74).
During fieldwork, when I was discussing motherhood with the women I met, they usually did
not articulate its divine aspects explicitly and rather emphasized the emotional and social implications
of motherhood. Veena, a mother and music teacher from an orthodox Brahmin community, raising
her two children as a single mother, explains how motherhood supports and motivates her to bear
hardships:
'The word "ammā" gives a lot of pleasure. Whatever social status you have, you won't
feel happy in this world without a child. The first word of a child is “ammā”.’
Veena’s social status has been damaged since she lives separated from her husband. Culturally,
she failed as a wife but she moderates and negotiates this damage. During long interviews, Veena
elaborates and emphasizes her significance and respectability as a teacher for her students. The cultural
meaning of teacher provides her with useful ingredients to claim respect. But her indispensability
119
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as a mother for her children goes beyond this claim. Since she divorced her husband, her status as
mother appears to legitimize her existence. Additionally, her children provide her with the motivation
to continue life by simply bringing pleasure.
Spiritually, a child is seen as a gift from God: children are a blessing for the family. In general,
the presence of children is appreciated in all aspects of daily life in India (cf. den Uyl 1992). Children are
rarely excluded from occasions which are formally ‘adult-business’. Nobody raised an eyebrow if one
of my sons accompanied me to the office of the superintendent of the police for visa-processes. Taking
my children to any celebration was expected and appreciated, rather than leaving them home. As a
Western mother, this opened my eyes to, and made me reflect upon the supposed ‘child-friendliness’
of Western societies where children are often unwelcome to share and participate in or just be present
at adult activities. As an extension of their adult kin, children are highly appreciated and participate
in every aspect of life. Nevertheless, motherhood is not merely about appreciation and enjoyment.
Motherhood comes with the possibility to experience a particular love. Trawick describes a mother’s
feelings (tāy pācam) for her child as ‘the strongest of all loves and the most highly valued’ (1992: 93).
A mother’s love according to another single mother involved in my research, is pure
and sacred (puṉitam). She explains that only a mother is capable of feeling this sacred love since
motherhood, as distinct from fatherhood, is irrefutable:
‘A pregnant lady is the only possible mother of her child since only the real mother can
show the baby in her womb. But if I am carrying, even if I am legally married, only I know
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who the father is. No man can say for sure that he is the true father of a child.’
Motherhood, as opposed to fatherhood, is indisputable and this opens the doors to the
growth of pure love. One married mother explained the difference as follows:
‘A mother is the most important temple for her child whereas a father is the most
important mantra. A child should obey its father’s words and in return a father should
fulfil his child’s wishes. But a child will worship its mother for receiving pure love.’
With her comparison, she distinguishes two different kinds of love: pure mother love versus father
love as expressed in his secular material support. A father’s love needs to be deserved or earned by
his child by being obedient and paying respect whereas a mother’s love appears to be unconditional.
For a father, the love of his son is unmistakeably significant (cf. Trawick 1992:158-163) since ‘a man
sees his son as a continuation of himself’ (ibid.: 158), but from a child’s perspective, a father’s love
is ascribed less weight. Conversely, the specific affection of its mother is significant, as Veena noted
with the child’s first word ammā. A woman needs a child for multiple reasons: her respectability, her
realization as a woman and her individual happiness. But also from a child’s perspective, a mother’s
feelings are recognized as crucial and essential.
The unique experience of receiving this specific love is important for a child’s development.
However, a mother needs to be aware of her feelings since its power may convert mother love into
threat. During fieldwork I was regularly advised to ‘contain’ (aṭakkam) my love for my children. ‘Do
not say like that,’ one of my friends warned when I responded too positively to her inquiries about
Once a mother

my children’s health. ‘Even if your child eats very well, grows nicely and is in good health, do not
display your happiness about it. You should avoid superlatives and better use words like: “he had
enough, he is okay”.’ She advised me to temper my enthusiasm. Gazing affectionately at my sleeping
sons was also explained as dangerous.120 Trawick explains why love, especially mother love which is
strongest, ‘has to be kept contained’ (1992: 93). Eyes are transmitters of love and exposed mother love,
especially in public, may affect the child as an evil eye. ‘It was not the existence of mother love, but its
concentration displayed through the eyes, that was dangerous’ (Trawick 1992: 93). The existence of
mother love is meaningful, yet a mother should control herself since it may result in adversity.

The bond of affection (pācam)
Within Tamil culture, according to Kapadia: ‘”blood” is probably the dominant metaphor of
“connectedness”’ (1995: 30). Consanguinity is a notion with an evident cultural meaning and especially
for non-Brahmin Tamilians, a blood-bond stands for relatedness, attachment and affection (pācam).
Kapadia records the dominant idea that a child has more of the mother’s blood than the father’s blood
because a baby grows in a mother’s womb (ibid.: 29). The mother’s uterine blood nurtures a child
after conception. Subsequently, a baby shares the mother’s blood. Sharing blood implies attachment
and the blood-bond of a mother and her child is considered to be the strongest since a mother’s
blood runs through a child’s veins. This blood-relatedness stands for unique affection between both
of them. Since a mother and her sister come from the same womb and thus share the same blood,
a child can not marry a mother’s sister’s child: they are too closely related. A mother’s brother, while
sharing the same blood, is through his gender just distant enough to marry, and close enough to feel
immense affection for his sister’s children (ibid.: 34).
Mother’s milk and breastfeeding is another biological matter with a significant cultural
meaning. Mother’s milk is a rich transmitter not merely in a biological sense. Once, during an
interview, when a surrendering mother started shedding tears, my assistant Cecilia advised this
mother to control her sadness. She explained that a mother’s uncontrolled sadness would affect the
baby through the blood, if pregnant, or through milk, if a baby is breast fed. Blood and mother’s milk
emerge as transmitters of a mother’s emotions. Trawick also reveals that a mother’s milk transmits
her feelings and emotions, including mother’s love. She explains how a baby who is ten-months-old
needs to be weaned to prevent transmission of too much love, resulting in a fat and proud child who
would even beat his or her own mother (1992: 94). The meaning of mother’s milk as transmitter of
good essentials, not merely physically or medically, but additionally, as a transmitter of nurturing
affection, is one of the elements directing policy in some NGOs to stimulate the admitted mothers
to breastfeed vulnerable new-born babies. During my period of fieldwork, I witnessed many babies,
residing in NGOs, dying due to physical weakness and lack of nurturing care. The first couple of
months after birth seemed to be a critical period. My observation, confirmed by several responsible
persons, was that babies who were nurtured and breast fed by their mothers flourished better as
compared to babies handed over to and dependent on the care of nurses and āyās. Nurses and social
workers also stressed the decreased well-being of babies who were denied the advantages of being
fed with mother’s milk. Hence, a stimulating or even coercive policy with regard to breastfeeding was
120
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seen within some NGOs.
Simultaneously, I came across institutions where breastfeeding was not recommended
for mothers who were supposed to relinquish their children. Sometimes the policy was ambivalent,
encouraging mothers to feed initially, but eventually ordering them to wean the child when it
appeared to reinforce an unwelcome and strong mother-child attachment. Apparently, the pain of
separation was believed to increase for a mother after a period of breastfeeding. For the same reason,
mothers themselves explained that they were not motivated to feed the child. One young teenage
mother who initially refused to breastfeed her child explained why she fed her baby for ten days as
compromise to the institution:
‘They told me that I should feed my child as long as I stay here, because it will help my
baby to stay healthy. But I was not interested in feeding. Why should I feed a child when it
is not going to stay with me? But they told me that the child should be healthy and happy
wherever he goes.‘
A period of ten days for breastfeeding was regularly mentioned by mothers who were supposed
to surrender their children after delivery. Mothers from different institutions explained that
breastfeeding for too long would cause too much grief as the forthcoming separation would run
through their minds during feeding. This grief would be transmitted through the milk and would
affect their children too.
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Breastfeeding is perceived by Tamilians as a factor which stimulates the mother-child
bond. For this reason, institutions have developed policies regarding breastfeeding. On the one
hand, mothers are encouraged or even forced to breastfeed, and on the other hand, they aim to
prevent attachment. Underlying assumptions for this policy on breastfeeding are that mother-child
attachment can be combated or at least discouraged and that this discouragement or prevention of
attachment will be favourable to the mother as well as her child. An exploration of scientific literature
regarding breastfeeding does not bring clear answers about these assumptions. Attachment is
a specific academic subject within and outside the field of adoption with contradictive scientific
discourses. John Bowlby with his three-volume study of attachment, separation and loss (1969,1973,
1980) is noted for his pioneering work in attachment theory followed by extensive research and
theorizing regarding attachment and “bonding” as partly mapped out by Scheper-Hughes (1993:
409-412) and as examined and studied with a focus on adoptive parenthood by Juffer (1993, 1997).
Specifically, the bonding between mother and child has scientifically been a subject of concern.
Whereas the Western scientific community generally accepted the mother-child attachment as a
primary rather than secondary instinct starting immediately after birth, Scheper-Hughes critiques this
scientific ‘truth’ (1993: 409). She distinguishes a fundamental difference of modern Western notions
of mother love as compared to the maternal thought and practice of mothers who are prepared to
lose their children. She argues that (poor) mothers in Brazil who live with a high expectancy of child
mortality, develop ‘delayed attachment to infants sometimes thought of as temporary household
“visitors”’ (1993: 340).
Specifically among Tamilians, Trawick reveals how mother love is experienced as cruel
since it attaches her to her child and attaches her child to her. Attachment makes mother and child
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vulnerable since the risk of loss is a matter of fact. Mother love implies suffering ‘(..) because when
the bond is broken, as always it has to be, the newly unbound person suffers pain’ (Trawick 1992:
100).121 The reality of a broken bond in the sense of juridical and physical separation, including its
cruel consequences, is a matter of fact for every mother who surrenders a baby for adoption.

Suffering
A mother’s capacity to develop specific emotional attachment inevitably goes hand in hand with her
emotional vulnerability.122 Motherhood provides women with priorities, which demand virtues such
as sacrifice and self-denial. Veena, the previously mentioned single parent, explains in English:
‘V: A mother may have so many commitments. She may sacrifice herself for maybe four
or five children but also her old aged parents and a handicapped brother may demand
her mothering care. She may have a very big family depending on her income. If she is
not educated, she may be forced to become spoilt. Like cabaret-dancers and women
like that. Actually she will hate this cabaret-dance, but because of more money she
will do it.
B: Doing the dance is wrong, but doing it for your children is right, is that what you mean?
V: She is sacrificing. She is getting a bad name in the society. She is sacrificing her own wish
and will. Against her will she is going, for the sake of her family. For that sake cabaretdancers are doing their job. Actually she will cry to wear this type of dresses and
dancing like that in front of men … getting all the comments. Actually she won’t like it.
At the utmost, she may get used to it. No goal to go anywhere if she does not know
any profession. But any lady, any girl, will have that feeling of killing herself when she is
entering that field [B: sex industry]. Automatically, her family will enjoy the money she
brings in, but simultaneously, they will blame her for the bad things that she is doing.’
Apparently, even sexual codes of conduct are not absolute. Important however, are the two aspects
which Veena emphasizes with regard to the virtues of the mother in her example: her suffering
and her sacrifices for the sake of her beloved. Culturally, a sex worker has gone astray, but Veena
illustrates how the job still can be acceptable and even respectable. However, Veena’s interpretation
and judgement of a woman’s sexual morality will definitely change if the woman enjoys extra- or
premarital sex as a goal in itself. Suffering and sacrifices are prerequisites to legitimize unchaste acts
as means to serve goals which are valued even higher. Despite giving away her dignity, in the sense of
chastity, her capacity of self-denial and vexation caused by mother love take her initially unacceptable
acts beyond the secular frame of reference.
Nevertheless, C.S. Lakshmi explains that not every mother is perceived as ‘pure and divine’.
Mothers are split into ‘pure mothers and whore mothers (..)’ (1990: 72) and Baker Reynolds (1980)
mentioned unwed mothers in particular as an inauspicious social category. But how do unmarried
121
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This quote originally in the past tense, was put in the present tense by me.
Mothering of children and/or other household members, perceived as the responsibility of women only,
is another factor that can contribute to vulnerability and powerlessness (Schrijvers 1986: 118-120 in her
study of rural women in Sri Lanka).
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mothers’ immoral and inauspicious statuses of being unwed relate to their significance as mothers?
The room within these contradictory notions is significant to understand the decisions and agency of
unmarried mothers who decide to surrender a child or raise the child against the grain.

Equivocal motherhood
A woman’s fertility, resulting in motherhood, emerged as an essential component for the status of
an auspicious married women. After marriage, the sooner a woman’s fertility results in pregnancy,
the better. Yet new problems come up with pregnancy since not every child is equally valued. C.S.
Lakshmi explains how mothers are not merely split into pure mothers and whore mothers but also
into mothers of sons and mothers of daughters (1990: 72). The sex of the child is of major concern.123 A
woman is appreciated for giving birth to a healthy baby boy and this fact is omnipresent.
One day during fieldwork, I am sitting on a veranda of a school, waiting for a person to
conduct an interview. While waiting, the concierge who was resting in the veranda started chatting,
asking and answering the usual questions about my native country, my family constitution and the
purpose of my stay in Tamil Nadu. He also described his family and my question: ‘How many children
do you have?’ resulted in the answer: ‘One son’. After some time, he confused me by mentioning a
son-in-law. I reacted: ‘How can you have a son-in-law when you only have a son?’ He replied: ‘I also
got three daughters, but they are all married and settled in their husbands’ family.’
With his answer, this concierge highlighted the dominant idea of having daughters as
members of the family on a temporary basis. Daughters will marry and belong to their husband’s
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family. Since a son, together with his future wife and children belong to his natal family, he has
permanent relationship with his parents. But differences in relationships with daughters and sons
stretch beyond practice. Trawick reveals how, especially for a father, ‘sons, and the love of sons, are
crucial, because sons are proprietors of the two substances in which the selfhood of a village man is
most invested – his land and his seed’ (1992: 158).124
A daughter’s temporality has consequences for how investments in daughters are looked
upon and experienced. Emotional investments in girls are usually experienced differently from boys.
Love for daughters comes with a shadow, since it will end in pain when she goes to her husband
and in-laws. Her dependency on her husband’s and in-law’s benevolence and reliability makes her
situation vulnerable, since her well-being is now beyond the control of her parents. This vulnerability
brings pain and anxiety for her caring parents, in case she is maltreated and abused under her
husband’s roof.
Financial investments are also experienced differently. Expressions like ‘raising a daughter is
as lucrative as watering a neighbour’s garden’ or ‘when a daughter is born, even a king will become
a pauper’ are illustrative. In addition to being seen as emotional and financial burdens, rearing
daughters goes hand-in-hand with anxiety since their behaviour and performances are directly
related to family honour and prestige. Parents do focus on the protection of their daughter’s good
name by controlling her sexuality. ‘A boy can go anywhere, be with anybody. But a girl is “fire in the
belly”. We are nervous about her until we marry her off’ (Introduction by Vasantha Surya in Vaasanthi
(2004: vii-ix). ‘A daughter is described as a mirror of the family status, and therefore, it is important
123
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that she is presented well’ (Srinivasan 2005: 604). Her respectability is expressed by and confirmed
with a substantial dowry. Activist Vasantha Surya quotes wage labourers: ‘”Without a grand wedding
and a dowry, she will have no respect in her in-laws house. So we have to get into debt and can’t
come out”’ (Introduction by Vasantha Surya in Vaasanthi 2004: vii-ix). Daughters are a financial and
emotional burden.
Since he, with his wife and children, remains in his family, a son is in a position to carry
responsibilities regarding his parents’ old age. Further, when his parents’ lives come to an end,
he, with his ability to perform the last rites for his expired parents, is able to unite them with their
ancestors and rescue their souls from hell (Kaul 1996, Vaasanthi 2004).
In summary, sons are perceived as assets whereas daughters make their parents vulnerable:
emotionally, financially, morally and socially. In India, the girl child and gender discrimination are
subjects of great concern. Particularly in Tamil Nadu, female infanticide, sex selective abortions
and denial of health and educational care for daughters are issues high on political, journalistic and
academic agendas. Srinivasan (2006) examines the underlying mechanisms of Tamil society, such as
modernization, trends of hypergamy, the practice of dowry and changing kinship norms that result in
‘missing’ girls as measured by the increasing imbalance in sex ratio of children between 0 to 6 years.
She reveals how at present, there is an intensification of daughter-aversion rather than merely a strong
son-preference. The increasing trend of specifically sex-selective abortions is not confined to lowerclass uneducated and/or poor people. It has also become a middle- and upper-class phenomenon.
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The above mentioned ideas with regard to the gender of a child and its sometimes far-reaching
consequences as far as daughters are concerned belong to the dominant discourse. According to
Bourdieu, such dominant ideas, resulting in policy and practices, largely determine a social arena: the
field (Bourdieu 1977). Yet, dominant ideas concerning gender of off-spring are not agreed upon by
every individual woman. Counter voices, less explicit but still powerful, were also represented. One
middle-class married mother with one adult child, a son, explained in English:
‘We Tamilians used to say: “When we are dying, only our daughters will sit next to us,
wet our lips and weep.” Sons are selfish. A son will spend a lot of time outside, moving
with his friends and bluntly roam around. After his parents’ death, he may do official
duties concerning the last rites, but a daughter is needed for support and help during
the process of dying. Even if she is married and staying with her in-laws, she will make up
some excuses, she will find a way to get back to her mother’s house. Since a daughter
feels truly attached to her parents, she will take care of them and weep.’
This mother values daughters for their capability to support their parents emotionally and socially.
She contrasts the emphatic skills of daughters with the economic and religious merits of sons and
even regarding the last rites she negotiates: ‘Nowadays, daughters also light the parents pyre!’ (cf.
Schrijvers 1986, Vaasanthi 2004).
Within the practice of daily life, I noticed that parents develop parental affection for both
sons and daughters. Within these relationships, parents appreciate and love their children as persons
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and not simply for their gender. Anandi is a divorced gounder woman living in poor circumstances in
a rural area in the deep south of Tamil Nadu. She is willing to talk about her 15-year-old daughter and
what she means to her as a single mother:
‘A: After I delivered my first baby, a girl, 15 years ago (B: in her mother’s house) I went
back to my in-laws house. There they started to ill treat me severely.
B: For what did they ill treat you?
A: It was the sex of the child that they started to torture me for. Because the baby was a
girl they felt that they would lose their property through her. Whereas if it was a boy,
the property would have remained with them.125 At the end of my pregnancy, after
being informed that I was in labor, my mother-in-law told my husband to go and kill
the child if it happened to be a girl. But if it turned out to be a boy, she ordered him
to bring the baby home, together with me. My husband came to me and told me the
words of his mother and I informed my father. My father was furious and started to
shout at my husband: “If you do not want this female child, just leave it here. I will take
care of her. I do not want to hear anything about killing the child.” He never allowed
my husband to touch the child. After some time, in spite of all these struggles, I took
my child and went back to my in-laws house where they soon started to torture me.
After five months of maltreatment, I picked up my baby and returned to my mother’s
house. My parents supported me and advised me to apply for a divorce (..).
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B: Didn’t you sometimes consider relinquishing your child to be able to remarry?
A: After my divorce, many alliances came for me, but I did not accept a second marriage.
I did not take remarriage into consideration for the sake of my child. I have seen in
many movies how children from a previous marriage get ill treated by the stepfather.
If my second husband would ill treat my child, I would not be able to bear it. And
since my daughter was the first granddaughter for my parents - my brother did not
have any children at that time - the thought of relinquishing the child did not arise.(..)
I am lucky to have a girl. If it would have been a boy, they would have taken him from
me. Now my daughter is here for me and she takes care of me. Though she has failed
in three papers in her 10 th exam, she has asked me not to worry about it. She says:
“Why do you waste money in paying for my exams?” She understands our financial
situation. “You better keep that money for buying something for my marriage.”
My daughter is concerned. She has commitment and she always wants to know
everything that is going on to be able to support me.’
Anandi reveals how her daughter’s virtues like her empathic skills and her capability to put herself
aside, skills which she perceives as gender-related and specifically female, are essential elements in
her intense relationship with her child. Besides, a son would have been taken from her and from this
starting point, Anandi emphasizes the advantages of the birth of her daughter on her present life, but
this does not dissipate the fact that all her troubles started with the child’s gender.
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Anandi’s relationship with her daughter and vice versa illustrates how intimate this particular
relationship can be. Mothers and daughters have the potential to develop intimate relationships as
distinguished and emphasized by Baligar: ‘a woman is closely bound to her own mother and does not
establish boundaries between self and the mother. In many ways, a mother perceives the daughter
as an embodiment of herself and a daughter perceives herself as an extension of her mother’ (Baligar
quoting Chodorow 1999: 13). Baligar’s conclusion is significant for gaining insight into the experiences
of mothers involved in this study. The gender of a child is not neutral for parents and is significant for
mothers, evidently also for mothers who consider relinquishing a child. Regularly mothers stressed
the gender of their children while sharing or explaining their decision-making process. The decision
to surrender a son comes with particular perceptions and emotions due to his alleged assets. Yet, the
surrender of a daughter also comes with specific concerns.
Srinivasan examined considerations with regard to the relinquishment of girl children and
parents’ resistance to it. She revealed that the mothers involved in her study stressed the prospective
adoptive status of relinquished daughters. Anxieties about their daughters being raised by strangers,
the idea of losing control over the rearing of girl children, were crucial in their decision-making
processes. Women explained that they preferred eliminating daughters rather than surrendering
them for adoption. Killing a female baby is perceived as less painful compared to surrendering a
daughter and being worried ever after. Srinivasan states: ‘(..) - will she be taken care of or will she land
up in prostitution? Not wanting to handle feelings of guilt and life long worry about her whereabouts
and well-being, forces many to kill her at birth which causes pain, but only for a few days (..)’ (Srinivasan
2006: 220). Apparently, depending on gender, not every child is equally welcome or unwelcome and
not every child is suitable for surrendering and being raised by strangers.
In the following part of this chapter, I focus on adoptive motherhood. The adoptive mother
is not yet a concrete person but for many relinquishing mothers, she is already playing an imaginary
part in her child’s life and is thus a significant actor when they consider surrendering their children
for adoption.

Water is water, blood is blood
Giving up a child is an experience with conflicting feelings, and generally, mothers who consider
relinquishing a child also consider alternative possibilities. As already mentioned in the previous
section, one subject of consideration appeared to be the fact that a relinquished child will probably
be raised by an adoptive family. Not every woman with an unplanned pregnancy or an unplanned
child who participated in this research was aware of the possibility that her (unborn) baby would be
placed within an adoptive family. However, a woman who enters an NGO with a licence for adoption,
will usually soon be informed, either officially or informally, that her child is going to be placed within
an Indian or perhaps a foreign adoptive family.
Generally, women who are aware of or informed about the fact that their children will be
placed for adoption, try to imagine what the future adoptive parents, the adoptive mother in particular,
will be like. Consequently, this was a topic I probed during interviews. The idea that a child is going to
be raised by adoptive parents gives rise to expectations about a child’s future and generally, her child’s
prospective future influences a mother’s decision. Srinivasan revealed resistance to the idea of daughters
being raised by strangers among married mothers in districts with high rates of female infanticide. But
‘Ammā is God’
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how did the prospective adoption influence the mothers who participated in my research?
To gain insight into the influence of these factors, I first unravel how biological mothers
perceive adoptive parenthood, adoptive motherhood particularly, and what it means for them. In
addition to their personal feelings, the broader context, hegemonic ideas within the institution
and discourses within society, play a role in constituting the biological mothers’ ideas. Obviously,
after giving birth to a child, a woman has become a mother. But does she remain mother after
relinquishment and an eventual adoption? And if so, what does this imply?
In this section, I examine how mothers themselves represented their status and their
significance as biological mothers as well as how they reflected upon the status and significance of the
prospective adoptive mother. Additionally, ideas about adoptive motherhood as represented by others,
mainly people who were personally or professionally related to the field of adoption, are also integrated
since these ideas give insight into the context in which the involved mothers needed to operate.
As mentioned in the introduction, adoption in India is an old institution supported by
pervasive discourses. Traditionally, adoptions took place within extended families to provide sonless
couples with a male heir. Before adoption was transformed into a contemporary institution in the last
decades, adoption was parent-oriented and based upon patriarchal motives (ICCW 1998, Bhargava
2005). Increasingly, adoption within India has changed, as represented by professionals in the Indian
adoption field, to be more child-oriented. Inter-country adoption has added new aspects and
simultaneously, the professionalization of adoption within India, resulting in a directive policy, has
developed new discourses as well as influenced old ones.
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The field of adoption in India, its policies and experiences, from the perspective of adoptive
parents and adopted children, has been analyzed by Bhargava (2005).126 Bhargava is a professional
working in the field and also an adoptive mother herself. She investigated and emphasized the
significance of the relationship between adoptive parents and their respective adopted children.
In contrast, the relationship between the child and its biological mother has remained rather
underexplored in her work and this is characteristic of most studies on adoption in India as well as in
other countries.
Adoption raises questions about the nature of kinship (cf. Goody 1982) The central theme, as
formulated by Carsten, is ‘the distinction that is made, both in anthropological analyses of kinship and
in indigenous folk notions, between what is “natural” in kinship and what is “cultural”’ (Carsten 2004:
6). What happens to Tamil kinship, where the blood-bond is evidently important, if kinship is a merely
legal, social and emotional construction without any shared blood? Tamil kinship, as far as natal and
affinal kin are concerned, has been explored and analyzed by a number of academics (Dumont 1986,
Trautmann 2002, Ram 1992, Trawick 1992, Kolenda 2003, Kapadia 1995). Fosterage and adoption
are also notions that anthropologists paid attention to (Goody 1982, Bowie 2004, Carsten 2004,
Notermans 2004, Howell 2004). Where kinship generally implies consanguine or affinal connections,
which automatically embed a child within a family, kinship becomes estranged from automatism and
transformed into conscious actions as far as adoption is concerned. It can even become an active
verb; such as ‘kinning’ (Howell 2004). Howell introduces this verb by stating: ‘So much of what is taken
for granted by biological parents becomes a matter for deliberate achievement for adoptive ones.
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In this quest, any detrimental implications of the fact of adoption are, not surprisingly, downplayed.
Thus adoptive parents work hard at “kinning” their children’ (2004: 232).
Kinning a stranger into the family is an extra assignment experienced by adoptive parents
and kinning aspects become important within a Tamil context where the blood relationship is
particularly meaningful. Professionals working within the Indian adoption field regularly mentioned
aspirant adoptive parents’ concerns about their personal and their relatives’ recognition of the
child as a “true kin”. Stories of faked pregnancies of prospective adoptive parents during adoption
procedures to claim biological motherhood were illustrative. Nevertheless, such extremes were not
common. More accepted were endeavours to “match” a child’s features and skin complexion with
its prospective adoptive parents. Resemblances were generally considered to smooth the progress
of recognition of a child within an adoptive family. Besides matching looks, adoptive parents often
aim to adopt an ‘attractive’ child. A child’s skin colour (preferably fair) and features (preferably a
‘long nose’) were considered attractive characteristics. These same characteristics were important
for adoptive parents from particular communities due to caste and class related considerations (cf.
Bhargava 2005: 94-96).
The significance of the blood-bond and how adoptive parents perceive ‘relatedness’ with a
child born from a stranger’s blood will be a significant subject to explore. Yet this research focuses on
the process before adoption: the process of surrendering which involves the surrendering mothers, not
Indian adoptive parents and their perceptions of kinning a stranger. While the (extent of) recognition
of their child within an adoptive family is important for mothers who surrender, it is rather different
compared to the perspectives of adoptive parents. Nevertheless, surrendering mothers did mention
concerns about whether their child would be incorporated into the adoptive family. Spontaneously,
or directed by my questions, they mainly focussed on their personal future relation with the child
after the surrender. Encouraged by me, they compared their significance as the biological mother of
a child with the significance of the adoptive mother for the child.
A mother is usually considered a woman who before rearing, also conceived, carried and
delivered a child. The biological relation of a woman with her child is the natural starting point for
a mother-child relationship. But is the biological relationship perceived as an absolute prerequisite
for developing the glorified specific meaning of a woman who mothers a child? Also, on this subject,
ambivalent answers and contradictive discourses were represented by (prospective) adoptive
families, professionals and biological mothers who considered surrendering a child for adoption.
The following words come from a senior professional social worker who for more than a
decade had worked with deserted children, with biological mothers who consider relinquishment, and
with adoptive parents. She shared her experiences during a long interview and explicitly elucidated her
hesitation about placing children for adoption within families where biological children are also born:
‘S.W.: Water is water and blood is blood. A mother is undeniably a selfish person and I
won’t even blame her for that. Even I am a selfish person. Look at your own family: your
brothers’ children, your sisters’ children, uncles…if it comes to give something a hand of
a mother or father will go to their own children first and only after that to the others.
B: Are adoptive parents than real parents?
S.W.: I am talking about real parents. I found that we should not place children for adoption
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within families with a biological child. (..) If we want adoption to become a successful
effort, we should place a child only within a family without biological children. I feel like
that. I am not able to explain this fact but I can foresee what I am telling (…) After all,
we are all human beings, we are not gods. Without being aware of it, unconsciously the
difference [B: in feelings for biological or adopted children] will prevail (..)’
Discrimination between biological- and adoptive children, according to this social worker, becomes
manifest within mixed families. But the difference in itself is an established fact. The idea that
adoptive parents will anyway give preference to their own blood corroborates experiences expressed
by women regarding stepparent-, usually stepmother, and stepchild-relationships. The notion of
stepmother has a considerable negative connotation since nurturing children of a husband’s first
wife is generally expected – and (by many women I met) experienced – to be problematic.
Stepparent relationships are common as are instances of fostering a relatives’ child. For
instance, due to practical reasons, such as access to education or family crisis, children may move
from their parental home to grandparents’ or aunts’ and uncles’ residences. Whereas affection for
a closely related child is evident for Tamilians, negative discrimination of fostered nieces, nephews
or otherwise related children was a commonly recognized reality. A teenager, who was raised by his
father’s sister between his 6th and 18th year reveals:
‘S: I wanted them to treat me as their own child. I am their close relation, so they should

94

have treated me as equal to their child. I needed that because I often felt homesick.
I missed my parents since I saw my parents only once or twice a year, so I became
homesick. They should have supported me, but they did not. In my childhood I felt
that. I was asking myself why my father and mother had left me in foster care with my
aunt and uncle. I could not figure it out. I think that they expected them to treat me
as their own child. But that did not happen.(..) I was treated like an orphan.’
Once, a woman revealed to me how she experienced that her mother over-compensated the difference
between her biological children and a fostered child. She experienced positive discrimination for this
fostered child in the sense that he usually got small privileges. The outcome is opposite; nevertheless
the underlying motive is the same. Affection for nieces and nephews is a matter of fact. Yet, one’s own
offspring is closer to the heart.
The adoption of an unknown surrendered child means the adoption of a child who is not at
all related in blood. ‘Water is water and blood is blood’ were the words used by the social worker to
express that adoptive parenthood is incompatible with biological parenthood, since blood ties are
crucial. This implies that a woman who adopts a child may probably develop a meaningful relationship
with that child, and in turn, the child may become attached to her. However, this relationship is not
comparable in significance with the result of shared mother-child-blood.
Ramachandran is an orthodox Brahmin man. He has an unmarried daughter who recently
adopted a child against his wish. When I met him, his emotions about her decision were still fresh.
When I asked him to reflect upon adoptive parenthood, he formulated his ideas in sharp words
since he was still upset. This particular situation may have stressed him and therefore he was unable
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to choose politically correct words. He expressed himself in a rather unvarnished way. From his
conservative Brahmin perspective, he represents a specific but still significant discourse. According
to him, adoption is nothing more than, in his words, a ‘paperwork construction’ and fundamentally,
it is no parenthood:
‘R: What is the difference between buying a doll and adoption? In Tamil we say tattupiḷḷai.
This means that we invest a lot of money in the child but it is only the child who will
enjoy and not you.(..). Your own child is your blood. But if you buy a child, you are
buying only the body, not the soul. An adoptive mother does not love ... I mean in
India, in our system, if you are sleeping and your child, the child that is born to you,
cries in the night, you wake up immediately without anybody waking you. But in this
case [B: adoption], someone has to wake you up to enable you to help the child.
B: You mean that feelings for a biological child and for an adopted child differ significantly?
R: Definitely.
B: What makes the difference?
R: A mother has feelings for her child from the state of conception onwards. She does
not only feel her blood, she enjoys the child for nine months for the full 100 per
cent. She will talk with her child and her child will share in the mother’s thoughts and
feelings (..) As far as adoption is concerned, the child will always be her guest and will
not become her child.’

95
With his statements, Ramachandran expresses the hegemonic conviction that a mother and her child
have a relationship which reaches beyond conscious confines. The relationship of a mother with her
child is deeply rooted and has started during pregnancy. He emphasizes the intuitive and spiritual
aspects of parental relationships in general and motherhood in specific. He also shares his experience
of these aspects personally as a father of his own children. Indian mythology is a significant source of
inspiration for this Brahmin man and he finds his conviction reconfirmed in ancient holy stories:
‘All this is recorded in the Ramayanam and the Mahabharata, here it has been put down
as stories (..) The gods gave us examples and insights in relations between fathers and
mothers with sons and daughters.’
The significance of parental relationships is embodied by and anchored in old mythological examples.
Human beings can not change or manipulate these sacred truths and also, according to this Brahmin
man, should not challenge them. To underscore his statements, he points to the story of Kunti.127 Just
like mothers who nowadays relinquish children, Kunti also is a woman who finds herself in severe
difficulty since she is unmarried but pregnant. But there is a significant distinction between Kunti and
current unmarried mothers, since the father of Kunti’s child is the sun god: Surya. The son who is born
is named Karna. Since Kunti is unmarried, she does not see any way out but setting Karna adrift in a
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basket on the river Yamuna. Karna floats towards Ganga and here he is found by a low-caste childless
man named Adhiratha. Karna is raised by him and his wife Radha.
In the Indian adoption field, Karna’s story is regularly mentioned as an illustrative and
important example in ancient Indian mythology to legitimize contemporary adoption. But apparently
Karna’s story can be interpreted in multiple ways. Ramachandran explains that Karna, brought
up by people other than his parents, never became formally disconnected from his true origin.
Ramachandran interprets: ‘This is different and has nothing to do with [B: contemporary] adoption.’
Later, when Kunti, Karna’s biological mother, enters Karna’s life, she approaches him, as
representative of Karna’s enemies, to plead for her other sons’ lives since Karna has planned to kill
his half-brothers in war. Since she is his mother, Karna can hardly refuse her wish; she places him in a
complicated loyalty-conflict:
‘The moment he saw Kunti, Karna respectfully touched her feet and saluted her. Kunti
said: “Child, you are my son. The Pandavas are your younger brothers. You have been
thinking of your brothers as your enemies and you have vowed to kill them, but please do
not do so. Leave the camp of the Kauravas and join your younger brothers. Am I not your
mother? Hear my words, Karna. Is it not the duty of children to carry out the wishes of
their parents?”’ 128
Karna explains to his mother that it is not possible for him to betray his friends and the people who
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raised him:
‘ “But mother, I will comply with one of your requests. You desire that I should not kill the
Pandavas. I agree; I will not kill any of the Pandavas except Arjuna. Whether I kill Arjuna
or Arjuna kills me, it won’t matter. In either case, you will be definitely left with five
children. Now let us part.” With these words, Karna saluted his mother and wished her
good-bye’ (ibid.).
Without having raised her child, after abandoning him when he was a baby, Kunti is able to pressurize
her son since she is still his mother. From his side, without actually knowing her, he is not able to
ignore or suppress his loyalty and commitment to her. Besides, as a son, he is expected to be obedient
and to pay respect.
According to Ramachandran’s interpretation of this mythological story, the people who
fostered Karna are respected for the parental care they gave. However, they are not recognized as
his parents. Further, Karna’s loyalty towards his foster parents and towards his friend and master
emphasizes Karna’s divine qualities. By construing Karna’s wisdom as superhuman, since Karna is the
son of a god, Ramachandran explains that using this story to legitimize contemporary adoptions is
misplaced. Karna’s divine origin and the fact that the people who reared him are not recognized as
his parents, makes his situation incomparable with the human adoptions realized at present time.
Contemporary adoptions do not involve deities as biological parents and for Ramachandran, the term
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adoptive parenthood is a contradiction in terms. Adoption is taking care of somebody else’s child and
parenthood, especially motherhood, in his perception, is unconditionally allied to consanguinity ties.
Additionally, Ramachandran expresses the belief that adopting a child even has dangerous aspects:
‘R: If you adopt a child you do not become its mother. A mother is the one who bore
the child. For ten months, she carried the child and gave birth. You are only a paper
mother. There is no difference between a nurse, an āyā and an adoptive mother.(..)
Anyway, the child will become an unwanted child since the mother, when she was
carrying it, had been cursing the child. So this curse is there on the child and this fate
will always sustain. If you adopt the child, you adopt it including its curse. Along with
the child, the curse will enter the adoptive family.
B: Even if, for instance, an infertile couple eagerly welcomes the child, the fate of being
unwanted will sustain?
R: It will be an unwanted child only. I have observed this in many cases; the curse is there
for the child.’
Ramachandran, a male with a specific conservative orthodox Brahmin background, has recently been
confronted with his unmarried daughter’s decision to adopt and he is upset about that fact. With this
specific background, he does not per se represent the dominant or only prevailing Tamil discourse.
Whereas he specifically stressed the spiritual aspects of a relinquished child, others regularly stressed
the genetic inheritance. A child stemming from an unmarried mother and thus an immoral and
irresponsible woman will subsequently be affected by this problematic background as expressed in
the words: ‘How can a wild tree bear good fruit?’ (Godbole 1986: 88).
Generally and from different perspectives, adoptive kinship is considered a controversial
form of kinship, if it is perceived as kinship at all. Within this cultural context, professionals in the
field aim to promote adoption with inspiring and enthusiastic texts in advertisements, brochures and
social awareness campaigns. The director of social welfare of the Tamil Nadu government, in his aim
to promote adoption, formulates:
‘For all of us who are involved in the process of facilitating adoption of children, it is an experience
which words cannot describe. We have found immense happiness and satisfaction in getting ourselves
involved in the process of adoption of children. Every time a child finds a home or a couple yearning
for a child finally take a child home, we feel privileged to share their joy and contentment. On our
part, we have been striving not only to promote adoption but also to simplify the entire process of
adoption.’129
The objective to promote adoption explicitly corroborates dominant ideas about adoption as
expressed by Ramachandran. Adoptive kinship is dominantly perceived as a controversial form of
kinship and simultaneously, policy within the field of adoption aims to change this cultural meaning
by manipulating public opinion. This contradiction illustrates the difference between the institutional
129
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context in which mothers temporarily reside and need to operate during their decision-making process
and their natural habitat. After this contextual examination, I return to the mothers who participated
in this research. What did they say about adoptive kinship and specifically, how did the women who
were residing inside institutions to relinquish their children look upon adoptive motherhood? And
further, how did they position themselves in relation to their relinquished children?

Irreplaceability
When Cecilia and I meet Chitrapathi for the first time, she is 18 years old and temporarily residing in
a NGO with a licence for adoption. The matron of this Short Stay Home section introduces her as a
girl from a good background: Her mother stems from a Brahmin community and her father, although
not a Brahmin, is from a rich family of doctors and highly ranked army officers. This first time we
meet Chitrapathi in the central room of the section. She had arrived a couple of weeks earlier and is
noticeably pregnant. As soon as we sit down, she approaches me inquisitively and I introduce myself
and ask her name. I notice she speaks English and after some chatting, I inform her in English about
the purpose of my stay in India. Still in presence of the matron, she spontaneously starts, half in
English and half in Tamil, to reveal her life history.
With a powerful and confident voice, contrasting the sadness of its substance, Chitrapathi
narrates her life experiences. Her parents had high expectations considering their bright daughter’s
future, but she failed to come up to her parents expectations as she fell in love with an artist. Her
parents had entirely different ideas about how and with whom Chitrapathi was supposed to get
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married, and they were extremely annoyed. The day Chitrapathi arrived in her street after her +2
exams celebration, she noticed her parents arguing with her lover and his family in front of their door.
People in the neighborhood were meddling in the disturbance and the situation was getting out of
hand. As a result of this turmoil, Chitrapathi’s parents decided soon afterwards to lodge a complaint
in the police station against their daughter’s lover and his family. Subsequently, Chitrapathi made up
her mind and eloped with her lover.
After this, in front of a religious authority, witnessed by Chitrapathi’s cousin and some
of her lover’s friends, her lover tied a tāli around Chitrapathi’s neck. Instantly, they got themselves
settled in a small rented house. Since Chitrapathi was well-educated, she easily got employment as
a teacher earning a good salary in a famous private school in Chennai. For a couple of months, they
were romantically in love and very happy together, but after some time, the first tensions started
and increased quickly. Infatuation and togetherness gave way to arguments, distrust and suspicion.
During this period, Chitrapathi realized that she was pregnant and informed her husband about it.
However, he was neither enthusiastic nor happy and straight away insinuated that the baby might be
from another man.
Chitrapathi felt betrayed. Immediately, she picked up her pieces and left the place to return
to her parents. In the meanwhile, her parents had left Chennai for a place in Kerala since they were
embarrassed by the shame brought upon the family by their daughter’s actions. Yet in this new
surrounding Chitrapathi was welcomed back and her mother, hearing about her pregnancy, insisted on
turning the clock back by opting for an abortion. The pregnancy was still in its first stage and an abortion
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could be done legally. Nevertheless, Chitrapathi refused.130 Her mother was furious and again they had
major arguments. Finally, Chitrapathi was put under lock and key, and grounded in her parents’ house.
Four months later, Chitrapathi was tired of the arguments and the tense atmosphere in her parent’s
house; her parents were out for a family visit. Isolated and in distress, Chitrapathi shared her worries with
the domestic worker. This woman said that Chitrapathi should be with her husband. Chitrapathi agreed
and again she ran away, straight to the place where she expected her husband to be staying: his parents’
house. But after arriving there, she realized that he was not at all waiting for her.
Insults poured in, that she had been disloyal to him by running away, deceiving him and
his family. He complained that she had brought nothing but troubles and ended his statements with
the message that his parents were already arranging a marriage with a good woman whose family
intended to bring in a decent dowry. Chitrapathi furiously answered back and the loud arguments,
partly performed outside the house, were witnessed by neighbours and people passing by until an
autorickshaw driver interfered. He recommended relinquishing the baby and added that he knew a
place they could go. Chitrapathi and her husband got inside the vehicle and the driver brought them
straight to the social worker of an NGO with a licence for adoption and accommodation for pregnant
women. Chitrapathi got admitted and deserted by her husband, she stayed behind. After some time,
she decided to call her mother to inform her about her unsuccessful mission. In this phone call, her
mother – driven by shame – had threatened to commit suicide if her daughter dared to come back
home.
In spite of her awkward situation, given the way she spoke and behaved during this first visit,
Chitrapathi appeared to cope quite well. However, when Cecilia and I pay her a second visit, she is in
a complete different state of mind. In the meanwhile, she has given birth to a baby girl. She is lying
down in a separate room, so we are able to meet her in private this time, without the presence of the
matron. Her tiny four week old baby is peacefully sleeping beside her on the single bed. Chitrapathi
reveals spontaneously:
‘Every night I am staring at my child and cry about losing her. When I entered this place,
they gave me the rules. One such rule was that I had to surrender the child. I had to
agree since I could not go anywhere else. So now I have to surrender her. They will place
my child in an adoptive family. I will stay in this institution till she goes for adoption. Till
that day I will take care of her (..). For me, no marriage, no babies anymore. This is my
daughter and nobody can replace her.’
Chitrapathi’s strong and confident voice has changed into soft and high-pitched whispering. Her
skin is pale and she has dark rings under her eyes. Chitrapathi blames the institution for forcing
her to relinquish her child.131 The social worker of the institution had indeed informed her about
the implications of adoption: she is aware that after signing a surrender-deed her child legally and
formally is not hers anymore. She even observed this policy put into practice. During her stay inside
the institution, she noticed several babies being handed over to adoptive parents. But she had also
noticed that some grown up adopted children do come back to trace their mother:
130
131

Decision-making processes with regard to abortion are elaborated in Chapter 3.
The role of institutions during decision-making processes is elaborated in Chapter 5.
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‘After my child is placed in an adoptive family, I will search for a job. They have told me
here that the future adoptive parents will inform my child about the fact that she is
adopted. Usually they will tell a child these things at the age of eighteen. So after eighteen
years, my child will come back to search for me.(..). I will wait for her, for the day that she
will come back to me.’
Chitrapathi feels that relinquishing her child is compulsory, but she is convinced, or at least she is
convincing herself of the temporary basis of their separation. A future reunion is merely a matter of
time and in the meanwhile, before her baby leaves for an adoptive family, Chitrapathi takes care of
her child intensively and affectionately. She breastfeeds her baby and stays permanently near her
while keeping an eye on her. She is intimately attached to her child, despite knowing that they will
both lead their lives separately. She is confident about the sustainability of their relationship and is
willing to pay the price of pain after their separation.
Chitrapathi is somewhat surprised that adoptive parents may be willing to reveal the
adoptive status to her child and she speculates about this. She feels that an adoptive mother can
not fill the gap that she as a mother has left by handing over the baby. Her child’s awareness about
the adoptive status will subsequently lead her daughter back to her mother. Motherhood in her eyes
cannot be transmitted and for Chitrapathi, the surrendering of her baby implies a temporary physical
separation rather than a definite parting. With a signature on a surrender document, she loses the
care of her child but not her child itself. Chitrapathi loses her legal status as mother, but not her
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significance as mother and for Chitrapathi, her significance reaches far beyond a judicial document.

Reunion
Chitrapathi is very explicit in her perceptions with regard to her future reunion with her surrendered
child. Evidently, ideas about her significance as a mother are directing her coping strategies in this, for
her, indigestible situation. Is Chitrapathi exceptional in her perceptions and expectations? How did
other mothers look upon these aspects?
Chitrapathi was an exception indeed in raising the subject of a reunion spontaneously
during her process of relinquishment. However, I purposely raised the subject during interviews with
other relinquishing mothers and noticed their surprise since most mothers presumed that adoptive
parents would attempt to keep the adoptive status secret. Openness about adoption was believed to
come with risky and painful consequences. On the one hand, awareness of being relinquished, usually
interpreted as being rejected, was supposed to be too painful for a child to bear. On the other hand,
openness was generally considered by biological mothers to imply a risk for the adoptive mother
of losing the child to the biological mother. Denying and hiding the adoptive status is commonly
presumed by surrendering mothers to be a practical solution and an easy escape from unwanted
scenarios. If the biological mothers were aware of a possibility to meet their children in future, they
usually had noticed it incidentally, just like Chitrapathi, because of an adoptee coming back to the
institution with a request.132 The subject was never purposely raised to discuss biological mothers’
feelings and ideas about future possibilities of reunions with surrendered children.
132

The theme of surrender, adoption and/or reunion is sometimes passionately worked out in movies also
(for instance: Vedham Puthithu 1987, Thalapathi 1991, Kannathil muthamittal 2002).
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A methodological interlude
Anthropologists usually share insights presented by one individual with others to check its validity
and gain new insights. While working according to this standard, my different roles as researcher and
activist sometimes became blurred. I frequently informed mothers about adoptees being interested
or even coming back to institutions to trace their mothers. As mentioned, not every mother was aware
of this prospect. But this information was usually welcomed with happiness. In doing this, my role as
researcher occasionally overlapped my urge to take a more active stand in supplying interviewees
with information that I considered relevant. My desire to hear a mother’s reflection upon a specific
subject in combination with my standpoint that every woman has a right to get completely informed
appeared not always to be appropriate. I happened to overshoot the mark by confronting women
with information that sometimes was not so welcome. Methodologically, a question may be useful
and suitable to gain insight into a specific subject. But the following dialogue illustrates an ethical
dilemma I was confronted with when carrying out my anthropological method in passing insights
gained from other women with Vinitha:
‘B: Sometimes children would like to come back after 20 years to trace the mother…
If your child, when it has become an adult, approaches this institution and this
institution approaches you to meet your child, would you like to meet him or her?
V: (startled) How can I see it? The people in my future in-law family where I will be
married will ask me questions and they will beat me up.
B: But if they approach you in secret, for instance when you are buying your vegetables,
inviting you to come to the institution for a few hours to meet him or her in secret?
What would you do?
V: Yes, I would like to.
B: Why?
V: I like to see him or her (ācai)133
P: What would you like to know, what would you ask him or her?
V: What can I ask … once I see my child I will start crying.’
Vinitha, a young teenage mother who is still pregnant, is confronted with an unexpected scenario due
to my insistence. The fact that her child may trace her after the surrender is completely new to her.
However, I do not give her any time to think it over and I compel her to reflect upon this probability
instantly, which she does. But soon after the interview, the director of the institution invites me in her
office explaining that Vinitha approached her immediately after the interview. She appeared to be
panicky and expressed her worries about the possibility of being traced by her child. I feel surprised
and defensive since I notice that this director is not pleased that I raised this subject, and thereby
disturbed Vinitha’s state of mind.
This information forces me to reflect upon the interaction between this unmarried mother
and myself. What happened in this interview? Why did she reply the way she did? What was my role
during this interview? I had to conclude that not the researcher, but the activist and counsellor in
133

‘”Ācai” is understood as “desire, cravings, passion” or, as Wadley notes, “compulsion” (Van Hollen 2003: 77).
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me had been talking to her. I did not truly ask her an open question since I was obviously leading
her to the one and only answer. My conviction that a woman has the right to be informed about
different scenario’s carried me away during this interview. Vinitha was in a very precarious process
of coping with a devilish dilemma: surrendering or retaining her unborn baby. The construction she
had created in mind, surrendering her child and maintaining its existence as a secret, was the straw
she was holding. I failed to tune in to her specific process, her individual needs for that particular
moment. Besides, I miscalculated not just the content of my information, but also the setting. Only
afterwards did I realize that this information should have been passed to her in a different setting with
the specific purpose of informing and counseling her. I did harm to her and for that ethical reason, I
regret what I did.
Yet, methodologically, the case is interesting. I aimed to check my insights by sharing
obtained data with next informants. In doing so, I worked according to recognized anthropological
methods and indeed, Vinitha taught me a lot about her decision-making process. The substance of
her reply is also significant. Did Vinitha merely give the answer that I was leading her to? Was it too
embarrassing for her to confront this foreign woman with a statement like: ‘I prefer to never see my
child again’? Probably she was afraid of my judgement or probably she answered according to a
general social norm: what will people think about a woman who explicitly says she is not interested
in seeing her own child later? My standpoint and my endeavour for informed decisions, as proved by
Vinitha, has been definitely sensed or noticed by women who shared their thoughts and experiences
with me. This is a fact that needs to be taken into account when reading and interpreting the
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transcriptions of interviews.

Back to the subject: reunion
In spite of the setting of this interview, I think there is still the possibility that Vinitha shared her
deepest wish. The ability to meet her child seemed to appeal to her sincerely, but simultaneously,
she panicked due to the probable consequences of the discovery of her past by future in-laws. Other
teenage mothers also expressed ambivalence or hesitation regarding their children approaching
them in future. Out of fear for their future safety, but probably also because of the unexpectedness
of the possibility, a reunion did not always appeal to mothers. Yet, from the perspective of their
surrendered children, women revealed: ‘If he comes back to see me, I will meet him since I can not
refuse. How can I tell my child that I don’t like to see him? If I refuse, I will hurt his feelings.’
In the next interview with Vinitha, I decided to raise the subject again. In the meanwhile, she
had given birth to a healthy baby boy. Obviously, the confrontation with her child, a baby of flesh and
blood, had strong impact on her and changed her state of mind:
‘V: I am feeling sad to leave the baby (..) Earlier I thought: “as soon as the baby is born I
will relinquish it and return home immediately”. But now I want to stay together with
him and it hurts me because he is very beautiful.’
Her strong feelings for her son also influenced her ideas about an eventual future reunion:
‘V: I explained first that I wanted to see my child, because I am the person who gave
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birth to the baby…
B: But you got scared…
V: Yes.
B: How do you look upon a reunion after giving it some more thought?
V: I would like to see my child in the future…
B: Do I understand you right that you would like to see your child in the future but you
are also scared?
V: When they come to know about this they will ask questions and there will be
confusions and fights in the family…
B: If the child comes back, they need to carefully handle this, right?
V: I am very scared.’
Regularly, but not always, I noticed ambivalence as expressed in contradictory reactions. Some
women were merely pleased with the idea of knowing about the child’s whereabouts or to eventually
meet the child in future. Mothers were usually surprised by the idea of adoptive parents deliberately
informing children about adoptive statuses. The assumption that the adoptive status of a child would
remain a secret commonly prevailed. Since this information is a prerequisite for the wish of an adoptee
to return, mothers also presumed that children were not in a position to trace them. Thangamma, a
widow who surrendered her (illegitimate) twins, showed happiness and excitement when informed
of a chance to meet her sons in future. She revealed:
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‘B: I have met some adult adopted children and some of them had plans to trace their
mother. How would you…
T: I will be excited! I carried my children and I can never forget them. But will I still be
alive by then? (..) If my sons will come back in the future, everybody in my surrounding
will start asking questions indeed.
B: If your sons return, your secret will be discovered…
T: Yes, but by then it is okay if people come to know.’
This mother’s happy reaction during the interview is spontaneous and also seen in her non-verbal
expressions. In contrast with the teenage mother Vinitha, this mother’s enthusiasm sustains. What
is the reason for her unambiguous attitude as compared to, for instance, Vinitha? This experienced
mother, already in her 40s, is aware of the impact of giving birth to children. She has already raised
her other two children all the way to adulthood and her life is still interwoven with theirs. After giving
birth to these new born twins, she recognizes what she feels for them. Additionally, she is experienced
and more independent in dealing with complicated situations and hence she does not panic. But this
is my analysis after listening to her and observing her while taking care of her children. She herself
emphasizes the aspect of time – probably 20 years after surrendering, if her grown up sons will
come back. In such a period of time, she presumes that the current over-heated emotions will be
settled. By then, she will be what she perceives as an old woman and apparently, she considers her
sexuality at that age as past and not a reason for concern anymore. Whereas the onset of a woman’s
fertility generally gets celebrated comprehensively, a celebration of the onset of menopause does
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not commonly prevail.134 The life generating powers of women, culturally perceived as sacred, go
with restrictions. Subsequently, the loss of these powers, after the start of menopause, also releases
a woman from these restrictions. Whereas Brahmins consider the ending of the sin of menstruation
in combination with impurity as important, also for non-Brahmin women the start of menopause
comes with a different status (cf. Kapadia 1995: 163-166). A woman after menopause is not associated
with sexuality and this brings her past infringement of sexual morals in a different perspective. Hence
Thangamma realizes her future status, emphasizes the factor of time and declares that she will be
happy and excited to see her sons back.

Policy on reunions
Sometimes ambiguous and sometimes without doubts, many mothers who once or still were in the
process of relinquishing, unmarried or divorced, widowed or married, expressed appreciation for
a future reunion with their children. As mentioned in the section about Vinitha, I realized that as
a researcher I did not always do well when sharing information about possibilities with regard to
prospective reunions. Yet, I felt that sharing of experiences, knowledge and other relevant available
information are prerequisites for informed decisions.
After my experience with Vinitha, I realized that an interview setting is not ideal for passing
information, coaching and counselling. Nevertheless, I feel that mothers who are in distress about
relinquishment have a right to be offered a suitable setting and appropriate sessions with the specific
purpose of passing information and counselling in the decision-making on relinquishment and also
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on probable future reunions. Sharing of information about and experiences with reunions emerges
as an essential subject for such sessions. However, my ideas about counselling contradict dominant
ideas within the Indian professional adoption field.
Social workers generally emphasize that since most of those relinquished, apart from the
Cradle Baby Scheme, are children born out of wedlock, tracing the biological mothers is presumed
to be detrimental for the mothers involved.135 Therefore the mothers are supposed to be averse
and dismissive when it comes to an approach. The policy with regard to roots-seekers in India is
discouraging adoptees from tracing their mothers and conversely mothers are not allowed to maintain
a relationship with their children. In practice, reunions between mothers and their surrendered
children obviously have no priority for social workers or policy-makers and discussing these future
possibilities with surrendering mothers is avoided, or at least highly uncommon.
During an interview, I confront a senior social worker, who is also recognized as an advisor
134 Kapadia describes the seven-year rite: Rishi Pancami ritual. This Brahmin performance, seven years after
the last menstruation, removes the sin caused by menstrual impurity.
135 In Sri Lanka (former) adoption procedures implicated that biological (often unmarried) mothers and
adoptive parents usually met up for juridical reasons. Consequently Sri Lankan adoptees often have the
name of their mothers in hand resulting in a possibility to trace their mothers. A Dutch mediator, having
experiences for more than two decades in finding more than hundreds of biological mothers (Tamil and
Singhalese) in co-operation with local mediators, expressed that usually also (former) unmarried mothers
are very motivated to meet their children. He stated that refusals only happened very rarely since the
approaches they used were discrete and safe. The stipulation for a successful reunion, according to this
mediator, is that a mother’s delicate past is carefully taken into account and dealt with for a possible
reunion.
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on the level of adoption policy making, with the following statements: ‘During my fieldwork I came
across many mothers who expressed an interest to be informed about their surrendered children’s
well-being and whereabouts or at least to have access to information or the possibility to approach
their child in future. Also, these women expressed they were willing to meet the surrendered child
in future in case a child would approach the institution with a request to trace the mother.’ Knowing
that social workers usually react with comments on the circumstances of unmarried mothers who
live with a personal secret, I continue: ‘Mothers appeared to be very creative in finding solutions for
practically dealing with culturally awkward circumstances.’
In her comments, this social worker initially corroborates my findings and agrees with the
fact that many mothers will be interested in meeting a child if approached and arranged in safe
circumstances. She has come to the same conclusion after being approached regularly by mothers
who sought information about the well-being of their children after surrendering: ‘A mother is
a mother, not all of them will be interested, I know for sure that some mothers are absolutely not
interested, but most of the surrendering mothers will be eager to know about their child’s well-being.’
We have a smooth conversation and agree upon every subject we touch.
But the atmosphere turns abruptly when a junior social worker enters the room to participate
in the discussion. This junior social worker is in daily charge of counselling the surrendering mothers
and coaching aspirant adoptive parents while placing a child for adoption. Routinely, she starts
explaining how she perceives processes of adoption and surrendering: ‘If a mother comes back to
me seeking information about her child, I usually console her with the explanation that she does not
need to worry and that her child will be happy within the adoptive family. I convince her that she
should not disturb or interfere in this process.’
Somewhat irritated I react that exactly the same thing happens on the other side, to
adoptees. They also get sent away empty-handed by social workers acting as gate keepers, with
the message: ‘Forget about it and do not disturb or endanger your mother’s life.’ I confront these
social workers by explicitly telling them that I feel they are not in a position to decide for mothers or
adoptees whom they never consulted personally. The junior raises her voice saying: ‘Where to begin
if all these adoptees come back to trace their mothers? This is a delicate process which needs to be
counselled thoroughly. Who has the time to counsel all these mothers as well as these adoptees?
Where is the money to finance these intensive processes?’
The discussion becomes sharper and the atmosphere gets beyond political correctness and
friendliness where the senior interrupts: ‘You people [B: from Western countries] are always talking
about the quality of life, but we are dealing with poverty here. We don’t have time for quality here.
We are working hard to simply save the lives of babies less than two kilo’s in birth weight since they
survived an illegal attempt to be aborted with saline. We are dealing here with surviving in severe
poverty. What is the value of a human life here? In your country, lives get saved in all possible ways.
Here people are dying for nothing.’ The senior comes with one example after another of women who
are not at all interested in their child’s future and who are only interested to definitively get rid of the
child.
After some time, the fierceness of the monologue comes down and I reply: ‘I do not believe
that a relationship between a mother and her child is just about quality. I think this is a fundamental
part of the adoption process’. ‘Yes’, she replies with a sigh, ‘But where do we need to start?’ The junior
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social worker leaves the room and I admit to the social worker that adoption in my personal opinion
occasionally can be a great solution for all people involved, but that I am quite critical about the way
adoption is currently carried out. She agrees with me and instantly she illustrates my statement with
a couple of examples from her impressive experiences in the field of adoption and surrendering in
North and South India. Finally, just before I leave, she reveals to me her personal status as an adoptive
mother of two children.
After this visit, quite puzzled and still preoccupied, I enter the house of an Indian philosopher
and social researcher. We planned this appointment a long time ago and I choose to share my
confusion with her. This is how she reflects:
‘You and this social worker did communicate on different tracks; on different levels. She
was talking about the ‘have’s’ and ‘have-not’s’; about poverty and saving lives. Besides, you
are a representative of the have’s and probably you can be a bridge to a future fund. For
this reason, she is willing to meet you and to talk to you. But as soon as the discussion
becomes fierce, she loses control and falls out of her role as representative or adoptionambassador. She feels defensive because of your critical statements and starts to attack
you by blaming you for dealing with minor problems. The problems which you raise are
luxury problems in her eyes. She attacks you for being a ‘have’ but simultaneously aims to
‘have’ too. Materialism steers the lives of Indians nowadays. Having is what counts and this
aim directs people’s acting. It makes me very sad and I think that Indians nowadays are
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losing their fundamental values.’
I am a representative of the rich counterpart of inter-country adoption. From that perspective,
policymakers as well as NGOs usually aim to please me with smooth policies and politically correct
statements. By showing my emotions and personal stand, the discussion with this social worker went
beyond these politically correct discourses. The confrontation revealed where she was standing as an
Indian policymaker and as an adoptive mother too. Additionally, this social worker holds up a mirror.
It reflected a biased researcher who tended to take the side of mothers as well as adoptees who were
both deliberately manipulated, and denied of what I considered as their fundamental rights.

The cultural meaning of surrendering
Besides meeting mothers who were in the process of surrendering, I could meet a few mothers who
surrendered their children more than one or two decades ago. These mothers were in a reunionprocess with their surrendered child and willing to describe and construe the surrendering process
retrospectively. Selvi is one of these mothers. Twenty years ago, she relinquished her child and the
reason I am able to meet her is because she has returned to the institution with the request to trace
her child. Desperately, she attempts in different ways to motivate, press or force the people working
for the institution to approach her son who was adopted in Europe, with her request for him to come
back to India. During three interview sessions, Selvi reveals her life history and explains how her child
finally ended up in an institution and why she wants him to come back:
When Selvi was a 14-year-old girl, an autorickshaw driver approached her parents with an
interest in marrying her. Notwithstanding the fact that the man was from a different caste, he was
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mudaliyar and Selvi was nadar, Selvi’s parents appreciated his interest in their daughter since he was
not demanding a dowry and they were poor. Selvi’s parents approached the man’s mother. Initially, she
was not happy with her son’s initiative since she planned to get him married to her brother’s daughter.
However, her son had already rejected this cousin and she finally acquiesced in the arrangements with
Selvi as the bride for her son. The wedding was celebrated as grandly as possible, but money was scarce.
Selvi moved in with her in-laws family and soon a baby boy was born. But the marriage did not work
out. Selvi’s husband started running away from his responsibilities and Selvi regularly scolded him that
he wasted their money on alcohol. He worked only irregularly and the combination of drinking and
unemployment left them weighed down by debts. He also beat her up regularly.
One day, when Selvi was 17 years old, she decided to leave her husband and in-laws. She
returned to her mother’s house with her baby. By then, her father had passed away and Selvi’s mother
as a daily-wage labourer had to maintain Selvi and also Selvi’s younger sisters. Selvi left her baby at
home, in care of her youngest sister, and together with her mother she earned the costs of living.
But the income was low and Selvi’s mother was in a weak condition. Then Selvi’s mother came to
hear about a child care institution where they admitted children free of cost. They paid a visit to the
institution and instantly decided to admit Selvi’s youngest sister and Selvi’s baby.
Selvi felt thoroughly miserable. Her life was ‘spoilt’. People blamed her for failing in marriage
and she was perceived as vāḻāveṭṭi. She lived her depressing life in poverty and separated from her
baby. After some time, she regretted her decision of leaving her child in an institution. She returned
and brought the boy back home. But even her son could not prevent her from becoming depressed:
increasingly she felt that she did not want to live anymore. She attempted to kill both herself and her
child, by hanging. Her attempt did not lead to their death since her mother interfered. Her mother
was upset and pressed her to bring the child back to the institution. Here they convinced Selvi to
sign a surrender deed for the sake of her son’s future. According to Selvi, they presented adoption
as a good opportunity for her boy to be able to come up in life. Reflecting upon that process, Selvi
explains:
‘I did not realize what the word “adoption” implied. I thought he was going to study abroad.
I thought that there would be big schools, and that someone would make him study and
send him back. Just like how we have hostels here, something similar. I also did not read the
document. I even still don’t know whether it was in Tamil or English. I blindly signed.’
After a couple of months, the child was placed for adoption abroad. She signed an official document
and was informed that her child would be placed in another family. But, she says, at the time she was
not able to thoroughly realize that she was going to lose her child. Soon after signing the surrender
document, Selvi, still not satisfied with her situation, decided to try and restore her relationship with
her husband. In the meanwhile, her husband had come to know that their son had gone abroad
and he was furious. He was not interested in her anymore and made his point clear: he had already
approached another woman for his second marriage. Her in-laws insulted her for being a bad mother:
‘What kind of mother are you? Which mother can sell her own child?’ They insinuated that she must
have received a substantial amount of money for ‘selling her child abroad’, since money is the only
motivation they could think of:
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‘My husband came to my mother’s place since some people told him that I sold the child. He
then complained to the police. The police came to my home and I was taken to the police
station. They inquired what happened and I explained. I told them that I gave the child to a
responsible person and I also made clear that if they wanted I could take them to the institution.
I told them: “Why should I work as day-laborer if I would have sold the child for Rs.50,000?”
Then the police shouted at my husband and told him that he should not trouble me.’
The opinion that she must have sold her child was not merely held by her in-laws. She regularly has
to, even to date, explain and defend her decision to people around her, but she says that her attempts
to receive some understanding always fail. Surrendering a child is inappropriate and considered as
an embarrassing and shameful deed. The negative connotation attached to the surrender of a child is
confirmed by Srinivasan (2006) as mentioned in her quotes: ‘Only mothers who got a child in wrong
ways will surrender. A true mother will never have the heart to do so. She will say: “If the baby is killed,
I will be upset for two days.” But this is better than thinking: “Am I a mother? I gave away my offspring!”
‘ (Srinivasan 2006: 220-221). On top of Selvi’s stigma of being a bad woman who had failed in marriage,
she was now also perceived as a bad mother who gave away her own offspring for money.136
The day I meet Selvi, her son must be 23 years old and Selvi eagerly wants him to come back
to pay her a visit. The occasion of her initiative is a media event with regard to another adopted child
who came back from a foreign country to trace his mother. The factual ins and outs accompanied by
the emotions of the boy and his mother were broadcast all over Tamil Nadu, which inflated Selvi’s
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desire. She never considered this feasible, but TV proves that a reunion with her boy is possible
indeed. She explains her motivation for approaching the institution to trace him:
‘Even now I am living in a difficult situation. It is alright if my son stays there [B: in the
country were he grew up], but he must come back at least once to Madras to meet me
since the people near my house still say that I have sold my child. I would never do so. I
would rather kill my child than sell it. So I want my son to come back to Madras to shut
up the people. I do not know where he is. I don’t know whether he is alive or dead. Also
the police men asked me if my son is still alive, but I was not able to answer this question.
If I have some contact with him, if I can just write to him… I would inform him about
family matters, for instance, if somebody of our family is getting married. If I can be in
touch with him, I would be able to invite him to visit us.’
His return is necessary for Selvi to reestablish her reputation. Selvi was not the only person who
mentioned this particular motivation. A widower who was waiting for his surrendered daughter to
come back after 15 years elucidates: ‘If you sell something, you have lost it. Somebody else becomes
the owner. But since I did not receive money for my child, my child is still mine.’137 A parent, a mother
136
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Srinivasan (2006: 220) corroborates aspects of surrendering a child in her examination on the Cradle Baby
scheme. The saying ‘we may give (children) to Yama (the Hindu God of death) but none to others (in adoption)’ is illustrative for the negative cultural meaning of surrendering.
Srinivasan (ibid.) elucidates how surrendering a child for adoption threatens a man’s image as provider
and protector.
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specifically, who relinquishes a child is perceived as a bad parent who wickedly sold her own flesh and
blood for cash and count. An adopted child who searches for the mother implies that it has not been
sold. In turn, the fact that a child has not been sold implies that it will come back.
The return of Selvi’s probably well-educated son would result in her rehabilitation. It would
restore her name and would enable her to show him with pride to people in her surrounding as
evidence of being a good mother by ‘having sent him abroad’. But Selvi’s wish for his return is also
based on a different aspect. She feels she is in the evening of her life and realizes that she needs her
son to take care of her. The gender of her child is a significant motivation in her aim to trace him. She
suffered the years of separation in shame and sadness and with his return, she would receive the
reward of this ‘investment’ since she expects him to undertake his responsibilities as a son in carrying
forward social, economic and religious traditions on behalf of her.
Chitrapathi was the extremely sad mother who expressed how she would wait for the day
that her daughter would come back to her. She was not the only mother who revealed this wish.
Other mothers, in their process of surrendering, also explicitly expressed their hope and expectations
as Selvi did retrospectively. However, Selvi’s main motive differs from Chitrapathi’s. Selvi has
experienced a severe negative reaction resulting in ridicule of her as mother and aims to redeem her
bad name. Chitrapathi, as mother of a female baby, does not mention the aspect of old age security.
She is attached to her daughter and in pain that she has lost the possibility of raising her child. She
aims to see her child back to continue her relationship and to be consoled and reassured that her
daughter is well and happy.
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Gendered reunions
Ramachandran stated that he perceived adoptive parenthood as ‘just a paperwork construction’.
The same can be concluded for surrender as well. Selvi stated that the surrender documents and its
implications were unclear to her. She signed a long time ago but still feels she is the mother of her child
and the institution recognizes her wish to reunite. The superficial clarity of a legal procedure seems to
alienate the professionals, who generally focus on legality, from the mothers who are more involved
with complicated social and emotional processes. The mothers I met felt distance with regard to this
paperwork. It did not seem to connect with their experiences. An elucidation for the mother about
the implications of a surrender document might give some insight into the consequences rationally,
but perceptions of mothers with regard to her relation with her child seem to go beyond a signature
on an official surrender document.
Mothers experience the surrendering of care of their children. The people working for the
institution where Selvi returns to trace her son, are also ambiguous in their interpretation of the
surrender deed: To some extent, the staff does recognize her as the mother of her child since they
transfer her request to her adopted son, through the old address of the adoptive parents mentioned
in the old files. Luckily this address is still valid, but after some time one staff member of the institution
informs Selvi of her son’s negative reply. He will not come back to India to fulfill his mother’s wish.
Selvi is very disappointed and angry. She does not understand why he lets her down and starts to
speculate:
‘They [B: the staff] must have told the adoptive family that I have tried to kill him as a
‘Ammā is God’

baby and these people must have informed him. That may be the reason why he does not
come back to see me. How else can a son not be willing to see his mother? It is the same
blood running in the two of us. I am sure that he still has the scent of Madras on him.’
Selvi is angry with the staff. She is also suspiciously blaming his adoptive parents for manipulating the
process since they are in a weak position. She has the same blood as the boy and the adoptive parents
may feel scared to lose the boy to his real mother. In her eyes, a mother does not become ‘ex-mother’
with a signature on a piece of paper and she is not alone in this idea. The relationship of an adoptive
mother with the child is perceived as vulnerable, culturally and emotionally. She will feel threatened
when it comes to parental claims. Indian professionals working in the field of adoption translate this
aspect into a protective policy by discouraging roots-seekers from tracing their biological mothers.
Apparently, the relationship between an adoptive parent and the surrendered child is believed to
deserve this protection. However, this policy is usually explained as being for the protection of the
biological mother.
Adoptive parenthood, or more precisely, the strength of the relationship between adoptive
mothers and their adopted children is evidently perceived as vulnerable. Yet again reality appears to
be multi-layered. Significant counter voices and paradoxical discourses do exist with regard to the
cultural meaning of adoptive parenthood. These counter voices emphasize adoptive parenthood as
a respectable and a morally superior act. The same social worker who stated ‘water is water, blood is
blood’ simultaneously acknowledged the significance of the relationship of a child with the people
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who did not give birth to it and yet raised it:
‘S: I will say the person who brought the child up has more weight, because she has
sacrificed her life for bringing up the child. O yes, she should be given more credit
than the biological families.
B: So the adoptive family gets the credits…
S: Yes, after all you can not deny that fact. You can not deny that fact.’
Suffering is inherent to motherhood and this social worker positions the adoptive mother as an
exponent of sacrifice since she sacrifices for the sake of another woman’s child. Generally, fostering
somebody else’s child is culturally perceived as a benefaction. The saying ūrāṉ piḷḷaiyai ūṭṭi valarttāl
tāṉ piḷḷai tāṉā vaḷarum means: If you feed and bring up a stranger’s child, then your own child will
grow itself. This saying implies that god will notice these alms and the benefits will result in the
biological children of the fostering parent flourishing. This expression points, for instance, to
fostering a husband’s first wife’s child. Fostering a stepchild is not similar to adoption. Yet it also
reflects how parental responsibilities and care for somebody else’s child are perceived and valued.
Adoption deserves gratefulness and ought to be protected by professionals working in the field of
adoption. This ‘credit’ for adoptive care, as the social worker puts it, is also mentioned by surrendering
mothers:
‘C: I think that adopted children will feel that they [B: the adoptive parents] are greater
than the biological parents because the children are in their family.(..) I saw this in my
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own village. When a boy grows up in somebody else’s house he will say to the parent:
“You only gave birth to me but they have brought me up and cared for me. What
have you done for me?” The child will ask this question.’
Regularly, surrendering mothers said they feel apprehensive that their surrendered child will accuse
her of motherly carelessness. First, she has failed as a daughter by losing her chastity with all its severe
consequences and in her attempt to confine this damage through relinquishing her child, she again
fails, but this time as a mother. After all, motherhood means sacrificing, investment in her child in
complicated circumstances and if necessary, against all odds. A mother who relinquishes her child
lacks this motherly commitment and many mothers are painfully aware of this failure. Subsequently,
they expect their children to feel rejected and may therefore blame its mother. An adoptive mother
fulfilled the role as a good mother, whereas the real mother failed to do so. For her care, an adoptive
mother will be recompensed with the child’s loyalty and for the same reason, she deserves other
people’s esteem.
A mother who surrenders her child feels shame about failing as mother, but even more
prevalent during interviews was the shame about the premarital origin of the child. Questions about
the illegitimate status also caused apprehensive feelings in facing the child. Rosemary reveals:
‘If my child comes to know that she is adopted, she should not feel that she is born out of
wedlock because this will make her feel that she was unwanted. If my child would come
back to me, I would rather prefer to watch my child from a distance, without her seeing me.’
Rosemary feels too embarrassed to discuss face to face with her child her child’s illegitimate status
because such a rejection would be too hurtful for her child. However, I noticed between the lines that
she found an open confrontation embarrassing for herself too.
Selvi was searching for her child who was born within wedlock. She did not need to face a
child who could raise questions with regard to his mother’s sexual morals. Besides, she was searching
for a son. Obviously, she wanted to straighten out her stigma as bad mother, but she also had plans with
regard to her son, presumably well educated in this rich country, taking his economic responsibilities
to take care of his mother in old age, as well as his religious duties during her funeral.
Chitrapathi is grieving about losing the care for her baby girl, and says she will be waiting for
a reunion. Losing a girl child comes with different emotions as compared to losing a boy child, and so
does the wish to be reunited. Even Rosemary, in spite of her anxiety caused by shame, expressed her
desire to see her child. Most unmarried women expressed their desire to meet their children in future.
In their words: ‘I want to forget the bad things that have happened to me but I cannot forget the fact
that I gave birth to a child who is growing up somewhere else. I love to see my child at any point of
time.’ Statements like ‘how can a mother forget about a child she gave birth to’ or ‘I carried this child
for ten months’ were used to underline why mothers would love to meet their children in future.
Some mothers emphasized that their circumstances as unmarried mothers were the reason
to refuse a reunion in spite of their desire. But many mothers explained that they would make up
some excuses to their family or future family-in-law to be able to meet the child in case it would
approach the institution to trace her. Apparently, love for a surrendered child and shame about
‘Ammā is God’
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the circumstances of conception or about failing as mother are the leading themes in the lives of
surrendering mothers. This mixture resulted in different outcomes regarding the desire for a future
reunion. Simultaneously, they used to push the idea of a reunion away since most women had doubts
that the institution would be co-operative in arranging it. Institutions were mainly perceived as ‘on
the side of adoptive parents’.

Summary
Biological motherhood is extremely valuable for Tamil women since it opens the doors to ultimate
self-realization. Giving birth to a child, preferably a male child, is the main objective of a woman’s
life. Since unwanted childlessness within marriage is imputed to women only, the disclosure of
female fertility as accomplished by menarche is a celebrated prerequisite. However, the significance
of motherhood differs for individual women. Tamil society is full of internal contradictions and
ambiguities which leave space for manoeuvre. Voices do generally come with counter voices resulting
in significant possibilities for negotiations. The significance of motherhood contrasts with the severe
social stigma of unmarried mothers. This discrepancy including its subsequent room for manoeuvre
becomes visible in Chapter 4 where unmarried mothers reveal how they have managed to rear their
children.
Culturally, motherhood is perceived as sacred; it enables a woman to develop specific
powerful feelings expressed as ‘pure love’. This same love, however, forms the basis of her capacity
to suffer and sacrifice for the sake of her children. The fact that a mother shares her blood with her
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child is believed to result in a strong relatedness between mothers and children. Mother love in its
divine cultural meaning can only come from a biological mother since she is regarded as a unique
and irreplaceable person for her child. The intimate attachment inherent to this blood-relationship
is enforced by breastfeeding. The separation of mother and child therefore results in deeply rooted
pain.
Generally, motherhood is perceived as a source of pleasure and conversely, a mother
is believed to be irreplaceable for her child. Motherhood in its unconditional sense is culturally
distinguished from fatherhood. A father’s love – since it is culturally described with more temporal
reciprocal aspects – differs from sacred and unconditional love resulting in a different quality and
quantity of bonding between father and child.
An examination of how surrendering mothers perceive their mother-child relationship
gives insights and explanations into how mothers experience surrender and what they expect
afterwards with regard to their child’s relationship with the adoptive mother. Adoptive motherhood
in the sense of taking care of somebody else’s child, which is considered to be an almost superhuman
effort, deserves high credits. Caring, suffering and sacrificing for the sake of somebody else’s child
are not performances perceived as inherent to human nature. For this reason, adoptive mothering
is respected and valued. But for this same reason, since adoptive motherhood is not a natural
phenomenon, biological mothers consider themselves a threat to the adoptive parents.
In dominant discourse, Tamilians perceive adoptive motherhood as a connection which
lacks this specific attachment and affection. Biological motherhood is ever lasting; the tie can not be
broken with a legal document. Surrendering a child for adoption by signing a document is considered
an artificial construction which does not reflect the complexity of breaking the fundamental bond
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between mother and child. Adoption was labelled by an informant in this chapter as merely a
‘paperwork construction’, since from his point of view it does not represent what it pretends, namely
parenthood. From a similar point of view, the legal act of surrendering can be entitled as a paperwork
construction too.
The gender of a child determines feelings about surrendering it for adoption. Worries and
grief about a surrendered son are differentiated from worries about a surrendered daughter. Whereas
Srinivasan (2006) revealed specific child-centred anxiety about surrendering a daughter due to a girl’s
moral vulnerability if raised by strangers because of the importance of her chastity, my study reveals
in Chapter 3 how mothers who participated in my research reveal the opposite. Grief of mothers
with regard to the loss of a son was related to self-centred concerns because with the loss of her
son, the mother also loses him with his specific cultural assets regarding her economic and spiritual
future. Simultaneously, other mothers emphasized a girl’s value, her capability to develop emotional
attachment and relational skills and a boy’s supposed limitations of the same.
The gender of the child also appeared to influence motivations for reunion. Apart from these
gendered motivations, mothers unravelled personal and social reasons for a reunion. Being socially
embedded in webs of significance with its relational aspects, being the daughter of her parents,
sister of her brothers or niece of her aunts, were regularly revealed as in contrast with individual aims.
Different and contradictive individual emotions, like love, responsibilities and worries for the child,
enthusiasm and pride about the newly acquired status as mother were mixed with feelings such as
shame, responsibilities for the family’s reputation and stigmatization. Depending on where a mother
positions herself and taking into account that her priorities and perceptions will change over time,
mothers were able to express their usually deepest wish to meet the relinquished child.
The significance of mother-daughter relationships determines a mother’s feelings with
regard to the relinquishment of a son or daughter, but this mother also has a mother herself. The
significance of this grandmother of the unborn or newborn baby, with her daughter as an embodiment
or extension of herself, distinguishes her involvement with her daughter’s illegitimate pregnancy.
Chapter 3 reveals the roles of fathers, sisters and brothers in the decision-making process, but the
role of the mothers’ mother appears to be specific. The specific mother-daughter unity appears to
result sometimes in mothers deciding for their daughters as far as unwed daughters’ pregnancies
are concerned. Apparently, within this relationship, boundaries between bodies and responsibilities
become blurred.
Since biological mothers recognize themselves as the only true mother, they are
consequently supposed to be a threat to the adoptive relationship. Practically institutions were
presumed by surrendering mothers to be ‘on the side’ of adoptive parents. For this reason, reunions
were often not considered real possibilities. Paradoxically, these same institutions defended their
policy in preventing reunions by claiming that they wanted to protect the biological mothers.
Simultaneously, they explained their obstructive attitude regarding reunions towards biological
mothers with the argument that she should not disturb her child’s life. Obviously, reunions are not a
priority for people working in the adoption field and many reunions get nipped in the bud without
consulting the directly involved biological mothers and adoptees.
Women who were known to have surrendered children for adoption were generally presumed
by their community to have received money for this transaction. This supposed commercial aspect
‘Ammā is God’
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consequently resulted in ridicule and stigmatization as bad mothers. For these mothers, reunions
imply rehabilitation and gaining respect. If you have sold something, you have truly lost it. But in legal
adoption procedures, mothers do not receive substantial amounts of money for their surrendered
children. If mothers received cash at all, this was explained to cover allowances and travel expenses.
The fact that mothers did not receive money for their surrendered children corroborates their idea
that they are still the actual mothers.
The leading thread in this chapter was that mothers experience an irreplaceable and
unbreakable connection to their child. Chitrapathi and Selvi made explicit how they believe, expect
and for different reasons hope their child to return. Implicitly many mothers made it clear that they
have surrendered merely the care of their children, not the child itself. This fact corresponds with the
hegemonic ideas about motherhood in contrast with ideas about adoptive motherhood. In the next
chapter, I will focus on one woman who is actually in the middle of a decision-making process to
surrender her child for adoption. Her experiences, nuanced with other women’s experiences, reveal
decisive factors that turn the scale.
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CHAPTER 3
Relinquishing mothers
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In this chapter, I discuss life histories and experiences of pregnant women and mothers who have one
thing in common: they relinquished their children to institutions. By signing a legal document, these
mothers gave up their children for adoption. The focus is on the process through which they came to
this decision. The formal procedure is juridical, but informally, the act reaches far beyond legalities.
What makes a mother decide to relinquish her child? What does it mean for a mother to relinquish her
child to an institution? As a counsellor, also a mother, expressed it: ‘Even a dog becomes restless if you
take away its pups. She will howl and start searching. So how will it be for a human being?’
Basically, the mothers who participated in this research shared deep sorrow and distress. Yet,
in every single interview, I was struck by the diversity and complexity of situations and dilemmas. The
differences in circumstances and situations were more evident than the similarities. For that reason, I
prefer to introduce individuals rather than ‘categories’ of women. Grounded in these representations
of individuals, some elements, aspects and mechanisms become clearly visible regarding the
decision to surrender a child for adoption. Most important is how mothers, like Sundari, driven by
contradictory emotions and conflicting loyalties swing between different prospective scenarios and
their consequences. Family prestige and shame are consistently important aspects. Time pressure
is another critical aspect that needs to be taken into account. After the discovery of the pregnancy,
time runs from one stage to the next, with specific transitions from legal to illegal abortion, from
pregnancy via confinement to the period after delivery, from motherhood to the formal surrender of
parental rights and after the surrender, a legal period of two months to reclaim a child.
In this chapter, I introduce Sundari as the protagonist. Sundari’s representation to me, my
interpretation of what she communicates and the interaction between the two of us – all these
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are as unique as any other in-depth interview between two individuals. Nevertheless, her life,
her representation and the decisive factors in her narrative underpin the chapter and I add other
women’s representations to differentiate and nuance wherever relevant. To gain insight from different
perspectives, I also include information from the perspectives of local professionals who explained
the context of controversial parenthood, reproductive health and family-planning. But first, as an
introduction to Sundari’s decision-making process, I elaborate on some relevant contextual aspects.

Family-oriented
The ‘Indian cultural context’ brings its particular tensions. This specific ‘Indian perspective’ is articulated
in Vinita Bhargava’s (2005) work. Bhargava is head of the Department of Child Development at Lady
Irwin College, University of Delhi and has been an executive member of the Coordinating Voluntary
Adoption Resource Agency, New Delhi (CVARA). In addition to her twin professional perspectives
as researcher and practitioner, she also brings her experiences and her point of view as an adoptive
parent. In her study, Bhargava presents an overview, including her interpretation, of relevant aspects
of this ‘Indian context’. Her perspective in this study derives from adoptive parenthood. It appears
contradictory to use Bhargava’s analysis of adoptive parenthood to unravel the circumstances of
biological mothers who relinquished their children for adoption. Yet, adoptive and relinquishing
mothers share a common attribute – controversial motherhood. Indeed, adoptive parenthood is the
other side of the coin for this study about mothers who give up their child. Motherhood becomes
disputable when it comes to mothering ‘somebody else’s’ child. As the word ‘somebody else’ implies,
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the biological mother is still significant. She is the other controversial mother connected to that same
child, the child she legally lost and who is mothered by another person.
Within a highly stratified and pluralistic subcontinent with over a billion citizens, it becomes
difficult to define and generalize cultural components. Yet Bhargava attempts to construct the cultural
meaning of ‘the Indian family’ and concludes that meaningful relationships within (extended) families
result in the subordination of individual concerns. She explores the impact of a relationship-centred
community on dilemma’s concerning parenthood and emphasizes the strongly family-oriented basis
of Indian society with respect to parenthood. She concludes: the child belongs to more people than
just the parents. According to Bhargava, this conclusion is significant to understand the perspective
of (prospective) adoptive parents. The same perspective also helps us understand a mother who
relinquishes her child.
Indian parents and their children are embedded in a cultural context where ‘individual
autonomy is subordinated to the family’s aspiration and prestige’ (2005: 59). In her exploration on
adoption, Bhargava explains that an adopted child needs to be accepted by extended family members.
‘Despite urbanization and growing individualism, family norms and expectations continue to guide
individual behaviour’ (ibid.: 79). Even today, the aim of having the children accepted in the wider
family influences the decision-making processes of prospective adoptive parents. It is important to
take a wider acceptance of children into account in the Indian context where lifecycle events illustrate
the importance of extended family members as significant performers in these rituals and customs.
The birth of a child, the adoption of a child, rearing a child as an unmarried mother and also the
surrender of a child has considerable significance for members of the extended family and the wider
community.
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Decision-makers
As a member of a wider kin community, a mother has her place in a family-hierarchy. Power differences
are inherent to any hierarchy. From a family-oriented perspective, these power differences can
have consequences regarding decision-making. Formally, the situation is clear: legally, a mother, or
if married, her husband is responsible for the decision to relinquish a child. But, given the power
hierarchy, a young unmarried woman may be forced to follow the wishes of her family authorities.
So, informally, the decision may come from a different person. A mother can be overruled in her
objections to surrender a child and also in her decision to relinquish a child. An unmarried mother, as
an individual, is formally and legally the person who decides to surrender a child for adoption or to
raise a child herself. However, in making up her mind, voices of significant kin will play a significant
role. In addition to her respect for family authorities, and loyalty to beloved ones, her economic
dependency and sense of responsibilities towards her family’s welfare and prestige may impact or
even overrule her personal wishes.
Bhargava’s study clarifies that the concept of adoption has ambiguous connotations in
Indian culture. This ambiguity plays a significant role in the decision to surrender a child for adoption.
In a situation where the relinquishment of a child is taken into consideration, the concept of shame
becomes a central notion. As elaborated in Chapter 2, on the one hand, the concept of shame sticks to
a mother and her family regarding the relinquishment of a child. How will people talk about a mother
who ‘gives a child away’ and how will a mother perceive herself after relinquishment? On the other
hand, shame is a significant notion in the acceptance of an illegitimate child. Decisions about giving
up or keeping the child in the family are a matter of choosing between different types of shame.
In the Indian context, the child belongs to a family: a child is culturally embedded in an
extended family and the wider community; and a child is significantly related to its family members.
Yet, as elaborated in Chapter 2, in this same context, the relationship of a mother and child is recognized
as particularly meaningful. For a mother, the first born child is important since it protects the mother
from being stigmatized and socially isolated, as inauspicious and ‘barren’ (malaṭi): a word with a highly
negative cultural meaning. It was also stressed in Chapter 2 that the gender of a child makes a difference.
A son or daughter evokes different anxieties and emotions. In their decision-making processes, mothers
fight paradoxical dilemmas from interwoven and confusing perspectives. Additionally, mothers need to
find their paths through conflicting powers, conflicting loyalties and different concepts of shame.

Marital status
As already mentioned in the introduction, the received wisdom over the years has been that most
surrendered and adopted children are born to unwed mothers. The Cradle Baby Scheme threw a
different light upon the marital aspects since these children were mainly surrendered after birth by
married couples, because of their gender. After leaving these parents out of this research, it is still
interesting to take a closer look at the marital status of mothers who consider relinquishing their
children. Doing so reveals a remarkable variety in marital status. As mentioned in the introduction,
I interviewed 36 mothers. Of these 36 mothers, seven relinquished their children more than 15 or
20 years ago. These seven mothers were without exception (once) married women. All of them
surrendered a child who was born within wedlock. Two of them were widows when they surrendered
their child. Two mothers were living with their husband when they relinquished the child. Three
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women left their husbands and raised their children as single parents without financial or any other
support from the father.138 These three mothers decided, independently, without the consent of the
child’s father, to relinquish their children.
Although all of these seven women who retrospectively shared their life story with me were
married, this does not mean that only married women surrendered children for adoption in the past.
Due to inadequate records and lack of relevant statistics, it is impossible to draw any conclusions about
the ratio of marital status among women who relinquished their children in those days. However, it
is not surprising that the women I met were married. This fact can be explained by the way I traced
them. Five of them were traced through the request of their biological child. As already mentioned,
NGOs refuse to trace unwed mothers but are sometimes more cooperative in searching for the child’s
roots in case the mother was married. The other two women with whom I spoke, had initiated contact
with the institution voluntarily to collect information about their relinquished children. Since these
mothers were already in contact with the NGO, I was able to approach them.
Of the 29 mothers who were in the process of surrendering, six mothers were (once) married.
They defined themselves as married and described a formal wedding occasion. Their marriages were
recognized by their parents and by the wider community. Four of these 6 mothers surrendered a child
born within wedlock. Two of them were married, but became widows. Both of them became pregnant
after the husband’s death. One of these widows hid the illegitimate status of her off-spring (a set of
twins) and her family believed that the babies were born from her husband. She manipulated reality
since she had conceived soon after her husband’s death and the twins were born prematurely.
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Another six of the 29 women described a relationship that started with a romantic love
affair. Since marriage was not approved by the family of one or both of the partners, the couple was
at variance with their family. This resulted in a separation from the original community of one or both
partners and a lack of family support. Yet, these women described an occasion when a tāli was tied
and they had lived together, in the words of one informant, ‘as husband and wife’. Nevertheless, the
marital status of these six women was not , or not entirely, recognized by the family. The staff of the
institutions and some of the women themselves revealed ambivalence about their marital status.
However, in the community where these women lived with their husbands, separated from their kin,
the marital status was a recognized fact.
One mother Rekha did not fit any of these categories, since she was once officially married
and had a child with her husband. She then separated from her husband and for more than 10 years
she had, in the words of a counsellor, ‘an illegal relationship’ with another man: her husband’s brother.
This relationship was open and two children were born from this relationship. A few years back, her
legal husband died. Hence she became a widow officially. However, her relationship with her husband’s
younger brother continued at intervals. She was in the process of surrendering the second child from
this relationship. More details about Rekha’s life are elaborated in the ‘Old age’ section of this chapter.
Sixteen (16) of the 29 mothers, who were currently in the process of relinquishing a child
to an institution, were definitely unmarried. They defined themselves as unmarried and so did their
family and the institutional employees. No tāli was ever tied. These mothers surrendered children
who were considered illegitimate since they were born out of wedlock.
138

In Chapter 1 the cultural meaning (stigmatisation) of women who leave their husbands is elaborated.
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I was surprised by the variety in the marital status of the 29 women who were in the process
of surrender. I did not have access to statistics concerning the background of mothers in the agencies.
I also did not have access to all the women residing in the institutions during the period when I
conducted my fieldwork. Staff members did not always report every admission to me immediately.
Occasionally, I came to know about admissions afterwards; apparently, some women left soon after
admission before I could approach them. Yet I know that I met most of the unmarried mothers who
were admitted during my period of fieldwork since these women usually stayed for a longer period of
time. I missed some opportunities to conduct interviews in the category of married mothers. Although
it is impossible to generalize about the ratio of married women or draw any conclusions, I do think
it is remarkable that out of 29 women who were in the process of surrendering a child for adoption,
only 16 were indisputably unwed mothers. This figure does not take into consideration children
relinquished through the Cradle Baby Scheme. These children are usually born within families where
a formally married husband and wife live together.

Statistic records
Attempts at tracing records and statistics about pregnant unmarried women and unmarried mothers
failed. At the national level as well as state level, no data regarding unmarried pregnant women
or unmarried mothers were available. Jejeebhoy reveals ‘...evidence suggests that fertility among
unmarried adolescents is increasing, particularly in urban areas’ (2000: 62). She also concludes that
little data are available and relies on observations made from hospitals and institutions. Accordingly,
I approached doctors, nurses and social workers of private clinics and government hospitals. They
sketched a numeric outline for this research and gave insights based upon their daily experiences.
A gynaecologist with a private clinic and nursing home in Chennai described a change over
the years. Since the past few years, she met pregnant college-girls and students in her practice on a
regular basis. These were well educated young women, sometimes accompanied by their boyfriends.
These women had access to information concerning reproductive health. This doctor noticed
an improved awareness about reproductive health and sexuality due to access to information via
internet and communication through TV serials. She mentioned: ‘These girls are aware of possibilities
to terminate a pregnancy and have money to get it done in a private clinic.’ Only rarely did she see
cases where the pregnancy had progressed beyond the limit for legal abortion139. She explained:
‘Only middle- and upper-class educated girls come to my practice. You can find these cases beyond
the limit for legal abortion more often in Government Hospitals.’ She pointed at the difference in
educational and financial background of women who visit a private practice or women who have to
rely on free services.
Dr. Anandhi, a researcher in Women Studies, did not agree entirely with the generalizations
of this gynaecologist. She discovered a preference for private practitioners among lower-middle and
lower class young unmarried women working in pharmaceutical and export companies also. This
is because Government Hospital staff work strictly with formal procedures and tend to lecture an
unmarried pregnant woman about morality.140
139

According to the MTP Act (1971), a pregnancy can be terminated upto 20 weeks. Where the pregnancy
exceeds 12 weeks, it needs authorisation from two registered practitioners.
140 Sheela Rani Chunkath (1998) describes how Muthumariammal, an unmarried pregnant young woman, 
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A staff member of a Family Planning Unit in a Government Hospital said that on average,
one unmarried pregnant woman visited the hospital each day. About four or five out of six can have a
legal abortion. Approximately, one unmarried woman per week has a pregnancy that has progressed
beyond 20 weeks. A social worker in another Government Hospital Family Planning Unit counted 15
cases of unmarried pregnant women in her records in one month. Out of these 15 women, nine went
for a legal abortion and two children were relinquished. About the other four women, she could only
speculate since they left the hospital and never came back. The profile of the unmarried pregnant
woman is described and (re)confirmed by different professionals as ‘poor, without sex-education,
“village girls”, teenage, export company, cheated with false marriage promises by a boy who is slightly
higher educated and wearing modern pants, negotiating sexuality and material exchange, misled by
television serials’. To summarize, exact data about the number of premarital pregnancies were not
available. Yet, in and around Chennai, doctors and social workers in private practices and government
hospitals meet unmarried pregnant young women on a daily basis. Most of these women undergo
abortions, but each week, a few unmarried women are informed about the possibility of relinquishing
a child or are referred to an adoption agency.

Protagonist
Sundari, the protagonist of this chapter, was an unmarried pregnant woman when I met her. For
nine months from the discovery of her pregnancy until she relinquished her child, she was hiding
in an institution with a licence for adoption. She is intelligent and very well able to reflect upon her
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situation. She is capable of expressing complex mixed feelings and conflicting interests. During her
long stay in an institution, she cooperated with three formal interviews: two during her pregnancy
and one after giving birth to her daughter, before leaving the institution. During these interviews, she
revealed her decision-making processes over time. In addition to these formal interviews, I regularly
chatted with her on an informal basis and I observed her while she interacted with others and, after
giving birth, in the presence of her baby.
The dilemmas which Sundari exposed and the aspects that are crucial in her narratives
are also reflected in different ways in interviews with other women. As one of my key informants,
she exposes explicitly how, with what and with whom a Tamil woman struggles while deciding to
relinquish her child.

Sundari
When I first meet Sundari, I see a young woman in her early twenties. She is wearing a half-sari
combination in lilac and purple colours. The shawl matches her skirt well and her hair is beautifully
collected in a loose braid. Some playful small curls of new hair frame her open face. She is wearing large
gold-plated earrings. The earrings highlight her smooth brown skin and emphasize her expressive deep
dark eyes. The first day, I introduce myself and ask her name. Just as I am inquisitively observing her, she
is looking at me curiously. Her smile strikes me and I immediately feel sympathy for this young woman.
In the weeks that follow, we are friendly and have small chats while passing each other in the corridors.
is denied access to MTP due to formalities, attitude and policy of Government services and lack of finances
to pay a professional private practitioner. An ‘intervention’ executed by a quack leads to Muthumariammal’s death.
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As weeks pass by, Sundari seems to be comfortable in the institutional setting. Her
pregnancy is showing more obviously and I feel it is time to invite her for an interview. On the planned
day, Florina and I walk through the institution to trace Sundari. We find her playing with the babies
in the baby section. I expected to find her in the baby room since I had already noticed her playful
involvement with the babies. She usually spends her days assisting the āyās in caring for a group of
older babies. This day also, we find her with a baby on her lap. Her responsive and loving attitude
towards this baby makes me nervous. Obviously, she sincerely cares for these children. How will she
feel about losing her own baby? The ten-month old girl child sitting on her lap, starts crying in protest
when Sundari puts her aside and gets up to join us.
Through informal ‘channels’ within the institution, Sundari is already informed about the
purpose of my stay and agrees to participate in this research. The three of us settle on a mat on
the floor in a separate room. The room is far from any potential eavesdroppers and gives us the
opportunity to talk freely. After an introduction from my side, Sundari starts describing her life with
a slight hesitation. However, she soon overcomes her shyness and seems more comfortable sharing
her life story. For more than an hour, she reveals what has happened in her life, every now and then
interrupted by Florina or myself with a question.
Sundari is 22 years old. Her family belongs to the Christian Nadar community from the deep
south of Tamil Nadu. Currently, the family lives in Chennai but most of her kin still reside in the southern
part of the state. Sundari’s father also resides in his native village, taking care of some property. The
marriage of her parents did not work out well. After too many quarrels, her father left Chennai for his
native place and only joins his wife, three daughters and son occasionally during festivals. Formally,
he is the head of his family. Yet, he is not much in charge when it comes to family decisions. Sundari’s
mother is the ‘Meenakshi’141 of the family and manages the family according to her standards. Her
husband’s approval of her decisions is merely a formality: he ‘rubberstamps’ whatever she decides.
At school, Sundari was a bright pupil. After she attained puberty, her mother decided that
she had been educated enough. The family had trouble making ends meet and Sundari’s schooling
was adding to the financial burden. But some other family members did not have the same opinion.
Sundari’s father’s elder brother objected. He observed his niece’s school results and recognized her
intellectual skills. He convinced his sister-in-law about the value of good education and also offered
to pay for it. Sundari’s mother agreed and she moved in with her aunt and uncle down south to finish
her education.
The day Sundari passed her 10th standard exams, her mother decided that her studies
definitely should end. Sundari’s mother had different priorities. She thought it was time to get her
daughter settled in marriage. Again the same uncle objected, but this time Sundari’s mother was firm.
She requested her brother-in-law to send the girl back to Chennai.
Through advertisements Sundari’s mother started searching for a suitable marriage
141

I have borrowed this entitlement from Daniel who describes marriage in Tamil culture as a problem of
conflicting models. Daniel mentions one model as the ‘Meenakshi Code for Conduct’. Meenakshi is a
goddess with a huge temple in Madurai. Madurai is a city which Tamilians immediately associate with
Meenakshi. Hence the ‘Meenakshi Code for Conduct’ means that while observing the male dominance
‘for the sake of etiquette, the wife is enjoined to control her husband and make all the major decisions in
the family’ (1980: 71).
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alliance and came to know about a suitable groom. She was pleased with this specific alliance. The
man is from the right community, a Christian Nadar, and has a ‘good family background’. The man’s
M.Phil. degree will be a good match for Sundari’s education. Other significant criteria, like property,
seem to be satisfying as well. Since dowry is important in Sundari’s community, her mother started
negotiating the wedding arrangements and settlements with the young man’s parents. Apparently,
the negotiations went smoothly resulting in a dowry agreement of 15 sovereigns of gold plus, in
Sundari’s words, ‘some money’ and half the wedding expenses. Sundari’s mother was very excited
about her success in finding her daughter a suitable groom and her aim was to get this second
daughter settled in marriage as soon as possible.
In the meanwhile, Sundari found herself a job in an Export Company at the outskirts of
Chennai. In this Export Company, she was employed as a tailor. Here she met a 25-year-old mechanic.
They worked physically very close. Closer than appropriate in Tamil customs where boys and girls,
men and women are usually separated from the opposite sex in schools, public transport, queues,
etcetera. But Export Companies do not observe these culturally determined rules and restrictions.
Women and men usually work physically close together on the work floor and so do Sundari and her
male colleague.142 Spending working hours together, they started chatting. With time, they became
more intimate. Regularly, he walked her home after work. Not all the way of course: she had to be
careful since nobody should see her in the company of a strange man. In this period, they also planned
to start dating. But how do you date if your mother is in control of every move you make? Sundari
started lying to her mother about the Export Company’s request to work overtime on Sundays. These
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were the days that Sundari and her lover were able to meet on the beach. For one year, they were
romantically in love and also had sex on a regular basis.
They discussed marriage and dreamt about a future together. The man said he would be
able to marry her after his sister’s wedding. This was acceptable and understandable for Sundari since
a good brother should settle his sister first before fulfilling his personal wedding dreams. His family
did not raise any problems concerning his choice. According to Sundari, his parents knew about his
love for her and approved of the marriage.
However, the situation in Sundari’s family was more complicated and Sundari was aware
that she was in trouble. She realized that her mother had different plans for her. She was also aware
of the fact that she was not supposed to select her own groom and moreover, the man she is in love
with will never be acceptable to her mother because he belongs to an unacceptable community: he
is SC143. Sundari explains:
‘All my family members marry within our caste. People from my caste are very particular
about that. Throughout we have married within the caste. Besides, he is a low caste boy.’
His caste background is not the only problem. In addition to that, he is from the ‘wrong religion’: he
is Hindu. Conversion to Christianity through marriage is not a hindrance among Tamilians in the case
142

143

Anandhi (2005) articulates aspects of policy against love affairs within Export Companies and Pharmaceutical Companies. She also describes cases of sexual abuse caused by power differences between supervisors (males) and ‘their’ supervised unmarried girls who are mainly employed as contract labourers.
S.C. as an abbreviation is often used orally and stands for Scheduled Caste.
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of desirable marriage alliances. However, for Sundari’s lover, this is not an option since the caste issue
will be insurmountable for Sundari’s family. Sundari’s mother is very keen on finding an appropriate
husband for Sundari since things are not running smoothly in the family.
A few years ago, Sundari’s elder sister was settled in marriage but the arrangements had
some hindrances to overcome. It was negotiated that Sundari’s sister should convert from Roman
Catholic into C.S.I. (Church of South India). Sundari’s family was pleased with the alliance and eager
to get the girl married. They were more than willing to give in to this demand: not only the girl but
the whole family converted into Protestantism. But the marriage did not work out. After enormous
quarrels and misunderstandings, the girl was sent back to her mother’s place. This turned out to be
extremely awkward for this traditional Tamil family. Having a vāḻāveṭṭi in the house will make it very
difficult to find a respectable groom for unmarried sisters. For this reason, Sundari’s mother was very
pleased with the suitable groom she found for Sundari. Sundari was aware that she was destroying
her mother’s plans and realized that there is no chance of getting her mother’s approval when she
has selected a man from the SC caste.
As time passed by, Sundari realized that she had missed her periods. Realizing that she may
be pregnant, she visited the doctor connected to the Export Company where she worked. This doctor
comforted her and sent her away with a prescription for de-worming tablets. Yet her periods did
not start. She became anxious and thoughts about being pregnant ran through her mind. This idea
distressed her and Sundari revealed her worries to her elder sister: the secret about her love-affair
and her delayed menstruation. Her sister immediately informed their mother and from this moment
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onwards, Sundari’s life turned into chaos.
Her mother was extremely upset. She shouted, cried and physically ill-treated her daughter.
After her first emotional outbursts were spent, she inquired about the father of the child. Sundari
described his merits and tried to present an acceptable background of her lover: his education up
to +2 and his appropriate social class. But her mother was far from impressed. Instantly, she rejected
Sundari’s requests and arguments to arrange a marriage with him. The man’s SC background turns
out to be the insurmountable factor. Her mother decided to continue negotiations with the groom
selected from the advertisements. She informed this family that she needed some more time to
arrange money for dowry by selling some land. The groom’s family accepted her excuse and wedding
arrangements were postponed.
Sundari’s mother opted for an abortion. Immediately, she prepared a bag to visit the
Government Hospital in their native area in the southern part of the state. But the visit was
disappointing. Two doctors confirmed that it was too late for a legal abortion. In addition, both
reacted angrily to the delay. They blamed Sundari’s mother for raising an immoral daughter:
‘Look what kind of daughter you have given birth to!’
The women then remember the NGO which provided shelter for unwed mothers in an area where the
family was once residing. They returned to Chennai and her mother admitted Sundari to this institution
the same night. Sundari described the in-take procedure as an exchange between her mother and
the counsellor. Sundari listened to her life story as represented by her mother. Sundari’s mother
expressed her anger and explained that she wants to continue with the wedding arrangements. She
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requested the institution to hide her daughter for two weeks after delivery of the child. The counsellor
advised Sundari’s mother to surrender the child for adoption and Sundari’s mother felt this was an
appropriate solution since time was running out and the groom was waiting.
Sundari submissively listened to the discussions. Since she acted immorally, she is not in a
position to interfere. She knows she is supposed to stay quiet and the only thing she can do is listen
submissively. Yet nobody can stop her from thinking and this interview offers her the first opportunity
to present her view. She expressed her doubts about the prudence of her mother’s decision:
‘My mother thinks that once the child is born everything will be over. But I am not so
sure about this. I will have stretch marks on my skin. Only mothers have these stretch
marks caused by pregnancy. (…) My mother will not inform my future in-laws about
what happened in my life. But I think that is not good. What will happen if they suspect
something after marriage, and what will I say to them? There will be fights. I am afraid.
(…) I hope they won’t find out but this hope is against my better judgement. (...) I do not
believe in this marriage but my mother is forcing me. The only hope I have is my belief in
God.’
Sundari feels it is inappropriate and impossible to raise her voice against her mother. She feels
extremely guilty (maṉacāṭci uṟuttiyatu) about upsetting her mother with her obscene behaviour
(aciṅkam) bringing shame (veṭkam) upon her and she desperately strives to make up for it:
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‘From now onwards, I want to do what my mother tells me to. It is because I did not listen
to my mother that I am deeply troubled now. She always instructed me not to talk with
boys. Since I ignored her advice, I ended up in this situation. I think it is a waste that I live. It
is better if I were dead. (…) Here in India it is not good, it is not chaste if this happens to a
girl. Every time my mother cries. But she always says that she will stand by me.’
After admitting her five-month pregnant daughter in the institution, the mother left. After this day,
her mother did not visit her for more than two months. About a month and a half before the due
date, she showed up. During this visit also, she spent all her time talking to the counsellor. The only
attention that Sundari received from her mother was a thrashing:
‘She did not speak much to me. She only shouted to me for bringing a bad name to the
family. She was beating me.’
Her mother is an important person in Sundari’s life. However, Sundari shows ambivalence in describing
her relationship with her mother.
‘Whenever my mother gets angry, she shouts at me. Even before my problems (B: the
pregnancy) started, she regularly blamed me for things and said words like: “Why are you
here? Get out of the house!” She used to shout like this from time to time. In my family,
there is no affection between one another. Everybody minds his or her own business.’
Once a mother

In the first hour of this interview, I can see Sundari trying very hard to accept her mother’s decision
to relinquish the child. However, the character of the interview and also Sundari’s attitude change
remarkably when I finally offer her an opportunity to ask me some questions. She visibly perks up
and twists the roles. Apparently, Sundari realizes that this interview is also an opportunity for her to
inquire about formalities and procedures. From that moment, she becomes the person who is asking
the questions. She starts to inquire about formalities regarding surrender- and adoption-procedures.
The first question she asks is about her baby: ‘Will they raise my child here, or will it go to any other
place?’ I answer that the baby will stay in the institution for at least two months since this is the
time available to her as a mother to reclaim her child. ‘How long will my baby stay here before it
will be given to adoptive parents? What will happen if I reclaim my child? Do I need to pay to get
my child back? Can I visit my child if it is placed for adoption?’ She is asking many questions but the
leading thread running through her questions is her fear for the neglect of her child. Apparently, she
is uncertain that her child will be given good care:
‘Sometimes people who should give care to somebody else’s children do not care for the
children properly. They may ill-treat my baby. That is the reason that I prefer to see my
child and to keep in touch with my child.’
Since baby rooms are near the section where she is residing, Sundari has observed how babies are
taken care of. Clearly, she is not happy with the idea of handing over her baby to the care of āyās. She
is convinced that there is a difference in the quality of her personal care as a mother and the care of
women employed to look after children. In the long term, after placement in an adoptive family, she
is worried about the well-being of her child. She is not convinced that her child will be in good hands.
Adoptive care does not fit in her frame of reference regarding motherhood. From her perspective as
a mother, she prefers to control the care and the policy regarding her relinquished child.
In answer to her questions, I provide Sundari with formal information about adoption
procedures. Since she is especially interested in hearing about possibilities to maintain contact with
her child, I provide her with the official guidelines concerning biological parents who aim to retain or
reclaim their child. Implicitly, she communicates the assumption that relinquishment is compulsory
and I explain to her that she has a legal right to retain her child since she has not signed any legal
document yet. I also share with her information about her right to reclaim her child within 60 days
after signing a legal document. I advise her to approach a social worker to discuss her dilemmas or
to get more information. As Sundari listens to my answers, I can see something is happening in her
mind. Apparently, she is confused by the information that I give and I observe that her submissive and
obedient attitude is vanishing. It is only in the second interview that I become aware of my role in her
decision-making process: through the information that I provide her, she starts considering different
scenarios.

Two unwelcome scenarios
The second interview is only a few weeks later. Sundari has still not given birth and her belly has
grown. The conversation starts spontaneously and Sundari explicitly expresses that she is in two
minds about the decision to surrender her child for adoption:
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‘Sometimes I feel like keeping the child with me. But at other moments, I think it is better
to leave it here and continue my life without the baby.’
She explains that she is scared she will be expelled from her family in any case. Even after relinquishment,
she is not confident about her mother’s willingness to welcome her back in the family:
‘S: If they keep the child here for six months, I have a chance to ask my child back (..) in
case my family members start quarrelling with me I am at risk of being thrown out.
Then I can come back here, take my child back and stay alone with my child.(..) I can
go back to the Export Company. The company has a crèche for children. I can leave
my child there in daytime and work. (..)
B: Do you know any other woman who is having a child without having been married?
S: There is a woman living next door to our house. She has given birth to a child before
she got married. She looks after it herself.
B: What do you think?
S: Then I felt sorry for her and I thought “why did she do like this?” but right now I think
in the same way as her. If there is a fight in my house and they expel me, I can also
take my child and raise it myself in my own place.
B: How is the woman managing?
S: Her baby is two years old. She is leaving her child in the crèche and goes for her job in
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the Export Company. She has rented a house and stays alone. Nobody speaks badly
about her.
B: You have explained to me why people speak badly about unmarried mothers. Why
not for this woman?
S: They would have spoken bad about her but I never heard anything like that.
B: If you like to admit your child in a crèche they won’t ask questions about the father?
S: That will not be a problem. They will never ask whose child it is. They just take the
child to look after.
B: What about renting a house? You explained to me why unwed mothers find
difficulties to rent a house.
S: If they ask any questions I can tell them that he has gone out of station for work
or something like that. This woman also said to the house owner that her husband
is working abroad. She is from a different area and came to our area to stay with
her child. Nobody knows about her. Only I know that the man left her since we
sometimes talk to each other.
B: If this is really what you prefer to do, what makes you listen to your mother?
S: It will embarrass my mother if I take my child. My mother has told the people in our
neighbourhood that I went back to our village. If I come back with a child, everybody
will talk badly about us. But even if I go home without my child, there are chances
that problems will come up in my house. If the fights start, I will come back [B: to
this institution]. I will collect my child and stay somewhere else in a different area of
Chennai where people do not know about me.(..)’
Once a mother

Sundari has made up her mind. If she gets expelled by her family, she will reclaim her baby. Similarly,
in case of continuation of marriage arrangements with the man her mother has selected for her,
she will reclaim her baby if she is expelled from her marital home. If her mother succeeds and the
wedding is organized, she is quite sure that her secret will be disclosed. She expects to get expelled
by her cheated husband-to-be and wants to reclaim her baby afterwards. With her baby, she will
settle independently. Her major concern for this latter scenario is time. I informed her about the legal
procedure. Formally, she has two months to reclaim her baby, but she thinks that six months is more
appropriate for her. She thinks she needs six months to reconsider after leaving the institution. Not
withstanding the official two months, she is convinced that the child will be given back to her if it is
not yet placed in an adoptive family. But time is putting pressure on her. She just hopes that the child
will stay in the institution for an adequate period: till her life is stabilized either in her mother’s place
or in the household of her husband-to-be.
Remarkably Sundari never considers raising her child with her SC boyfriend, the father of
her child. When I ask her about this unmentioned option, she explains that she feels insecure about
him. She describes how he, all of a sudden, has lost any contact with her. He is not aware about her
situation which changed rapidly after her mother’s involvement. She thinks that he will feel that she
must have ditched him. Suddenly she disappeared without his knowledge. She is sure he must have
inquired among her friends, but he has no chance of tracing her since she was not able to inform
anybody. Initially, Sundari had informed him about her pregnancy. He told her then not to worry and
assured her that he would share the responsibility. But since she has left him uninformed, and he has
lost all participation in the decision-making. Immediately after informing her mother, she, and her
boyfriend, have lost all control. Her mother took over. Sundari reckons that he must have excluded
her from his future plans. Retrospectively, she even starts doubting his intentions:
‘Maybe he was cheating me.(..) His parents know about me and agreed upon marriage.
So if his parents approve, why should he postpone? Indeed he has his sister who should
marry first, but I am not sure about him anymore. Maybe he is in love with somebody
else.(..) Not that he or his friends told me, but I just think it may be like that.’
Sundari seems keen to avoid any insecure components while considering different future scenarios.
She expresses that she has no intention of searching for him after going home. Apparently, she does
not feel she can involve him again. But if the initiative comes from him, she will reconsider:
‘If we have severe quarrels in my family and he comes to my house in search of me, I will leave home
and go with him.’

Decisive factors
The decisive factor in Sundari’s decision-making process is basically the importance of her relationship
with her mother and, derived from this relationship, the caste issue. Sundari’s mother rejects the
child born before her daughter’s marriage. A marriage with the father of the child is not an option
for Sundari’s mother since the caste difference is insurmountable. Sundari feels loyal towards her
mother. Her feelings of guilt about bringing shame upon her family press her to obey her mother
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and to acquiesce to everything that her mother decides. Financially, Sundari is confident that she can
manage as a single parent. But socially and emotionally, she is dependent upon her family. She has
been disloyal to her mother. Another treachery by choosing to keep her child or running away with
her boyfriend will increase her guilt to unbearable levels. Her priority is to rehabilitate herself as a
daughter and since her child is not accepted by her mother, she pays the price despite anxiety about
handing over her child to strangers.
But the child has not been born yet. When Sundari elaborates her plans in this second
interview, she is still pregnant. On that occasion, her baby is still an abstraction and not a child of flesh
and blood. How will she look upon her situation after giving birth? She predicts that the delivery will
bring her to a different state of mind. Now she feels stigmatized as an immoral unwed pregnant girl
since her pregnancy is associated with her uncontrolled sexuality.144 But after delivery, she will be the
mother of a child:
‘For my mother and the other people in my family, it will not make any difference. For
myself, however, I predict that the gossips and bad talking of people will hurt me less with
my baby in my arms.’
After delivery releases her from her shameful pregnancy, she expects that the child and her own
motherly feelings will give her more strength to carry the burden of a social stigma. Sundari believes
that motherhood will provide her with strength to face society. She prioritizes her rehabilitation
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within her family and considers the possibility of being expelled by her mother. With this scenario
in mind, she calculates and hopes to be in time to reclaim her child. She will then opt for the second
best: a life as single mother.
After this second interview, we occasionally meet informally during my visits to the
institution. Sometimes we chat while playing with the babies. She gives me the impression that she
feels more unperturbed about her personal circumstances. She is integrated in the daily routine of
the institutional community and develops several friendships with āyās and other residing women.
However, occasionally, I catch her staring aimlessly. During quiet moments, when Sundari is thrown
upon her own resources, I can see many thoughts running through her mind. And I ask myself: ‘How
will it feel to be in a position to relinquish a child while surrounded by deserted and unwanted babies
suffering from neglect and craving for attention?’ All alone, Sundari is facing an impossible choice
between two wretched scenarios.

An auspicious pregnant woman
Early one morning, about two weeks after this second interview with Sundari, my telephone rings.
It is Shanti’s uncle and he invites me to attend the pregnancy function of his niece. Tamil culture is
famous for its cultural practices surrounding every life-cycle event. Within extended families, hardly
a week can pass by without a special occasion or function for one of the members. Tamilians believe
greatly in hospitality and easily invite foreign guests for functions. Hence it was not my personal
144

For married women also, pregnancies get associated with sexuality. Anandhi (2005) corroborates in her
narratives that after their wives conceive, husbands regularly passed obscene comments regarding their
pregnant wife’s sexuality, for instance, by aggressively denying their fatherhood.
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merit to be invited on a regular basis. People around me made it possible for me to attend functions
regarding marriage preparations. I was invited for many weddings by people of different communities
and religions. I even attended several puberty functions. Yet I was waiting for quite a while to join
a pregnancy function. So when I received the invitation to attend Shanti’s pregnancy rituals, I was
excited.
This pregnancy function, officially known as cīmantam and regularly called vaḷaikāppu,145
is an exceptional opportunity since Shanti is a Saiva Brahmin woman. I was repeatedly told about
customs and rituals that almost every community, including Christians, practice in the area where
I stayed. But this Brahmin community is particular about extended performances and will give
me the opportunity to observe a variety of significant rituals. It is important for me to attend this
function to understand the cultural significance of the first pregnancy. Several Tamil mothers around
me explained the importance of a first pregnancy. Some of them described to me almost weddinglike functions to celebrate the occasion. Anthropological studies also demonstrate the cultural
significance of pregnancies in general and the first pregnancy in particular (Dumont 1986, Van Hollen
2003, Trawick 1990). Yet my impressions were distorted by the perspective of my research. I only meet
women who are distressed by pregnancies: sad or at least in two minds.
I know Shanti since almost two years. She is living with her in-laws in an area close to where
I am staying. More than a year ago, I attended her wedding with my family. The marriage was grand
and soon afterwards blessed: Shanti conceived. But this first pregnancy ended in a miscarriage.
Her miscarriage had a great impact. Not only Shanti, her husband and in-laws became anxious.
Her parents were also aware of the importance of her becoming pregnant. Shanti was raised by an
aunt and uncle who suffered tremendously since their marriage was not blessed with children. The
consequences of barrenness were felt by Shanti and her family through this beloved couple. Hence
Shanti’s healthy second pregnancy relieved this anxious family. Shanti’s in-laws planned the function
in the ninth month.
They invited me three months before the date of the function. So, for three months, I kept
that particular day free to join this comprehensive Brahmin performance. But three days before the
actual date of the planned function, I have a major hitch: my menstruation starts. For a minute, I
consider concealing this fact. Yet I do not feel comfortable about cheating. So I honestly inform
Shanti’s aunt about my tī ṭṭu. Unfortunately her answer is firm: In this state of impurity, I am not
welcome to join the ceremony. Forced to acquiesce to the fact that I am going to miss this function, I
make new plans for the day.
Yet Shanti’s uncle calls me early morning by phone. Apparently, he does not agree with his
wife’s decision against my presence. At 5 o’clock in the morning, at the auspicious time when the
vaḷaikāppu had started, he noticed that I was not present. On inquiry, he came to know about his
wife’s decision. There must have been some dispute. He called me with the words: ‘No reason to stay
away. You will not spoil anything.’ He warmly invites me to come over as soon as possible. His only
request is that I stay out of the room where the hōmam 146 is prepared. I am confused and have mixed
A central activity of the cīmantam function is the placing of neem and glass bangles on both arms of the
pregnant woman: ‘For this reason many used the term “vaḷaikāppu” rather than “cīmantam” to refer to the
ritual as whole. Some used both terms interchangeably’ (Van Hollen 2003: 90).
146 A hōmam is a sacrificial fire to perform pūjai by invoking Agni - the God of fire.
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feelings about his invitation. Yet I quickly wash my hair and body (a cleansing ritual essential to rid
myself of the impurities of a menstrual period) and jump into a passing autorickshaw to arrive at the
place as quickly as possible.
When I arrive at the house in the Brahmin area, I can see a garden full of people chatting
and drinking coffee. The nice characteristic sound of a vīṉai reaches my ears and I can see a few
young girls gathered around the girl who is playing the instrument. Since I am three hours late, the
guests have a coffee break. One aunt welcomes me warmly and offers me a cup of coffee which
underscores the Brahmin reputation for preparing superb filter coffee. ‘The bangle-ceremony is
already finished,’ the aunt informs me. But she is willing to update me. With pride she explains all that
happened before I came. She explains to me the importance of the bangle ceremony performed by
cumaṅkali ’s. She systematically describes how, why and by whom the girl received bangles on both
arms. She emphasizes the importance of the protecting powers of the goddess Cakti for mother and
child and how Cakti in this function is represented in a twig of the Neem tree as the first bangle on the
pregnant girl’s arms. She explains the importance of golden bangles because of its material value and
the importance of glass bangles since glass bangles are considered to be very auspicious. She also
stresses how the rituals and blessings are extended to one other woman who is eager to conceive.
It takes about ten minutes for the aunt to describe the comprehensive and significant rituals
which were performed before I arrived.147 In the meanwhile, I observe the relaxed and happy crowd.
The atmosphere reminds me of a wedding. People are carefully dressed and the pregnant woman
looks like a bride. She is beautifully dressed in a colourful green maṭicār 148 sari and decorated with
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jewels and flowers. People are happily chatting and laughing, occasionally drowning out the sweet
tunes of the vīṉai. In the meanwhile, I can see priests inside the house preparing the hōmam. Finally,
the father-to-be is invited to sit with the priests around the hōmam. The priest recites mantras and
the young man follows the priest’s instructions. After a while, Shanti is invited to take her place on a
stool outside. Her husband carries a jar containing blessed water and with a big plunge, he pours this
water on her head. Shanti is soaked and everybody is laughing. Wet from top to bottom, she goes
inside to change her sari. After this ritual bath, she is invited to take her place next to her husband to
perform the rituals.
In the meanwhile, I spot one of my friends. As a non-Brahmin, she is willing to share her
interpretations with me: ‘After this function, before going to her mother’s place, she will stay for one
more night with her husband.’ Another woman adds: ‘Because this last night is just like the first night
after marriage.’ My friend nods her head politely and whispers as soon as the other woman is outside
earshot: ‘After that she has to eat lots of curd.’ She smiles and continues: ‘To cool her down during her
husband’s absence.’ She adds an evocative wink, alluding to the pregnant woman’s sexuality.
My friend occasionally shares her jokes with me about Brahmins and their preoccupation
147

In the context of the research question, it takes too far to describe the details of this function. For elaboration on this ritual see Dumont 1986, Trawick 1990 and Van Hollen 2003.
148 ‘The maṭicār is the style in which the sari is worn by the Brahmin community in Tamil Nadu. In ancient
days, this was the mandatory style in which the sari was supposed to be worn by a woman after her marriage, but today, to suit modern trends, yet accommodate traditions, the maṭicār is worn by women on
selected festive occasions and while witnessing ceremonies. Normally saris are six yards in length, but
since the maṭicār is worn in a different style, one requires a nine yards sari to wear it’ (2005-08-29: www.
absoluteastronomy.com/encyclopedia/m/ma/madisaar.htm).
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with the control of female sexuality. Her personal experiences with sex and sexuality have been
regular subjects of our conversations. The first time she did so, I was surprised by her explicitness
regarding sex, but in course of time, I got used to it and appreciated our sharing and giggling
moments regarding this subject.
I am still in this cheerful mood when I notice one of the orphanage āyās entering the place.
She has just finished her night shift and on her way home, she came to tell me the latest news: that
same early morning Sundari went to the government hospital to give birth to a baby girl. My mood
quickly changes. Imagining Sundari alone in that hospital, I feel something heavy on my chest. The
snacks which are served do not seem as inviting anymore. I sit the function out to the end and wait
for an appropriate moment to leave. It feels like treachery to have attended this happy pregnancy
function. I drop in at the first telephone booth to announce my visit to Sundari.

Born under a good star
Sundari had a natural and quick delivery. For three days, she needs to recover in the hospital. The staff
of the institution prevent me from visiting her at the hospital. A foreigner visiting her inside the hospital
may raise awkward questions: Sundari is wearing a fake tāli-cord to hide the fact that she is not married
and the hospital staff, although they may have their suspicions, are not officially informed about her
unmarried status. On the day she returns to the institution, I drop in. I find her in the room with the other
admitted women. She is lying on her mat with her back towards the wall resting her head on one hand.
Next to her, under the sheet, I notice a small and uneven bunch of slightly moving bundle of clothes. She
is staring at it. Sundari looks tired. The sparkling appearance that characterized her during pregnancy
has vanished. She offers me a pale smile when I settle myself on the floor next to her mat. Immediately
she turns her baby over to show her to me. The girl is extremely tiny, just about two kilos in weight, and
has a slightly yellowish skin. The child looks vulnerable and I can see Sundari is worried too.
After leaving her with her baby, I trace the counsellor to inquire about the details of Sundari’s
delivery: ‘The child is born under the star Makam which we consider as exceptionally good, Pien.
Especially for girls.149 That is why we have named the baby accordingly.150 I want the child to become
very bold. She will need it.’ I agree with the counsellor that the child is in need of special powers.
Surely all new born babies are vulnerable, but Sundari’s baby looks really weak and at risk. Sundari is
requested to breastfeed her baby to provide the child with essentials.
Two weeks after Sundari’s delivery, her mother showed up. She was informed by telephone
that her daughter delivered a female child. Again Sundari’s mother locked herself in with the counsellor.
The counselling was directive: she asked the mother to cancel the wedding. The counsellor advised
Sundari’s mother to take some more time and be transparent about Sundari’s past when it comes to
wedding arrangements. Finally, Sundari’s mother was convinced. She took the advice and decided
to inform the alliance about her withdrawal. Sundari felt incredibly relieved by this action and felt
149 Girls born under Makam are considered to be very good as wife. Women born under Makam are born to
rule the world. The Chief Minister of Tamil Nadu, Jayalalitha, is born under Makam.
150 It was common policy in NGOs that new born babies were named by the NGO staff. Traditionally, the
naming of a baby, as following the first bath ceremony, is a significant event (Van Hollen 2003: 194-200).
However, I never had the opportunity to observe such ceremony since it is not performed for mothers
who reside in institutions in order to relinquish their babies.

Relinquishing mothers

131

obliged to the counsellor and her mother for sparing her this awkward marriage.
Despite this withdrawal, Sundari’s mother was still pre-occupied with her daughter’s future
and her aim is to get her married. Sundari’s present state, as a new mother straight after giving birth,
did not matter to her. The child, as part of this present state, did not get her attention either. The
counsellor asked Sundari’s mother to have a look at the baby. But with a firm ‘vēṇṭām’ she made it
clear that she was not interested in this grandchild. Her policy is to deny the existence of this new
born kin and a confrontation with a child of flesh and blood would not support her in this. She was
averse to any confusing emotions that a glimpse of the baby might bring. The ‘thing’ needs to be
forgotten and she copes by maintaining her distance. Sundari’s mother’s visit had only one purpose:
taking Sundari home as soon as possible and picking up life where it literally started but figuratively
stopped. Sundari’s mother was initially determined to take her daughter home that very same day.
But Sundari objected. She claimed that she was not ready to leave. Only two weeks after delivery,
she and her baby were still a single unit. With the support of the counsellor, Sundari got her mother’s
permission to stay in the institution for some more time.
It is after this visit of her mother that I observed Sundari being ambivalent in her attitude
towards her child. She is keeping more distance from her child. The baby is not sleeping with her
on one mat anymore and is removed to the baby room. During the third interview, soon after her
mother’s visit, I tell her about my observations. Sundari explains:
‘I am willing to relinquish the baby. I have informed them [B: institution authorities] about
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this and asked them to place the baby for adoption.’
Sundari is short in her answers this time. I notice her irritation with my questions to help me understand
her motivations regarding her decision. Obviously, she is tired of being in two minds. She has just
delivered a child and the labour has taken its toll. This is not a moment to resist authority and she
gives in to her mother.
‘S: Before delivery, I was in two minds. Only after delivery I decided to surrender the
baby and to marry the person my mother tells me to marry.
B: What kind of thoughts ran through your mind after delivery, what made you decide
to surrender?
S: First I thought I can keep the baby with me. But when I sat down and thought of the
baby’s future, I decided to give it up. Also here they advised me: “How can you stay alone
and survive? Your people will not allow you and your neighbours will ask questions.” Even
the āyās advised me: “Think that what happened is a bad dream. Leave the child, get
married and be happy. The baby will get a good future when she is adopted.” ‘
Nobody in this institutional surrounding supports her initial plans to eventually reclaim the child. In
addition to this one-way counselling, her future scenario has changed since her mother cancelled the
wedding. With this, she is more confident about her rehabilitation within her family. She is also too
tired to resist firmly and decides to act according to the advice. Along with her decision, came her
actions to distance herself from her baby:
Once a mother

‘B: As soon as you decided, did your relationship with your baby change?
S: Yes. I stopped sitting with her in daytime. Only in the night I sit some time with her.(..)
From the time my mother visited me, I stopped feeding her (..) I am not happy with
feeding the baby. My mother told me to stop feeding since my breast will be lowered.
This will be discovered in future and may reveal my secret history. I personally do not
want to feed the baby since it will depress me too much in leaving the child behind.
Breastfeeding will attach me to my baby.’
Apparently, she resolved to use the extra time in the institution to develop some distance from her
baby. This decision has tremendous consequences. A few days after she stopped breastfeeding her
baby, the child suffers from diarrhoea and is admitted in the hospital in a serious condition. The
disease turns out to be septicaemia, a life threatening condition. Especially since the baby is only
three weeks old and weighs hardly two kilos. I can see Sundari in great distress. Her eyes are dull.
When I meet her in the corridors, inquiring how the baby is and how she is, she keeps the answers
short: ‘Rompa maṉakaṣṭam’.151 She obviously feels worried and overwhelmed with guilt.
Sundari knows that her child’s life is in danger, but she is not informed of the details by the
authorities of the institution. Information about the condition of her child oozes to her incidentally
through āyās who have stayed with the baby inside the hospital152. Apparently Sundari is not in a position
to inquire since her child is not hers anymore. The baby needs to stay in the hospital for weeks, but even
after the child comes back, her condition is not well. The little girl is still extremely tiny and passive.
Three months after giving birth, just before tīpāvaḷi, Sundari is packing her bag to leave
the institution. Formalities have been finished; the surrender deed has been signed153 and the
festival season drives families together. It is time to leave. On that day, I see her climbing inside the
autorickshaw with her mother. The strain left its marks visibly on her face. Her initial worries about
handing her baby over to the care of strangers became well-grounded and her initial wish to monitor
the care of her baby after surrendering has not been fulfilled. For the second time, her baby has been
admitted in a hospital with septicaemia in a critical condition. But, this is not her business anymore.
She has lost her child in any case. That is the consequence of surrendering a child for adoption and I
know that up to date Sundari is uncertain about her daughter’s survival.154

Abortion155
Sundari is as unique in her personal experience and process as any other woman I met for this
research. Yet the presumptions she had and the decisions she made are meaningful to understand
other unmarried mothers. With Sundari’s case as a starting point, I analyze and add representations
of different mothers in chronological order. The first question that inevitably rises is: Why didn’t she
prevent this pregnancy?
151
152

‘Mentally very difficult’.
In case a baby from an institution is admitted in a hospital, āyās are supposed to stay with the baby in
shifts to take care of the basic needs.
153 See: Appendix 2.
154 Soon after Sundari returned home, her baby passed away.
155 The word ‘abortion’ stands for MTP: Medical Termination of Pregnancy. The women whom I met never
used the word MTP. They use the English word ‘abortion’ or the Tamil word ‘kalaittal’ for MTP.

Relinquishing mothers

133

Sundari is, to some extent, aware of the possibilities to prevent a pregnancy. However, she does
not know about important details about reproductive health in general and her personal reproduction
specifically. Somehow, she thinks, or perhaps hopes, that sex with her boyfriend, which is only occasional,
is safe. Due to this ignorance, her physical health and also her future is at risk. Besides, from a cultural
perspective, contraception is out of the question. An unmarried girl using a contraceptive is considered
bad. One informant said: ‘If an unmarried girl uses contraceptives, men will think otherwise’. She means
that the use of contraceptives will raise questions about her good morals since an unmarried woman
is supposed to refrain from sex. These two reasons, lack of information about reproduction and taboos
against pre-marital contraception prevented Sundari from using contraceptives.156
Sundari’s boyfriend is also aware of the possible consequences of their sexual intercourse.
Sundari explains that he informed her about the risks that she could conceive, but simultaneously
soothed her with the promise of marrying her. She emphasizes that basically for boys as well as for girls,
the same norm counts: ’We should marry the person with whom we have sex.’ From this perspective, the
idea of using contraceptives just did not occur. Simultaneously, Sundari adds an important difference:
‘(..) but the boys get away with it. Most people think in two ways. For a boy it does not
matter with whom he goes before the wedding. They think it is only wrong for girls. But I
think it is the same for boys and girls: we should marry the person with whom we have sex.’
In the beginning, she did not consider her delayed menstruation as a sign of pregnancy. She blamed
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her weak body and lack of energy as an explanation for it. But as time passed, she started admitting
her suppressed thoughts about the possibility of being pregnant. The first solution she thought of is
an abortion. Sundari is aware of the possibility to abort:
‘Many people speak openly about abortion. Especially married women. They discuss
about this and if they have an unwanted pregnancy, they will abort.’
Abortion is generally accepted among Tamil women.157 Traditionally, abortion is an individual
woman’s decision. Women have ancient knowledge about specific varieties of food and herbs
to ‘force menstruation’. Till today, termination of an early pregnancy is perceived as regulation of
menstruation rather than as the termination of a foetus. The concept of a child enters the picture only

156
157

Cf. Reysoo (1998) about hindrance of access to contraceptives for unmarried women in Morocco.
Being a Dutch woman, from the perspective of the dominant ‘western’ discourse regarding abortion,
the liberal attitude of most Indian women I met, surprised me. Paige Passano corroborated my personal
perception in the magazine Manushi: ‘In many countries religious and political groups refer to abortion
as murder, while women’s rights advocates insist it forms part of a woman’s fundamental right to have
control over her body. In India, however, such a polarisation of views has been absent. In fact, there was
hardly a fight when the Medical Termination of Pregnancy (MTP) Act legalised abortion in 1971. The law
passed quietly, without any significant religious or political opposition (www.indiatogether.org/manushi/issue126/abortion.htm) (2005-9-5). However Nivedita Menon (1995), Sharada Srinivasan (2006) and
Anandhi S. (2005) analysed and articulated the consequences of the abortion legalisation accepted as a
method of contraception in order to achieve population control rather than a woman’s right concerning
her personal reproductive interests.
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after four months of pregnancy158. The cultural meaning of the fifth month appears crucial since this
is also when pregnancy functions can start.159
Abortion, in most interviews, is mentioned as the first consideration. However, for women
who end up relinquishing their child, an abortion evidently did not work out. The main reason for this
is that most women visited the doctor when the pregnancy was already beyond 20 weeks – the legal
limit to get it done. Why do women wait for so long? Are less educated or lower class Tamil women not
aware of their menstrual cycle? I believe that this is not the issue. Tamil women are generally very much
aware of their cycle. Among women, menstruation, with its biological and cultural specifics, is a common topic for discussion. A delayed menstruation will usually be noticed. However, many women with
whom I spoke mentioned an irregular menstrual cycle due to under-nourishment and physical weakness. They were aware of the deregulating consequences of under-nourishment, in combination with
heavy physical strain, on their menstruation cycle.160 Under-nourishment as explanation for an irregular
cycle helps to suppress the unbearable thought of an unmarried woman being pregnant.161 Poverty,
resulting in lack of knowledge about reproductive health, and an irregular cycle explain why women
miss the opportunity to abort.
Besides primary abortion-considerations and missed opportunities, a few women mentioned
abortion as a sin (pāvam). Christina is from a Pentecost background. Her religious convictions are
strict. However, this does not stop her and her mother from considering an abortion initially. But since
a legal abortion could not be carried out in the sixth month of her pregnancy, she reflects:
‘C: Initially we tried to get it aborted, but it could not happen anymore. (..) And then it was
suggested that we could come here [B: to the institution to surrender it]. I think that it
was all the will of God. So I think that my child should live, I am glad that I did not abort it.’
It was not only Christians who mentioned abortion as a sin, a Hindu grandmother also expressed:
‘B: Were you aware of possibilities to abort?
G: (..) We should not abort a child.
B: Why?
G: We should do not such a sin (pāvam) and such a treachery (turōkam). I am not for
doing such a sin.’
158

For Tamilians, a full-term pregnancy stands for ten months. Where Dutch people count the months which
are completed, Tamilians count the month that has started. So the ‘ninth month’ for a Tamilian stands for
the ‘eighth month’ according to Dutch standards.
159 Pregnancy functions can only get carried out in the fifth, seventh or ninth month since odd numbers
are considered as auspicious. The concept of odd numbers is meaningful in any ritual, custom or gift. For
instance, a gift of Rs. 101 was advised to me as a ‘good gift’, better than Rs. 100 which is considered as an
inauspicious gift.
160 Srinivasan notes that the nutritionally poor diet of the general population begins to have serious consequences for women with what Derose et al (2000) call ‘reproductive stress’, especially with the onset
of puberty (2006: 90). Basu (1992) finds the nutritional status of Tamil women in a Delhi slum lower and
attributes this fact to the Tamil diet with lower protein than northern Indian food.
161 Jejeebhoy points to the delay of seeking abortion services as result of ‘…lack of awareness about pregnancy, as well as ignorance of services and fear of social stigma’ (2000:68).
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Concepts like ‘sin’ or ‘mistake’ were mentioned only in formal interviews and reflected a socially
desirable statement rather than an internalized norm. My foreign background, usually associated
with Christianity, may have influenced informants to do so. Nevertheless, in informal settings, women
were generally at ease in considering abortion and reflecting upon this solution with me. And so does
Sundari.
Sundari realized that her menstruation ‘should be regulated’ and with this in mind, she
visited the doctor connected to the Export Company. This female doctor soothed her and sent her
away with a prescription for de-worming. Usually female doctors ask plenty of questions about such
complaints before prescribing, but perhaps Sundari was not clear during this visit, too embarrassed
to tell the whole truth since doctors regularly humiliate patients and lecture them about morality.
Perhaps the company doctor made a mistake or underestimated the seriousness of the situation.
Anyhow, this consultation resulted in the continuation of her pregnancy.
Some unmarried mothers I met described the available abortion pills. Doctors and nurses
in private- and Government Hospitals explained their policy to prescribe Mensovit or RU 486. A few
women I met mentioned that they used abortive pills, but none was able to recall the names:
‘B: What kind of medicines did the shop give you?
S: I asked for tablets to abort. I don’t know the name. At that time I was afraid since the
police were asking the shops not to give these tablets. The shop gave me four tablets.
I thought I could abort it this way, but it did not happen.’
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Only rarely were the traditional methods to stimulate an abortion by eating food items, like papaya
and sesame, mentioned:162
‘R: I ate many papayas, to abort it but it never worked. I even ate tablets to abort. I was
hoping I would abort. I was just careless. I thought that I was only seven months but
the doctor told me that I was already eight months pregnant.’
One woman mentioned an illegal abortion carried out by a neighbour:
‘D: There was a staff nurse living below my house. She used hand gloves and inserted her
hand inside me. She asked for Rs. 90 but it did not succeed. Then she told me to go
to the Government Hospital. There they told me that the baby was grown too big so
they could not do anything.’
Legal abortions can be done without a formal charge in Government Hospitals. A Community
Health Care Centre charged Rs.300 up to Rs.500.163 For financial reasons, Government Hospitals are
162

Anandhi S. (2005) underscores this in her findings among married women. She notes, according to the
National Family Health Survey, India 1998-1999, that married women have significantly lower knowledge
about traditional methods of contraception than about the modern methods. With regard to modern
methods women seem to know more about sterilization and clinical abortions.
163 During the period of my fieldwork the salary of the teachers working in the nearby private school was
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sometimes preferred, but usually unmarried pregnant women prefer to avoid the interrogations or
lectures about morals in these hospitals. The formalities and procedures at Government Hospitals are
not much appreciated. For this reason, private practices are preferred by women who can afford it. A
private practice will charge approximately Rs.1,000 for a legal MTP.

Illegal abortions
An illegal abortion can stand be of two kinds. One is the type of abortion, for instance, mentioned
above, by the woman who went to her neighbour: an abortion carried out by an amateur or unqualified
person164. Illegal abortion can also mean an abortion carried out by an approved professional,
but to terminate a pregnancy which has progressed beyond the 20 weeks legal period. The latter
interpretation is the one I have in mind in this analysis. A social worker in a family-planning unit in
a Government Hospital explained how such illegal abortions could be transferred. She described a
‘case’ of an unmarried woman with a pregnancy of 28 weeks:
‘The aunt of the girl was desperately begging me. She was kneeling down and touching
my feet to request for arranging an [B: illegal] abortion. Crying like anything. So I
transferred her to this private doctor. I know that the abortion succeeded since I called
that doctor the very next day. The doctor charged Rs.5,000’
Government Hospitals are not in a position to arrange for an illegal abortion, yet private doctors are
willing to do the operation. But the price is high. Illegal abortions were mentioned up to the 8th month
with sums up to Rs 8000. This same social worker explained:
‘I know a doctor who did it [B: terminating a pregnancy] after seven months pregnancy
[B: in the 8 th month]. This is almost like a delivery. The girl was only 14 years old. If I think
about this [B: a premarital pregnancy] happening to my own teenage daughter, I also
would go for an abortion at any term. But for me, this is easy to do, since I can afford
5,000 or 6,000 Rupees.’
Rs 5000 may be within the means for people with good jobs. But for a daily wage labourer earning
irregularly Rs 1000 or Rs 1500 per month, or even for a teacher earning about Rs 2000 per month, this
is an exorbitant amount. The mother of an unmarried mother explained:
‘We took her [B: daughter with a pregnancy in her sixth month] to the hospital to abort
the child, and there they asked for Rs.8000. I asked the boy’s parents to give the money
but they promised to give only Rs.4,000. They said that they had sent a DD165 to me
around Rs. 2,000 per month. āyās working in the institutions earned between Rs. 1,000 and Rs. 1,500 per
month.
164 According to the MTP act, a pregnancy may be terminated only by a ‘registered medical practitioner’. This
means a medical practitioner who possesses a recognized medical qualification as defined in the Medical
Council Act, 1956, whose name has been entered in a State Medical Register and who has such experience
or training in gynaecology and obstetrics as may be prescribed by rules made under this Act.
165 Demand Draft: A cashing check which does not require a signature.
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but instead of sending it to my bank account they had sent it to the Indian Bank. The
money was returned to them and till today I did not get any money from them. I took my
daughter to another hospital and there they said that the baby could not be aborted since
it was grown too big. I did not have any other alternative but getting the child delivered.’
For a few women who had exceeded the legal 20-week term for abortion, the opportunity to get an
illegal abortion was discussed with the concerned doctor, nurse or social worker, but the treatment
was considered too dangerous. Risks were stressed by doctors from two different perspectives. The
doctors found the women too weak and emphasized the danger to the woman’s health or life. In some
cases, the risks for the doctor’s reputation or legal prosecution, in case of dangerous complications,
were stressed. At the end, the terminations were not carried out.
Lack of finances and risks were, for the women as well as for practitioners, hindrances to
do or to get done (illegal) abortions. Such deterrents were eventually underscored by motivations
inspired by religious convictions. In addition to these reasons, pregnant unmarried women and their
families also deliberately decided to refrain from an abortion with the intention to give birth to the
child as a strategic course of action. This was the case in Kanni’s situation.166
The day of the interview, I meet Kanni in her house in Kancheepuram. Kanni, her mother,
her aunt, my assistant Cecilia and I sit down on the floor. Then, she shares her experiences. Her baby
girl is sleeping peacefully in the same room, just a few meters from Kanni and the room is filled with
an impressive handloom. Even while sitting on the mats on the floor, our heads touch the threads of
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the loom. Kanni is from the weaving community, a mudaliyar sub-section. She weaves the extremely
famous and beautiful Kancheepuram silk sari’s in shiny and bright colors. However, her life is not
shiny at all. When Kanni represents her life story, every now and then amplified by her mother or
aunt, she and her mother regularly have tears in their eyes. Kanni’s father and younger brother are
sitting outside on the veranda. Her brother and an uncle walk in and out, now and then listening or
amplifying while Kanni and her mother describe what happened:
One day, Kanni was home alone since her family was out of station for a function. The man
who is in charge of adjusting the handloom according to the required weaving patterns, knew that
her family was not present that day. He knocked on the door. Since Kanni knew him not only through
his profession but also as a family friend, she allowed him entrance to the room with the handloom.
Immediately he approached her physically. She was not capable of stopping the man. He forced her
to have sexual intercourse and unfortunately, she conceived.
Kanni did not immediately inform her family about the crime because she felt too scared.
She believed that having sex once could not result in a pregnancy. Nevertheless, after missing a
couple of periods, she informed her mother and her mother shared her worries with her closest family
members. A visit to the doctor brought clarity; Kanni was in her fifth month. The family was extremely
upset about her pregnancy but also about the treachery of this ‘family friend’. Options to deal with
the awkward situation were discussed and an abortion is the first solution that occurs. The rapist
offers to finance the termination, but news of Kanni’s illegitimate pregnancy had leaked out in her
166

Kanni is one of the women who never resided inside an institution and who finally kept her child to raise
it herself. However in this stage of decision-making, regarding the termination of the pregnancy, this final
outcome is irrelevant.
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community. Kanni’s body and status were ‘spoilt’ and her cittappā 167 declared to Kanni’s mother:
‘Don’t do abortion. How can she marry another person afterwards? If you do an
abortion, you have to answer her future husband. So what will her position be after him
knowing about this situation? You better get them [B: Kanni and the father of her child]
married. We better file a case and force him to recognize what he did by marrying her.’
The girl is perceived as ‘spoilt’ and an abortion will destroy the tangible result of ‘her’
misconduct but not the misconduct itself. Initially, they planned to charge the man with rape and
during their visit to the police station, they revealed what happened that particular day. They also
revealed the fact that they lent the man a substantial amount of money for his sister’s marriage and
that he kept their jewellery in his safe. Their aim was to get him married to Kanni. Accordingly, the
police woman advised them to accuse him of demanding dowry instead of rape; because a dowry
case enabled her to take action immediately. Subsequently, Kanni’s mother changed the charge into
a dowry case. Afterwards, she regretted listening to the police woman’s advice. She explained to me
while crying: ‘If there is no marriage, how can there be a dowry problem’ and she expects to lose the
case. ‘He took everything, the money, the jewels and the girl.’
Eventually, Kanni and her family got involved in protracted court processes which they could
not afford and which they will almost certainly lose since the accused man has influential connections
in political circles. Abortion in the meanwhile is a passed station. However, this station was purposely
passed. The family decided that Kanni should give birth to the child because not abortion, but only
marriage could restore the damage that had been done and the existence of the child could have
been helpful to make the case stronger.168
During the interview, the seven-month-old baby woke up and after being breastfed, I notice
it enthusiastically handed over from mother to grandmother to uncle while being cuddled and
cared. The baby girl is not blamed for being born and the proud comments of the family members
underscore my observation.

Widow
Termination of an unwanted pregnancy is commonly taken into consideration as far as unmarried
women are concerned. But as I mentioned, not all the mothers who participated in this research were
unmarried. Thangamma, for instance, is a 42-year-old widow. Why did she complete her pregnancy
full term instead of breaking it off? On the day I meet Thangamma, she is admitted in an institution
to deliver and surrender her twins (see for more details of Thangamma’s life circumstances and
experiences Chapter 5). In her caste, she is from a family of barbers, the consequences of becoming
widow are expressed in the following dress codes:
‘T: One can easily differentiate between a married woman and a widow.(..) When I was
married I used to wear my hair in a plait. But since I became a widow I put a knot on
my head. After my husband’s death I can not wear a tāli. Not even poṭṭu or flowers.
167
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Mother’s younger sister’s husband.
Similar situations are regularly seen in films which are based upon the centrality of marriage in a woman’s
life and the legitimacy of a child within marriage.
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Only here [B: inside the institution] I am dressed in a nighty169 [B: in stead of a sari]
because it is compulsory here.(..) I do wear bangles, but not the glass bangles.170 I put
on only the plastic or aluminium ones. I also wear a chain and earrings. Even if I don’t
have these, I will borrow them from someone to be able to put them on.’
With these prescribed dress codes, Thangamma stresses the cultural meaning of widowhood. A widow
is considered as inauspicious. For Thangamma, this means that she is expected to bind and ‘wrap’ her
hair and body. Celebrating her femininity with flowers and auspicious colours is considered highly
inappropriate. It goes without saying that widowhood and sexuality are culturally irreconcilable. But
Thangamma became pregnant. Shortly after her husband’s death, she had a one-night stand and
conceived. Initially, she thought that she had entered menopause. When she recognized the symptoms
of pregnancy, she visited the doctor and the doctor confirmed her fears: she was carrying twins.
Thangamma decided to inform her adult son and daughter about her pregnancy. However,
she never mentioned to them that she had conceived from another man and not their father. Since
she got pregnant soon after her husband’s death, she decided to conceal the truth about the identity
of the man from whom she conceived. Based upon the shared information, Thangamma, her son
and daughter decided to terminate the pregnancy. The dominant aspect in their discussions is her
age. At that time, she was 41 years old; the age of a ‘grandmother’. Both her children were married.
Thangamma lived with her son, daughter-in-law and grandchildren under one roof. At this age
and stage of her life, her pregnancy is considered shameful (veṭkam). The decision to terminate the
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pregnancy was irrefutable, but practical hindrances turned up: her pregnancy had proceeded beyond
the limit for a legal abortion. Even for this problem, a solution was offered: an illegal abortion. But the
three of them decided to relinquish the children instead:
‘B: Why did your son and daughter agree to give away the twins?
T: My son agreed because he can not answer his wife if she comes to know. As far as
my daughter is concerned, she has not told her in-laws about my pregnancy. Not
even her husband. I am sure that if they come to know that I am carrying, they will
all talk bad behind me. When I was five months pregnant, I went for an abortion. But
they asked me Rs.5000/- I could not afford that much money. My daughter suggested
that we had already enough debts. We cannot afford to borrow more money. So we
decided that it is better to go to this place and give the children away.’
Finally, they decided to surrender the children for adoption since the pregnancy is a tangible
result of sexual intercourse and it should not be perceived that she still has an active sex-life at this
age. Thangamma is firm in her decision and notes:
169
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A nighty stands for a long and loose informal dress, usually worn only in a private setting. Many women
appreciate to wear a nighty at home, since it relieves from the physical restrictions and squeezings
caused by a sari. In very strict families a woman is not allowed to wear nighties since she should always be
‘wrapped’ in a sari as symbol for her restricted and controlled life.
Glass bangles are considered to be auspicious. A widow, as an inauspicious woman, is not supposed to
wear things which are considered to be auspicious.
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‘T: People in my surrounding will think: ”At this age she is giving birth to a child.” I am 41
years. At this age it is embarrassing to get a child.
B: Up to what age do you think it is good to give birth?
T: Up to 35 to 38 years, it is good to have children. Later, it becomes an embarrassment
(caṅkaṭam) in our society. (..) If I was young and my son and daughter were not
married, I would have kept my babies.’
During the interview, the twin boys regularly ‘disturb’ the interview. As an experienced
mother, she takes care of them adequately and lovingly, transferring one of them to Florina’s or my
hands for a burp, a nap or whatever is needed. Her rational statements and motivations contrast
with her responsive attitude towards the baby boys. Thangamma confirms these observations. Her
children will always be in her mind and heart, she says. But she is confident about her decision and
believes that adoption is a good option to give her children and herself a fair chance.
Thangamma’s grown up children wanted to terminate the pregnancy because they were
ashamed of their mother’s sexuality. Yet for Thangamma, the reasons to terminate the pregnancy
are multiple. Thangamma did not reveal the complete truth about her pregnancy to her children.
Apart from being ashamed of her sexuality, she is also anxious that the babies were born from an
extramarital affair. During the interviews, she revealed how she met the biological father of her twin
boys and conceived through a one night stand. Actually the biological father of the children is still
alive. That may be a reason why she did not mention one more significant cultural meaning which
may have motivated her family to relinquish the children: the cultural meaning of a child that lost
the father before it is born. This was elaborated by another widow whom I met. This young woman
was pregnant with her first child when she lost her husband in an accident. She explained what it
meant for her unborn child to lose its father before birth and described how her child was and still is
stigmatized:
‘I feel that the society is giving a bad name to my child because they say that he ate his
father.’
A child in the womb is culturally blamed for the death of its father. The unborn child is held responsible
for its mother’s inauspicious status as a widow and hence, it carries a bad name.

Old age
The meaning of age is related to culture and poverty. Thangamma is 41 years old and is perceived
as an old woman. Her two adult children are married and she is a grandmother when she delivers
her twin boys at the age of 42. A pregnant grandmother is an embarrassment, and not only in the
case of widows. Women of this age with a living husband also consider terminating a pregnancy or
relinquishing the baby. A social worker of a family planning unit of a Government Hospital states:
‘Last month, a couple came to me. The lady was pregnant and they discussed with
me their wish to relinquish. Their children were already grown-up and they found it
shameful to have this pregnancy. As a professional social worker, I considered it not to
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be very advisable to give away the child because after some time, they will regret their
relinquishment. After two or three years, or even after two months, they may come back
to reclaim their child. They will regret their decision.’
For this couple, pregnancy is experienced as a shameful and visible result of sexual intercourse. But
according to this social worker, these feelings of shame are attached to pregnancy. Since pregnancy is
temporary and an actual baby will come with particular emotions, the shame will be reduced or even
wiped out after delivery. Apparently, at this age, a pregnancy is shameful but an actual baby changes
the situation entirely.
In this specific case, the couple left the hospital after the social worker’s advice to reconsider.
I do not know what the couple decided afterwards, but soon after my meeting with this social worker,
I am able to meet Rekha. Rekha got herself admitted to a Short Stay Home of a NGO with a licence to
place children for adoption. She has an unwanted pregnancy and also mentions her age as the reason
to surrender the child for adoption. Rekha is in her early forties. She has two daughters. Her first
born daughter is twenty years old. Rekha feels that this daughter is at the perfect age to be ‘married
off’. Her second daughter is ten years old. The age difference between the two girls is a remarkable
fact. Rekha explains that her husband had left her for her younger sister soon after the birth of their
first child 20 years ago.171 In those difficult days when she had to deal with her adulterous husband,
she received the support of her husband’s younger brother. In course of time, they also fell in love
and had sex on a regular basis. The formal husband married Rekha’s sister and ten years later Rekha
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conceived from her husband’s brother. Hence he is the father of her second child: the ten year old
daughter. The relationship continued with intervals and again ten years later, she conceived from her
lover the child she is breastfeeding during our interview.
Six months earlier, she had noticed that she missed her periods. She initially assumed that
she had entered menopause. Nevertheless, in the fourth month, her pregnancy was confirmed.
Both, mother and daughter felt the pregnancy was unwelcome for multiple reasons. The search
for a marriage alliance for the daughter had started. Rekha’s pregnancy and the young baby would
raise eyebrows of potential in-laws. Mother and daughter felt embarrassed about this situation and
abortion appeared as a solution. But an abortion in this term in a private practice would be costly.
Rekha discussed her worries with the father of her child and he left their place to borrow money from
his relatives in order to pay for the abortion. Weeks passed, but the man never returned. Rekha and her
daughter, had experienced his unreliability earlier. They lost hope and started discussing solutions.
They considered selling a gold chain to finance the abortion and this discussion was overheard by a
person connected to one of the licensed NGOs. She interfered and advised Rekha to complete the
pregnancy, give birth and surrender her child for adoption. Both women were convinced that this
cheap option was the most convenient one.
However, when Rekha delivered a healthy young baby boy, she immediately changed her
mind. Since she has two daughters but no son, she wanted to keep this baby in stead of relinquishing
him. Apparently, a pregnancy at her age is shameful, but not being an ‘old mother’ of this highly
desired son. She had approached the social worker of the NGO to discuss reversing her decision, but
171

Traditionally it is acceptable for a man to marry two sisters. However, this is a different case since the
husband deserted his first wife to live with his wife’s sister.
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the outcome of this meeting was disappointing for Rekha. In her words, the social worker ‘shouted
at her’ and made it clear that she could not rescind on the relinquishment she had already agreed to
that. Soon after this debacle, Rekha left the institution, according to her room mate, crying, upset and
empty handed.172

Marriage as solution
A next obvious solution - when abortion is a passed station - is already mentioned by Kanni’s family in
the previous section. Kanni’s uncle advised her not to terminate the pregnancy, since the community
was already aware of the problem. Her name was spoilt and so was the name of her family. He
considered restoring the family’s prestige by arranging a marriage between his niece and the father
of the child. He suggested involving the All Women’s Police Station to force the man to a marriageagreement.173
Marriage for young couples confronted with premarital pregnancies is a pragmatic and
common solution. A glance in the records of the Tamil Nadu Social Welfare Board showed me
275 interventions in premarital affairs by Social Welfare Board contacts all over Tamil Nadu. These
interventions were reported by NGOs as well as All Women Police Stations. Some cases were reported
as rape, but most cases were noted as ‘premarital love affairs’. In a few cases, a pregnancy was explicitly
mentioned. The provided support, mentioned as counselling, was superficially differentiated. In
one case, the woman was not pregnant, and advised to pursue her education. Two women, also
not pregnant, were advised extended counselling. One woman was referred to a home for unwed
mothers. Five cases were ‘pending’. In all other cases, the advice was described as ‘motivated for
marriage’. So premarital counselling for unmarried couples means usually ‘getting them married’. A
practical solution since marriage legitimizes the sexual relationship and as far as premarital pregnancy
is concerned: the birth of an illegitimate child is prevented.
Love between teenagers or adolescents is an ancient reality in the Indian context also.
Traditionally, this ‘forbidden love’ happened within a specific (village) community. Usually both families
involved were eager, with or without the help of a pañcāyattu, to solve ‘the problem’ and settle it with
a marriage (Anandhi 2005). Nowadays urban or even global contexts, as far as Export Companies, Call
Centres, etcetera are concerned, have changed the setting. A police officer working for an All Women
Police Station in a fast industrializing town states in The Hindu: ‘It is a sad fact that the number of
elopement cases, pre-marital and extra-marital cases are high here compared to other places’ (THE
HINDU 31/10/2005). She explains this as a by-product of rapid urbanization and large-scale migration
of workforce. A Commissioner of Police in Chennai argues that the increase in nuclear families and
decrease in parental control and guidance is the root cause of increasing numbers of petitions piling
up at the All Women Police Stations. He claims there is an immense need for counselling support from
NGOs since ‘Police cannot be counsellors, being front-end law enforcers’ (THE HINDU 05/08/2005).
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The role that institutions have in decision-making processes is elaborated in Chapter 5.
The government of Tamil Nadu has established 195 All Women Police Stations to combat crimes against
women: ‘The significant increase of women Police officers and women personnel in Police Stations, and
the creation of Mobile Counselling Centres will go far in instilling a sense of confidence in women seeking
justice and redress of their grievances’ (Government of Tamil Nadu; Home Department; Tamil Nadu Police;
Policy Note 2005-2006).
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Sundari also started employment in a domain beyond the control of her family. Adolescents
like Sundari and her lover, working physically close together as colleagues in such a company, enter a
new field of social life and with that a new reality to negotiate their sexuality. On the work floor, young
women and men from different families and different communities meet each other. They are able
to chat and develop plans to date. Premarital sex is a reality, as are premarital pregnancies. Anandhi
(2005) shows how this new social context changes women’s access to abortion. However, abortion
is not always a preferred solution to settle and the records in the Tamil Nadu Social Welfare Board
demonstrate the preference for getting the involved couple married.
Many unwed mothers I met also considered marriage with the biological father as an
appropriate, and sometimes, preferred solution. However, for Sundari’s mother, marriage was not an
option due to caste-related concerns. But for most unmarried mothers, marriage with the father of
the child is preferred or at least discussed. Usually the people involved, the two lovers with or without
their relatives, initially considered marriage as an appropriate solution. Apparently, this solution did
not work out for the unwed mothers who finally relinquished their children:
‘A: Yes, initially I wanted to marry him. We were in love for two years.(..) We did not
inform our parents yet. We were waiting for his younger sister to get married first. (..)
He came to know about me being pregnant and left the area where we both lived. It
was easy for him to escape since he was only living with his father. Together they have
gone astray. (..) Initially he told me that he was going to marry me. (..) I do not know
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where he is now. [B: Even if they find him] I do not want to marry him anymore. I
knew him for two years and he left me like this. I don’t think that this was a right thing
to do on his part.’
It is not unusual that love affairs and marriage arrangements become a pañcāyattu dispute. Regularly,
marriages are carried out by police intervention:
‘Abirami: They [B: father’s sisters] wanted to get me married to this boy and tried to
arrange it through police interference. So we went to the police station and there they
ordered the boy to come over. After confronting him, the police requested him to marry
me and he agreed. But his mother was not happy with this. Hence, my aunts became very
anxious. His mother’s attitude created doubts. My aunts explained their worries to me
and advised me not to marry him. They explained to me that if I was still going to marry
this man, they would beforehand rejected any responsibility. They were scared about
what might happen to me in my future-in-law’s house. My aunts are the only persons I
can rely on, so I decided to give in and did not marry him.’
Abirami, together with her family, realized the danger of a resisting and rejecting mother-in-law. After
marriage, this mother-in-law may shower her aggression upon her son’s wife. This may become a life
threatening situation. Abirami’s aunts made up their minds and decided to solve the problem in a
different way: by relinquishing the child.
Abirami’s situation was not unusual. It was no exception that pregnant women and their
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family members were aware of the dangers of a forced marriage and therefore withdrew a proposal.
However, more often, I heard of cases where the man and his family dragged or rejected marriage
arrangements. Even the interference of the police or judiciary could not always prevent this:
‘B: If he agrees to marry you, would you like to do so?
Kumuda: Yes, I would like to marry him but I wonder whether he will be with me or leave
me soon afterwards. Because earlier when they [B: police] inquired about this matter,
they beat him up. After that he was angry with me. He came to me and said: “Only
because of you, I got all this beating”. People said not to threaten him because that would
make him run away. And that is exactly what happened. We filed a case against him and
he disappeared. Since he is angry and not willing to marry me, I am scared to marry him.
My mother also said: Forget about him. You can come home and stay with us.’
In words, Kumuda’s mother is firm. But in her actions, she seems still hopeful. She aims to change the
boy’s mind and convince him:
‘B: Is your mother still searching for the boy?
K: Yes, my mother has asked the lawyer to search for him to make a just decision. She
still wants to get me married to the boy. They thought of putting a photograph of him
in an advertisement. And the boss of the company where I am working said that he
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was willing to help in tracing the boy.
B: What will happen to the baby if they convince him to marry you?
K: If I get married to him he will ask for the child. Then I will come back here, pay money
and take my child (..). He is good and nice but he also says that the child might not
be his. I don’t know what to do. Before he disappeared he said: “if it is my child I will
marry you.” I asked him to do a [B: DNA] test. But this has to be done through legal
action. He does not trust me, but I have never gone out of the hostel where I was
staying. I even never went to my aunt’s house. I had no other relationship. He is a nice
boy but he listens to others and acts accordingly.’
Kumuda is ambivalent about her boyfriend. She is angry since he has betrayed and ditched her.
Simultaneously, she still has feelings for him. Her mother would like to force him to marry her
daughter. The risk of an immediate divorce is preferable to the alternative: an unwed mother who
relinquished her child.
As far as love affairs are concerned, a marriage, in some cases, may be accepted as the
answer to the problem. However, not every pregnancy derives from an affectionate, romantic or
caring relationship. Rape and incest occur in all places and unfortunately, Tamil society is no exception
in this. During fieldwork, these concepts were brought up regularly and considered as important
subjects by the women. How are women and their relatives taking violent circumstances and abuse
into account? Is marriage with a rapist a consideration? And does rape influence the decision-making
process to relinquish a child? In Chapter 1, the notion ‘rape’ is articulated and discussed. Confusions and
contradictions regarding the ‘victim’ and the ‘offender’ however become visible when surrendering
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mothers reveal their perceptions regarding their own responsibilities to protect their virginity. In the
next section, I elaborate on these aspects.

‘The eye of a needle’
Rape was regularly mentioned by the mothers I met and simultaneously, it was a point of discussion
among the people surrounding them. I noticed a similar ambiguity expressed within the juridical and
feminist discourses. Women who shared their opinions with me were inclined to blame the victim. A
matron, living with the resident women in a Short Stay Home for several years, shared:
‘Initially they can not admit their relationship with the man [B: of whom they conceived].
They all present it as rape and claim to be victim. Legally, if a girl accuses a man for rape,
he has to defend himself. But the girls staying here [B: inside the institution] are all bad
girls. They always talk about boys. I have confirmation because I see them regularly
clapping with their hands and waving to men passing by. A small girl can play and wave
and run away, but a woman, especially women residing in this home with a baby in their
hands, behaves improperly. As far as men are concerned it is ‘yes’ or ‘no’. As soon as you
are flirting… Sometimes girls here stay quiet and behave shy and humble. But all the girls
here are to blame. A good girl won’t end up here.’
This matron is convinced that a woman is to be blamed if a man sexually ‘misbehaves’ since the woman
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apparently has not been in control: her ‘no’ must have been at least ambivalent. She has invited the
man to approach her for sex with her behaviour beyond the decent code of conduct. To underscore
her revelation, the matron recalls the words of a Government Hospital’s doctor: ‘If somebody really
rapes you, you can not conceive (nikkātu = it won’t stand). She elucidated that only if two people have
sexual intercourse with mutual consent, will the woman be able to conceive. With these statements,
this matron judges all the admitted women as immoral and she claims to be in the position ‘to know’
since she spends 24 hours per day with them. ‘Usually, while I am watching TV with the girls, the true
stories come out. Initially, every girl will claim to be a victim of rape, but these true stories about their
love affairs and their flirting behaviour prove that they themselves are the persons to be blamed.’
This matron’s views are not unusual. It has been corroborated by other women reflecting
upon premarital or extramarital pregnancies. A (lower) middle class teacher shared her anxiety
regarding the security of her teenage daughter’s chastity. She explained the need to carefully control
her daughter’s sexuality and virginity by escorting her and limiting her movements to avoid the risk
of rape. She clarified (in English):
‘K: Suppose you are a boy and you like me. But I do not like you. You like to have sex with
me so you are compelling me for sex in a separate place, a place where you can hide.
I am fighting against you by screaming: ’No I don’t want, I don’t want.’ You don’t have
in mind to marry me and I also want to get married to another man. I do not want
to get spoilt by you so I am defending myself. But after all this resistance, on the last
moment, I fall down. I mean… in Tamil we will use the word ‘mēlōṭṭama’ (..). mēlōṭṭama
[B: superficial] means when we are talking or shaking hands, something [B: asexual]
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like that. By doing that, we won’t get those particular [B: sexual] feelings. But when we
are kissing and when we are embracing each other, we will have some …that nervous
feelings you know. By that time [B: when she falls down and he starts to rape her], both
of them will be ready for sex and his problem will be over. No one can question him.
The first expectation will come from the male, but finally that girl will be ruined.’
If a woman is not able to get rid of her rapist physically, she will become sexually turned on according
to this teacher who also used the metaphor of an oil-thread to describe a woman’s sexuality:
‘As soon as he is able to touch and kiss her, the oil-thread is set on fire and it will not be
able to stop burning half way: it will burn till the end.’
She corroborated this metaphor with an expression which is illustrative of her weavers caste (a
Mudaliyar-subsection): Ūci iṭam koṭukkāmal nūl nuḻaiyātu. This can be translated as ‘Only if the eye
of a needle gives room for the thread, the thread can go through’. This same expression was used
by Kanni’s mother and indicates that if it comes to penetration at the end of an initially unwelcome
sexual harassment, a woman always has given her consent. Subsequently, rape as defined by law
as ‘intentional, unlawful sexual intercourse with a woman without her consent’174 does not exist.
Nevertheless, this teacher did not deny the existence of rape. But she defined it in a different way:
‘K: Raping means if a man is approaching a girl for sex without good intentions and
without her permission. The girl does not like him, but he likes her. We can say
palātkāram in Tamil. This means ‘by force’. Rape means kaṟ paḻippu. Kaṟ pu means
virginity. If a man has destroyed an unmarried woman’s virginity, that is rape.’
In spite of the fact that the word kaṟ pu means both virginity and ‘chastity’ as far as married women
are concerned, she explicitly pointed at virginity because, according to her, only virgins can be raped.
Rape within marriage is a contradiction in terms for her and for many women I met. This same teacher
elaborates:
‘B: Can a man also rape within a marriage?
K: Pardon?
B: When you are married; can a husband rape his wife?
K: That is licensed rape (haha).
B: Is it?
K: Yes, marriage is only licensed prostitution (haha). Very funny no: ‘licensed rape’.
B: If a husband forces his wife for sex, do you call this ‘rape’ in Tamil?
K: No no, that is tampatiyam, this means ‘within marriage’. This means sexual intercourse
within marriage.’

174

See: Chapter 1.
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A married woman can not refuse her husband’s sexual demands. From his ‘licensed prostitute’, he will
claim sexual intercourse as his right and her duty. She can try to negotiate, but he is the one in charge.
This teacher expresses it with the words: ‘finally she has to give it to him’ implying that a married
woman is culturally forced to have sex without her (initial) consent.175 Resuming her statements, rape
can only happen before marriage with a virgin. It starts with sexual harassment, but after physical
contact, this virgin will become sexually excited and only after her consent, he will be able to actually
penetrate. Therefore, a woman becomes the victim of her own uncontrollable lust. Her lack of control
enables a man to manipulate a woman’s sexuality and steal her virginity.
The woman as wrongdoer, seducing men or at least giving entrance for penetration, was
one expressed perspective. Simultaneously, rape victims were represented as, in Kapur’s words,
‘women without any sense of agency and ability to be sexually active and empowered subjects. (..) In
dealing with issues of sex and sexual wrongs, women can only avoid the trap of being reduced to the
evil, sexually obsessed female, who deserves what happens to her by appealing to her victim status
and positioning herself as sexually innocent and un-knowledgeable. It is both a strategic as well as
a normative move’ (Kapur 2001). The claim to be innocent and naïve, fragile and asexual is a strategy
to transmit guilt upon the rapist. Within a context where rape victims are at risk of being judged for
the sexual abuse they suffer, it becomes a strategy to claim powerless innocence caused by sexual
ignorance. From this perspective, the above mentioned matron defeats the admitted women’s claim
of being raped. By acting the ‘injured innocent’, these unmarried pregnant women try to get away
with their intentional misbehaviour.
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Kapur points at the negative connotation and abusive aspects stressing women’s sexuality.
She elucidates that this perspective represents an over-generalization of privileged women, often
middle-class, heterosexual, married and Hindu, and leads ‘into a protectionist and conservative
discourse’ (ibid.) rather than to an emancipatory perspective for women including freedom of sexual
expression. Kapur, as an activist, aims to: ‘create a space for sexual freedom, a healthy freedom,
and at the same time remain attentive to the sexual wrongs or abuse women do experience’ (ibid.).
With ‘healthy freedom’, she means a society with regard to women’s sexual rights, including an
autonomous freedom for women to negotiate their own sexuality. Her objective is a society for
women with freedom to ‘flirt’ and simultaneously, a right to accuse a rapist of unwelcome sexual
intercourse. After outlining current dominant discourses, I return to the mothers who participated in
this research. How did the women I met, the women residing within the institutions, reflect upon the
issue of guilt? Whom did they blame or vindicate concerning their pregnancy? Did women indeed
victimize themselves, for instance, by claiming they were raped?
To put the words of the matron in perspective, I first present some figures. Out of 16 unmarried
mothers who were in the process of relinquishing their children, five claimed to have been raped. Two
women were violently raped once and conceived instantaneously. One of them explained that she was
unconscious during the rape since she used tranquilizers. Two women claimed rape for the first sexual
intercourse, but then consented to continue the sexual relationship with the same man: ‘One day he
stole my virginity, so he had to become my husband. I was spoilt anyway so we had sex more frequently
175
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after that first time’. One claimed to have been unconscious through poisoned vaṭai 176. One woman was
raped violently and repeatedly by her father’s sister’s husband when she lived in his household. She
described in detail how she had tried to protect herself with kitchen knives and by evading him. But
since she was orphaned and raised by her aunt, she could not avoid his presence. Remarkably, among
the five unmarried mothers who raised their children themselves, four said they had been raped: forced
to sexual intercourse without their consent. One woman described a ‘date-rape’: ‘I was friendly with
him and we were dating, but one day he raped me.’ Valarmathi, the woman whose experiences were
elaborated in the introduction, was sexually abused when temporarily exploited in a brothel.177
One day, my assistant and I roam around inside an institution waiting for an appointed
mother who has not yet finished her bath. Meanwhile, we sit down in the room where new born
babies stay with their mothers and chat with another mother. Inside this room, we see a very quiet
woman sitting on the floor passively staring in deep thought. I also become aware of an extremely
small baby on her lap. My assistant also notices and starts to make contact with her. Her name is
Laksmi, she is 25 and she appears to be very willing to share her experiences. Eagerly she agrees to an
interview in a separate room; followed by a flow of words. Here she explains how she feels conscience
smitten. Continuously crying, she shares what happened the previous week. How she went to the
doctor to get the usual treatment for her stomach ulcer. But the doctor diagnosed delivery pains
for a premature seven month pregnancy. She was not aware of being pregnant since she had very
irregular periods. Confused and shocked, that very same day, she delivered her premature baby boy
of just about 1000 grams in weight.
During our meeting, a few days after her delivery, she is upset. Her primary concern is her
rehabilitation as a daughter. She is the youngest of four children; all her sisters and her brother are
married and her father always had great plans for her future. He invested in her education and she
completed +2 and some computer courses; education to pave a smooth path towards nice jobs and a
decent groom. Her father had been searching for an educated alliance with an unstained reputation for
the past couple of months. Laksmi is from a Scheduled Caste and her family is poor. She appreciates her
father’s endeavors and she is agonized by the idea of having lost her father’s support. She repeatedly
asks us crying whether her father would still feel affection for her after this mistake she has done:
‘From small, I was a very good and obedient girl. This is the only mistake (tappu) I have
done in my life and I do not know how to face my family members.’
Laksmi seems to be in a continuous state of panic and I have no tools to lighten her burden. I clumsily
start to soothe her conscience with one-liners like: ‘For a pregnancy, two persons are involved. At
least, if you think you have made a mistake, he has his responsibilities too.’ But she is firm in her
unwillingness to discuss his role:
‘L: I do not want to talk about him. I have done the mistake. The circumstances and the
situation made me do this.
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B: Did he force you to have sex?
L: I can not express myself in this. The only thing in my mind is how I am going to
face my family members. Will I get back the same affection as before? I feel guilty
(maṉacāṭci uṟuttiyatu) for having done this.’
It is unclear what she means by ‘the “circumstances” made her “do this”’ and clearly elaborating on
this is too painful. This can mean that she is blackmailed and raped as much as it can mean that she
liked the man and consented to sex. So notwithstanding her clear message of not being interested in
discussing his role and responsibilities, I insist:
‘B: Does he know that you are pregnant?
L: He is not a stranger to us. He knows that I regularly have stomach pain. Everybody in
our house knows that I get stomach pain very often and even that man knows about
it. I did not meet him for a long time.(..) He doesn’t know that I am staying here. I don’t
want to see him or get married to him. I would like to ask you something: Will I get the
same affection and love from my family and what should I do to solve this problem?’
I decide to drop the subject since she feels uneasy about it. We listen to whatever she prefers to share.
Culpability is the connecting thread of her reveals:
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‘L: That same night in the hospital I saw my sister. She said: ‘What you have done? What
will happen to our prestige (kauravam)? What will our brother and the family say?’ She
spoke only a few words to me. She could not speak more because in the same ward,
there were patients with their family around. She just whispered: ‘If I go home I don’t
know what will happen. What will anybody ask, how can I answer? (..)
B: When your father heard about what had happened, what did he say?
L: He saw me in the hospital and after that he visited me in this hostel [B: licensed
NGO]. I cried to him saying that I wanted to go home with him because I can not stay
without him. He answered: “You have to stay here for some time and relinquish the
baby. Then you can come with me.(..) I gave you all the freedom and now you have
put me in shame (talaikuṉivu = ‘I lost my face’). How can I answer the questions? I
can not face anybody. I did not expect you to do like this. I educated you..” He said
this to me and started crying.(..)’
The disgrace and treachery, she has committed towards her father is agonizing her. After a stream
of words and tears, we finish this interview and she thanks us superfluously for our interest in her. A
few days later, after dropping in, I notice that her tiny baby boy is not in the baby room. One of the
residing women informs me that he had been admitted in the hospital but his life could not be saved,
he expired soon afterwards. Laksmi left the institution almost immediately to join her family. Hence,
I was not able to meet her a second time.
This interview struck me since Laksmi’s burden seemed to be unbearable. She carried the
responsibility and culpability alone without using any strategy to get away. As an outsider, I am inclined
Once a mother

to blame the father of her child since I suspected him of rape. Nevertheless, Laksmi is convinced that
she has misbehaved and she refuses to alleviate her guilt by holding him responsible.
Ponni explicitly claims to be a victim of rape. I had noticed her presence in the institution
for a while before inviting her for an interview. In spite of moving with the other residing women,
she somehow isolated herself while being among others. She refrained from chatting and merely
listened to others or just stared in deep thoughts. I had hardly heard her voice before she agreed for
an interview. She accepted this opportunity and visibly unwinds herself while opening up. Ponni is 18
years old and still in school. She is from a SC. community and lives with her mother, grandmother and
mother’s younger sister. The only male in her household is her 19 year old brother.
One day, when she was home alone, her cousin178 walked in. He did not say anything beside
the words: ‘If you shout, I will kill you and your mother’. He immediately raped her forcibly. Again he
made it clear: ‘If you dare to tell your mother, I will kill both of you.’ He committed this offence once, yet
she conceived. Ponni’s pregnancy was discovered in her eighth month. Only then her mother came
to know what had happened and reacted: ‘Why didn’t you tell me earlier? Then we could have done
something.’ Ponni replied that the man had threatened to kill both of them and emphasized that she
was not aware of the possibility to conceive through ‘this’. Her mother was extremely upset and angry
with the rapist. She blamed him incontestably and recognized Ponni indisputably as the victim of his
crime. Culturally the rapist might have been a suitable groom, but this consideration was not taken
into account. They knew the man as an unreliable drunkard and this rape merely confirmed their
judgment. The option mentioned by the Government Hospital to surrender the baby for adoption is
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perceived as the best solution.
Among the mothers participating in this research, the possibility of a marriage was regularly
taken into consideration after rape also, but evidently it did not work out since they became unmarried
mothers.179 However Ponni and her mother rejected marriage with this rapist, and she is not the only
one. Two other raped unmarried mothers refused any marriage arrangements. However, they did not
mention rape as the reason. They stressed the men’s (other) bad habits or emphasized that the man
was already married. For them, the awkward position of becoming the ‘second wife’ was decisive to
repudiate marriage.
As far as the notions of ‘blame’ and ‘guilt’ are concerned, Ponni and her family were firm in the
man’s accountability. However, this firmness was rather exceptional. In all other rape cases, I noticed
defensiveness and ambivalence in blaming oneself or the man. Even the woman who lived in her rapist’s
household was blamed for her pregnancy by her aunts and listening between the lines, by noticing her
defensiveness, I understood that she felt guilty too. I decide to inquire with Kanni and her mother about
this subject and Kanni revealed:
‘People of our community are angry with me. I have brought my community a bad name
with my indecent behaviour. They spoke a lot about me. Very bad things they spoke about
me. But nobody spoke with me anymore. Our own neighbours ignored us because as
parents they were scared that their daughters would do the same thing.’
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Father’s sister’s son.
Tracing and meeting women who indeed had married their rapist would lead too far from the subject of
this thesis.
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Kanni felt she was held responsible. However, some time later, during the interview she said:
‘The people in our neighbourhood are protective and supportive. The father of my baby
won’t even enter the street anymore because he feels that everybody is against him. The
people in our neighbourhood blame him because he has spoilt me.’
Kanni’s mother adds:
‘My girl did wrong because she allowed him to do this. The needle can only make the
thread come in if it opens the hole. If the hole is not big enough, the thread can not enter
the needle. (..) It was true rape. The man knew why he went to our house that day. He
knew we were all out since he took us to the bus stop. Straight from the bus stop, he
purposely returned to our house knowing she was there alone. But she also made a
mistake (tappu). By letting him inside the house, she made him do this. (..) Only the man
should be blamed, but the neighbourhood will blame the girl by mentioning the needle
and the hole. Towards us, the people in our area will put the blame and the shame on us.’
Apparently their weavers’ community is defensive towards outsiders. The shame does not merely
concern Kanni’s family, but also the community. Hence, in defending Kanni and her family, they
actually defend themselves. However, within the community people are annoyed and punish Kanni
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and her family with social isolation.
Women feel responsible for becoming pregnant or for being raped before marriage. Strategies
to escape responsibilities hardly occurred among the women I met. Most women described a love
affair and corroborated their single or shared culpability with comments like ‘I should not have fallen
in love’ or ‘Of course he also made a mistake. But I can not blame him completely. If I had behaved
better, this would not have happened’. A few women claimed, in Kapur’s words, a victim status by
positioning themselves as sexually innocent and un-knowledgeable. Simultaneously, these women
revealed feelings of guilt about creating a romantic atmosphere, feeling attracted or moving physically
too close. Apparently, women incline to carry the burden of accountability and this inclination has
far reaching consequences. Sundari, the protagonist of this chapter, used the words: ‘It is a waste
that I live. It is better if I am dead.’ Rosemary put it in the words: ‘They will say “a girl bringing shame
upon her family must not live”.’ Comparable statements were expressed by eight unmarried mothers
who either relinquished or raised their children, during or reflecting upon their pregnancy. Four of
them attempted at least once to kill themselves. Statistics and records of the number of suicides
among unmarried pregnant women are not available. But based upon judgments and enunciations
regarding guilt, a substantial number of successful attempts can be assumed.

‘A son is an asset’
The burden of a premarital pregnancy is evident. However, Sundari expressed and showed a change
in her attitude after giving birth. After delivery, the child is not an abstraction but a baby of flesh and
blood. Another significance which occurred after delivery was brought up by Rekha. For Rekha, the
sex of her child made all the difference.
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In Chapter 2, I referred to Srinivasan (2006) who revealed how married couples expressed
their worries specifically about surrendering female babies. In addition to aspects which cover both
sexes: worries about whereabouts, feelings of guilt and life long worries, they mentioned a specific
gender-related aspect as an extra concern for surrendered and adopted baby girls: protecting her
chastity. Rekha, the older mother with two daughters who changed her mind about relinquishment
after giving birth to a son, expressed the importance of having a son. Nevertheless, she lost him
and losing her only son resulted in specific gender-related emotions. The question that arises now
is whether the gender of relinquished children had any impact on decision-making processes of
mothers who participated in this research.
Initially, Rekha was not interested in the sex of her baby.180 The pregnancy in itself was
unwanted since it showed her sexual activity. After delivery however, her status changed from
pregnant old woman to the mother of a son. The sexually tainted connotation attached to pregnancy
was changed into the asexual connotation attached to motherhood. Simultaneously, the gender
of the child influenced her decision-making process. What would have happened if the child had
turned out to be a girl? Initially, for Rekha, her age was motivation for her plans to relinquish. Just like
Thangamma, the widowed mother with the twin boys, she was embarrassed by her pregnancy. Both
Thangamma and Rekha delivered males. However, Thangamma never mentioned the gender of her
twins as a significant aspect. The fact that the twins turned out to be boys did not give rise to doubts
regarding her decision to relinquish. Unlike Rekha, Thangamma is already living with her adult son
and she is not in need of another son. But for Rekha, who has two daughters, the gender of her male
child is a decisive factor indeed. Parents who relinquish babies in the Cradle Baby Scheme usually
appreciate pregnancies, but reject girl babies. Rekha rejects the pregnancy, but appreciates a son.
How was this for other mothers whom I met?
For this answer, I return to my protagonist Sundari. Sundari does not touch the subject
spontaneously. After my inquiry about her feelings regarding the gender of the child, which she is
still carrying at that moment, Sundari was willing to reflect upon what the sex of her child means to
her as an unmarried pregnant woman:
‘B: What will be easier in your circumstances: raising a boy or a girl?
S: A daughter will be more difficult. Her dowry is an issue and what will happen if she
becomes like me?’
Sundari highlighted the difference in the cultural meaning of a male and female child with regard
to chastity and dowry. Sundari’s statement ‘What if a daughter becomes like me?’ points to the fact
that she had gone astray. Yet, she claimed, that the gender of her child was an irrelevant factor in her
personal decision-making. Sundari is an unmarried mother and the gender of her child is not a reason
for reconsideration. After delivery, when her child turned out to be a daughter, she never stressed
her baby’s sex. Some other mothers share Sundari’s attitude. Even after giving birth to sons, mothers
said the child’s sex was not important to their decision to relinquish. However, I met unmarried and
married mothers, who became confused or even felt doubtful about surrendering after giving birth to
180
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a baby boy. Vinitha for instance181, expressed doubts about relinquishing her son. She spontaneously
expressed her happiness in giving birth to him. She explicitly stressed her own status as a daughter
since she was the second of three daughters. Her parents regularly expressed their unhappiness
about Vinitha’s sex and hence, her grandparents had raised her. Vinitha explained:
‘V: I am happy that my baby is a boy. It is better than a girl. I am happy since I never had
a brother. (..) I feel very sad to leave him behind here and I would not feel sad about
leaving my baby if it was a girl.’
Since the baby turned out to be a boy, Vinitha is personally confused about surrendering him but she
knows that her mother will never agree to keep him. Her rehabilitation within her family is important
to her, but she feels that surrendering a boy is more painful than surrendering a girl.
Amuda also expressed her deep sorrow. Amuda is a 20 year old woman from the Gounder
community. Her family is very poor and they struggle daily to make ends meet with farming.
Two years ago, Amuda fell in love with the father of her child. According to the standards of her
community, he was a marriageable man except for the fact that his elder sister was not yet married.
Together, they decided to discuss marriage with their parents as soon as his sister is settled. However,
Amuda conceived before any discussions about a wedding were started. She informed him about
her condition and soon afterwards, he and his father disappeared. Amuda is in the last term of her
pregnancy when we meet. She speaks in a low and gentle voice, carefully choosing her words to

154

describe the story of her life. Almost like in a poem, she expresses her personal feelings about her love
affair and her ‘mistake’. She seems to accept the relinquishment.
However, after giving birth to her son, during the second interview, her acceptance had
vanished. Her state of mind had changed into anguish. In words, she repeats what she mentioned
during the first interview: She can not raise her child since people will ‘talk bad’ about an unmarried
mother. However, during this interview, she stresses how difficult this is for her. She also deliberately
describes her physical pains during her delivery and emphasizes how she suffered to give birth to
her son.182 She is happy with him and breastfeeds him and cares for him whole-heartedly. She is very
much attached to her baby and it is clear that his gender influences her feelings. Whereas earlier, her
emotions seemed to be settled, this second interview is loaded with confusion and pain:
‘A: If anybody comes to know [B: in my village], they will speak badly. But since they do
not know yet… It will never be like before..
B: What will not be like before?
A: Before I was free. From now onwards, I will always have this sorrow in my heart. A
woman can never forget the baby she had.
B: During pregnancy, you explained that you were sure about relinquishing your baby.
How do you feel now about this?
A: I promised [B: to the institution-staff] to give the child [B: to them]. I will not go
181
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back on my word (..) Leaving the child here does not mean forgetting the child, the
mothers will be burning within their hearts (..) It is all gone. At least hereafter I will
lead a descent life. I don’t think I can attach myself to any worldly thing.
Amuda and Vinitha seem to continuously hear the echo of the dominant conviction that retaining
the child is impossible. In spite of deep sorrow, especially because the child is a son, they still cling
to the decision and the agreement to relinquish. However, not all the mothers were prepared to
honour their decisions. For some unmarried mothers, the situation changed after giving birth to a
boy, resulting in a changed mind.

Changed minds
One day Florina and I visited an institution. A couple of weeks earlier, when we entered this institution
to interview another mother, Sumathi had just returned from the hospital after giving birth to her son
by caesarean. But at that time, we were kept from her. The social worker did not allow us to talk to her
since ‘some problems’ had come up. After the social worker had left, we asked the matron why the
social worker refused to let us meet Sumathi. The matron was usually less on the qui vive than her
superior and she explained the mentioned ‘problems’ openly. Sumathi conceived as an unmarried
woman and was referred to this NGO by the family planning unit of the Government Hospital. With
her stepmother, she applied for admission and instantly agreed to relinquish her unborn child. She
sat out her pregnancy quietly, grateful for the hospitality and appropriate care. But the delivery came
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with complications and the matron explains:
‘After delivery, the baby boy was kept in the glass box for two days, since his eyes were
yellow. The stepmother cared for the baby during these two days and now she wants to
take the child home.’
The stepmother started to thwart the surrender process because she had changed her mind. The
baby turned out to be a boy and for this reason, she wanted to keep him. She decided to confront
the social worker with her change of mind, but the social worker did not agree and explained to the
stepmother that reclaiming was out of the question since they already agreed to relinquishment. The
social worker emphasized that if she would continue in her process to reclaim the child, she should
pay a substantial amount of money to cover the maintenance charge, the operation and the medical
care of mother and child. The matron formulates:
‘The stepmother was furious and went straight-line to the police to put a complaint.’
But the matron is not worried about the threats of this stepmother since the social worker explained
to her: ‘If the baby would have been a girl, she would never have reclaimed the child and the police
will recognize gender-discrimination as an inappropriate motivation to reclaim a baby.’ The problem,
as experienced by the matron and social worker, is settled, but as a researcher, I am eager to hear the
story from Sumathi herself.
Unexpectedly, we return after three weeks. This time we feel lucky, since we find Sumathi
Relinquishing mothers

in a room without any matron or social worker being present. Despite the painful wound and short
nights due to her demanding baby, she welcomes us and happens to be in a very talkative mood. Her
version of the situation confirms the information of the matron: the stepmother is still eager to keep
the baby. But Sumathi does not agree with her stepmother’s decision. She explains:
‘I can not care for the child. People will speak badly about me since I conceived the child
in a bad way. Also the social worker told me: “how can you face society as an unmarried
mother?” ’
Sumathi says that ‘madam’ (social worker) is upset about their wish to take the baby. She thinks that
it is right to leave the child since madam has cared for her during pregnancy by providing her with
medicines, medical check-ups and hospital care. For all these reasons, she prefers to leave her son
behind and this is what finally happens. Sumathi relinquishes her son to the institution and signs the
surrender document. In spite of her stepmother’s wish to keep the boy, Sumathi sticks to the main
reasons of her initial decision, the gossip and her shame. She also adds a new reason to surrender: she
owes it to the institution since they took care of her during pregnancy and delivery and even her male
baby does not change her mind.
This is different for Chellam. Chellam is also an unmarried mother of a male baby and
admitted during pregnancy. Chellam is from a very poor SC. background and lives in one of the big
slums surrounding Chennai. Her family situation has never been stable since her birth. The setting has
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already changed a few times during her short life. Chellam describes her childhood:
‘C: My mother had two husbands. She was married, but she left this husband. My sister
was already born and my mother was four months pregnant with me when she met
another man at the construction site. We used to live with my maternal uncle, but
we wanted to have our own home. So we went to another place and built a hut. We
never studied properly, so my mother put me in a hostel when I was about five or six
to get me educated. Later on, we started living with my mother’s second man. That
man was also already married and had six children in his native village. My older sister
stayed with my maternal uncle. He brought her up and even got her married. During
her wedding, there was a big confusion about who her real father was. At that time,
my [B: step-] father brought my brother, who was born later, and me to his village to
stay there. Later, my mother and her second husband separated and we went back
to the city where we initially lived with my mother. Then my mother became sick and
she and her second husband started living together again.(..)’
Chellam’s mother’s lifestyle does not conform to dominant middle-class cultural norms. However, she
has different plans for her daughter and these plans do not include Chellam’s pregnancy. Chellam is
aware of her mother’s plans for her and is very worried about revealing the truth about her pregnancy.
Before giving birth to her son, she states:
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‘C: [B: Since a while] I knew that I was pregnant. I stopped working [B: in the Export
Company]. I was afraid to tell my mother about it. I kept postponing telling her. My
mother was asking me about my growing belly, but I made up excuses. I told her that
I had just finished a big meal, excuses like that. My mother initially thought that I was
possessed. She took me to the mosque and there I received blessings183 and they gave
me a thread to wear. Also the people around my house said that it could be the black
magic stomach (cūṉiya vayiṟu). Later on, we went to the government hospital and
there they discovered my pregnancy. My mother just fainted when she heard about
my pregnancy. I used to laugh and play, like a child, so she did not expect this. One
lady, our neighbour, came along with us to the hospital. But my mother did not inform
her about my pregnancy. She told her that I had a tumour in my stomach since she
preferred to hide the truth. We thought of an abortion but this was impossible since
I entered the 8 th month. Hence, we went to the lady doctor who said that she could
do it if we would pay Rs 4,000/-. But we could not afford this.
My mother shouted at me. She told me that if I had told her earlier we could have had
it aborted. The doctor in the Government Hospital told us that I had to deliver the
child and referred us to this hostel [B: licensed NGO]. I was afraid, about the people
at home. Even now my sister and my brother still do not know what has happened.
(..). Only my mother, father, my aunt and older sister know about this. No one else.
The lady doctor in the Government Hospital advised us and requested us to go to this
hostel [B: licensed NGO]. I came here on the 14th of the last month. I am not married
and I think that many problems will arise so my mother has decided to give up the child.
If we keep it, people will speak badly and I will have to answer the questions of the child
when it grows up. The child will ask me about its father. I am feeling bad to give away
the child. I want to keep the child, but I don’t know how to organize this. The people
of this hostel told me that I have to give the child away before I leave. This is how my
situation is. (..) If I was married it would have been okay, but now I have to suffer and
deliver the child and so I think it will be difficult. I can’t leave immediately after the
delivery; I have to breastfeed the child for two months before I am allowed to go.
B: You say you want to keep the child. Would there be any possibility to raise the child?
C: Anyway people will come to know about what happened. People in our neighbourhood
are already suspicious. I want to give the child away. How can I keep it? Practically, I can
bring up the child. I can work. But my parents will get a bad name. (..) If I take the child,
my elder sister’s husband’s family will speak badly; my sister’s life will also be ruined.
Even now they are not so good for her and this matter may affect my sister.’
In this first interview, during her pregnancy, Chellam stresses three decisive factors: the shame for her
family, having to answer to her child after it grows up and the quality of life of her married sister. But
the child turns out to be a boy. This is of great importance for her and changes her decision-making
significantly. In the interview, after delivery she expresses:
183

Chellam is a Hindu. However, it is not unusual for Hindus to go to a mosque to seek release from ‘black
magic’.

Relinquishing mothers

157

‘C: My baby is a beautiful and lucky boy. In my old age, he will look after me. But not if I
give him up. If I see him now, I feel very sad about losing him.
B: If the baby would have been a girl, what would you do?
C: I would leave her behind. No second thought. But since it is a boy and since he is fair, I
want to bring him up.
B: What makes the difference between a boy and a girl?
C: A girl is like me. She needs to be taken care of. There are too many expenses. For a
boy, there is not much expense. He is an asset. If we bring him up, he will look after
us in old age. I think my mother will also change her mind once she sees the child
because he is very beautiful. (..) I am least worried about my family. If they [B: the
institution staff] give the child to me I will take him and stay separately. Eventually, I
will bring him up alone by doing domestic work. For six months I can feed him and
keep him with me. After that I can leave him with somebody to take care of him
and go for work. I can bring him up, but I am upset for having signed the papers.(..)’
Everybody here is saying: “why would you leave such a beautiful baby.” If they allow
me to take the child I will take him. He has six toes on his right feet. It seems that this
means that he will be rich in the future. I have written down his birth day and time to
check [B: his horoscope].
B: Who said to you that you should leave the child here behind?
C: All the āyās who are looking after the babies said so. But what can I do. I have signed
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the papers that I will relinquish the baby after delivery. If I want the baby I have to pay
lots of money they say.’
Chellam changed her mind after giving birth to a male child. The main hindrance to her new plans
is the NGO and she thinks that she has already signed the surrender documents. I know this is not
the case. I explain to her that she has only signed an agreement in which the institutional rules and
responsibilities are explained.
Chellam is clear in her wish to keep the child, but practically it does not work out. On the
day that her mother, aunt and stepfather arrive - I am also inside the institution and able to observe
the process - Chellam loses control of the situation. She is not invited to participate in discussions and
she is not in a position to take the floor on her own initiative. The formalities get arranged between
the authorities of the institution and Chellam’s mother and aunt. Chellam listens submissively to what
the authorities decide. The surrender document is read for her, including the possibility of reclaiming
the child within two months. Orally, she is told to bring her husband if she aims to reclaim her child.
With this assertion, another implicit message is communicated: raising her child as a single mother is
unacceptable.
After Chellam has signed the surrender document, her aunt and mother are offered a
chance to see the baby.184 Chellam’s mother rejects this opportunity and waits outside the building.
However, her aunt accepts the offer and has a glimpse of the baby. She is moved by the appearance
184
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of the child and has tears in her eyes. But the ‘case is closed’. Without talking, Chellam and her family
leave the institution walking behind one another. Chellam is the last in the row. Her hanging head
contrasts with the bright colours of her sari, and expresses her sorrow about leaving behind the son
she so eagerly wanted to take home.
For Chellam, her baby’s gender made a significant difference. For many mothers, married or
unmarried, the gender of the child is significant and even decisive. Although it is impossible to truly
compare, since nobody relinquished children of both sexes, women expressed a deep grief about
losing a male child. Some people, involved in the decision-making process, changed their minds
after the birth of a boy. Nevertheless, for different reasons, these children were also surrendered.
Conversely, the delivery of a girl did not have a similar impact. Unlike Srinivasan’s (2006) finding of
specific concerns regarding the relinquishment of girls, the unmarried mothers who participated in
this research never came up explicitly with gender-related aspects for decision-making after giving
birth to a girl. This does not mean that they were indifferent about relinquishing a girl. Like Sundari,
other unwed mothers also expressed or showed deep sorrow. However, they related this to the loss
of their child, not to the loss of a daughter.
It is impossible to generalize on the impact of the child’s gender on the decision-making
processes regarding relinquishment. Different priorities concerning personal circumstances and
individual emotions determine the complex decision-making process. Regarding the gender of the
child, the marital status of mothers who participated, either unmarried, deserted, separated, married
or widowed did not unconditionally relate to the decision-making processes to relinquish. Another
remarkable aspect is the role of the concerned institutions in cases where the woman/ family wish to
reclaim the male-child. Evidently, an institution is also pleased with the birth of a boy. Many aspiring
adoptive parents want to adopt a male child but are not able to do so since agencies have a shortage
of (healthy) baby boys. From the perspective of suppliers, institutions are pleased with the birth of a
boy baby. This tends to counter initiatives to reclaim a child after surrender.185

Infanticide
(Female) infanticide is associated with specific districts and particular castes in Tamil Nadu. However,
this does not rule out infanticide as a consideration for other castes and other regions (Srinivasan
2006). Among the relinquishing mothers who participated in this research, the possibility of killing
the baby after birth instead of relinquishing was mentioned once. Of course, mothers who actually
carried out infanticide are not admitted to such institutions and tracing them through different
channels would lead too far from the objectives of this research.
Vinitha shared her plans about killing the baby after birth. She is an 18-year-old unmarried
mother from Chennai who is already introduced in the section ‘A son is an asset’ in this chapter and
185

During my fieldwork, I came across two situations when a surrendered baby was given back to the
biological parents. One father who surrendered his female baby through the Cradle Baby Scheme, came
all the way from the south to an institution in Chennai to reclaim his daughter. A male baby was given
back to the parents after a marriage was arranged between the unwed mother and biological father of
the child. Both institutions were co-operative and gave the child back to the parents without any financial
demand whatsoever. Why did these parents receive their child back whereas others, as described in this
chapter, were forced to surrender? An arranged marriage or an approved love-marriage seems to be a
decisive criterion for institutions-authorities to practically co-operate in reuniting parents and children.
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in the section ‘A methodological interlude’ in Chapter 2. Vinitha conceived from her lover whom
she met in an Export Company. After unsuccessful attempts to terminate the pregnancy through
medicines, rejection of marriage by her lover’s family and a financial hindrance to abort illegally, her
mother considers killing the baby after birth:
B: Did you discuss raising the child?
V: No, we did not talk about it. My mother said that she would kill the child. I told her
not to do so but relinquish it instead.(..)
B: Why did your mother want to kill the child?
V: Nobody knows that I am pregnant. If we bring up the child, the neighbours will talk
badly. So this will raise problems when I get married. For that reason, she wanted to
kill the baby.
B: Does this happen in your surrounding, in the area you live?
V: There is a lady near our house who does this. Only if the baby is a girl she will kill.
Initially the baby looks good but she will say that it got choked while drinking milk.(..)
B: How do you know?
V: I saw her putting small black balls into the milk. She mixed it well and it turned black.
She gave this to the baby to drink and after some time it had died.
B: Didn’t she do this very secretly?
V: She killed already her four baby daughters. I was sitting there when she was giving
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that medicine to her fifth. I asked her what she was doing and she replied that the
baby was having stomach ache. She said she was giving medicine for pain relief. After
sometime she said that the baby had died.(..) So that means she had killed the baby.
B: Your mother wanted to kill the baby. Why didn’t you agree?
V: I do not like to kill my baby. I am the person who will give birth to it.
B: What makes the difference between your preference and your mother’s?
V: She is looking for her family background and prestige, whereas it is my child and since this
opportunity to relinquish was offered by the Government Hospital, we all agreed on that.
Vinitha’s mother’s priority is the shame about the obscenity (aciṅkam) for the family and so she needs
to get rid of the child somehow. Nevertheless her mother understands Vinitha’s feelings and since the
opportunity to relinquish came across, she agrees. Obviously Vinitha’s mother is the decision-maker
and within this process, she integrates her daughter’s desires.
Vinitha is open about her mother’s plan to kill the baby but generally discourses regarding
the pros of infanticide are politically incorrect. The fact that Vinitha is the only unmarried mother who
opened up does not imply that other women and their families did not consider this option at all.
Since no records are available regarding unmarried mothers and infanticide, it is impossible to draw
conclusions, but presumably infanticides are carried out as far as unmarried mothers are concerned.

Child-oriented
In almost all interviews, women expressed child-oriented motivations to surrender. Adoption was
regularly described as a great opportunity for the child’s future. Considerations about education,
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economic circumstances and growing up with two parents embedded within a ‘proper’ family were
mentioned as important: ‘The child will come up in life with two rich Indian or foreign parents’. Access
to good education was usually mentioned as an advantage for the surrendered and adopted child.
Statements such as: ‘How can I answer my child in the future’; and expressions regarding the stigma
of illegitimacy were mentioned to describe the advantages of surrendering for adoption. Guilt and
anxiety regarding the child’s well-being were incidentally mentioned. These were usually followed
by soothing statements by the staff implying that adoption is in the best interest of mother and child.
In spite of the fact that child-oriented motivations were significant, these motivations were usually
expressed by the women as ‘side-factors’. Ambiguity about adoptive status was probably the reason
for not emphasizing these aspects. Most mothers focussed on motivations concerning their personal
circumstances and generally the child’s perspective was subordinated to the well-being of the (other)
family-members.

Horoscope
In addition to the reasons expressed for surrendering by the women themselves, I came across one
specific motivation mentioned by a social worker of a licensed institution. She described married
couples who lately surrendered children for astrological reasons.186 These motivations concern the
individual horoscopes of individual children or sometimes bad matching between horoscopes
of these children and other significant family members. I failed to meet parents themselves who
relinquished because of astrological reasons.
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Summary
This chapter outlines the decision-making processes of mothers who eventually relinquish their
children. Analysis of the marital status of participating mothers shows that 16 out of 29 mothers in
the process of decision-making are indisputably unmarried. The experiences of these 16 unmarried
mothers predominate in this chapter. Mothers with an unrecognized or ambiguous marital
status predominate in Chapter 5 which focuses on the role of institutions in the decision-making
processes.
In this chapter, decision-making processes of mothers are presented over time and several
structuring principles emerge. A significant factor is the fact that access to contraception proved
impossible since unmarried women are not presumed to have sex. Abortion emerged as a missed
opportunity since the legal terms were passed or as a strategic choice since – as news about the
pregnancy spread in the community - abortions could not restore the damage to the family prestige.
These expecting mothers enter the next stage in which marriage with the biological father is usually
considered. Infanticide and abandonment were not (regularly) mentioned as options by the women I
met. This is not surprising since women who kill or abandon their children do not reside in institutions
for relinquishment.
As far as court cases were concerned, a child was mentioned as a stake to make a legal
case stronger. The existence of a child as evidence of premarital sex was presumed to increase the
chance of forcing its biological father into marriage. Marriage with the biological father was often the
186

Srinivasan (2006) and Anandhi (2005) elaborate on astrological aspects regarding unwanted pregnancies.
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preferred solution. However, not in all cases due to caste differences and incidentally due to the man’s
personality. A married rapist with (more) bad habits was rejected by some mothers, but rape was not
always perceived as a reason for rejecting a marriage alliance.
The delivery is a milestone as an experience in itself and with a baby in her life, a mother’s
circumstances are significantly changed. After giving birth, various contradictive emotions, loyalties
and priorities emerge. These confusing feelings are intensified by the contradictive expectations of
the mothers themselves and also of the staff with regard to feeding and nursing the baby. The mother
bond, which is a matter of fact for Tamilians, is significant and causes deep grief in case other decisive
factors turn the scale towards relinquishment.
After giving birth, the sex of the baby is another aspect determining emotions of many
mothers. While some mothers were sad regardless of the baby’s sex; for other mothers, or their
relations, relinquishment of a baby boy evoked intense agony and regret which occasionally became
a reason for reconsideration.
Tamil Nadu is a society in transition. Within all layers of society, unmarried women meet
men beyond the control of their family. For instance in export companies, call centres and colleges,
inter-caste and inter-class love affairs begin. Ancient discourses regarding sexuality conflict with new
ideas and sexuality becomes negotiable. Hence premarital sexual relationships result in an increase
of pregnancies. Educated and well-nourished women of usually higher-castes and class187 reduce
anxieties about premarital pregnancies by going to abortion clinics in an early stage. The mothers
who participated in this research delivered their babies. Some of them were high caste and well-
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educated. However, many of them were SC. and less educated.
Caste-related concerns prove to be of great importance for some mothers who participated
in this research. However, in other cases, caste backgrounds appeared to be insignificant. Cross-caste
marriages are considered impossible for particular castes; especially where adolescents of Scheduled
Castes are involved. This appeared to be true for Scheduled Caste mothers who conceived from an
upper-caste man, and also for mothers of other castes who had conceived from a Scheduled Caste
man. However, for some relinquishing mothers, caste related issues were of no significance since
the child’s father was a relative or of the same caste. Other mothers were unaware of their own
caste which illustrates its insignificance regarding their decision-making process. Kapadia outlined
gendered differences in sexuality discourses across castes in her research village: ‘The lower-caste
norms connect with greater sexual freedom but (..) this sexual freedom is severely limited because
of the lack of safe contraception’ (1995: 169). Kapadia points out that among lower-caste people
with a desire to emulate upper-caste and upper-class norms, concerns arise regarding “appropriate”
female behaviour. Narratives in this chapter reveal ambiguity with regard to forbidden sex and its
consequences. This underscores Kapadia’s conclusion and implies room for manoeuvre.
The unmarried mothers involved in this study enter a stage of distress since their personal
respect and their family’s prestige (kauravam) are damaged. Shame (veṭkam) and embarrassment
(caṅkaṭam) are leading threads running through their disclosures. This shame concerns their
uncontrolled female sexuality, either related to their unmarried status or (old) age. Another type of
shame relates to women’s failure as mother. Surrendering a child for adoption is commonly presumed
187
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as a commercial transaction. Hence mothers who have relinquished a child are disdained. Good
mothers will not give children away and especially where (once) married mothers are concerned, it is
generally assumed that money is the motivation for her actions.
Poverty did not emerge as reason for relinquishment. Nevertheless, many women described
circumstances where lack of finances was a daily reality. Deficient finances were mentioned as a
decisive factor regarding access to illegal abortions. Money-related concerns were also mentioned
by mothers who desired to keep the child, in the sense that they were unable to pay the licensed NGO.
A refusal to surrender the baby or a decision to reclaim was perceived by many mothers as breach of
agreement. This agreement implied a pledge to handover the baby in return for received medical,
physical and social care.
Since a pregnancy is just 38 weeks, the pressure of ‘time’ is an additional significant aspect
and a contra-indication in well-considered decision-making. The discovery of an unwanted
pregnancy came with panic and was experienced with deeply-rooted feelings of shame. Yet, with
this undeniably undesirable situation as starting point, different decisions and solutions emerged
over time. Legal abortions are limited by time as are illegal abortions. Time is a complicating factor
to keep a pregnancy secret, since a long absence will raise questions; and the time to reclaim a child
after signing the surrender document is limited.
The transition from being unmarried and pregnant to being unmarried and mother is
important. The sexually-tainted connotation and totally negative aspects of the combination
unmarried and pregnant, changes significantly after giving birth. The positive cultural aspects
attached to motherhood emerge as sources for mothers to regain self-respect, strength and influence
or manipulate their social identity.
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In addition to these cultural components, the personal and

emotional effects of having a baby of flesh and blood in their arms influence mothers’ perceptions
about future prospects without relinquishing.
A significant aspect for the women concerned is the family-oriented perspective. A mother’s
individual wish or deep longings and priorities regarding the surrendering or upbringing of her
child does not always correspond with the priorities of her relatives. A mother balances her personal
concerns and different loyalties. Regularly, commitment and loyalties towards her kin turn out to be
decisive. Simultaneously, power-differences between the mother on the one hand and her kin on
the other direct this decision. It is not unusual that apart from the legal aspect, the actual decision
regarding surrendering or bringing up a baby is made by one of her kin: usually her mother. But her
father, her brother, aunts or uncles are also possible decision-makers. These third persons are in a
position to ignore or overrule the individual interest of the two directly involved: the mother and her
child.
In today’s practice, significant kin who are involved in decision-making processes usually
maintain a physical and emotional distance from the involved mother and her child. Apart from some
occasional visits, the pregnant woman or mother lives temporarily isolated from them. The new born
baby is especially kept away from these significant kin. Usually, family members did not pay much
attention to the baby. Generally, they avoided staying with their new born kin and maintained a
distance by choice or as directed by institutional policy. Distance, physically and emotionally, between
188 In her study on Mexican unmarried mothers, Steenbeek (1995) also concludes a turning point after delivery: The child provides his or her mother with a new, cleared (gezuiverde), identity (1995: 164).
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the true decision makers and people who actually execute the decision - the mothers - comes with
socially disruptive mechanisms since the implications and consequences of the decision are not
directly experienced and felt by the persons who are responsible for the decision. The emotional
distance between a grandchild, niece or nephew and its respective grandmother/father, uncle or
aunt is expressed by mothers as of a different order. The bonding of a mother, who carried the child,
gave birth to it and nursed and mothered it after delivery, is significantly different.
The question that arises here is: Which implications emerge from these findings? Before
I will focus on this, I will first elaborate on the decision-making processes of mothers who did not
relinquish their children, raising them against the grain. What happened in their lives, which factors
were decisive and how do they manage? In the conclusion to this dissertation, I connect the different
processes and elaborate on implications.
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Vasuki & Ramuthai Rajeswari

CHAPTER 4
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This chapter is about unmarried mothers who raise their children themselves. From a cultural
perspective, unmarried mothers do not exist in India, but social reality is not always constructed
to conform to dominant cultural norms and restrictions. Unmarried mothers exist; as do unmarried
mothers who raise their children instead of relinquishing them. Thus the question remains: how and
in what circumstances do these mothers raise their children? Within the field of adoption in India,
this alternative is believed to be unfeasible. Unmarried mothers, including their children and other
relatives are generally, and specifically within the field of adoption, presumed to be subjected to
severe ridicule. To gain insight into the perspective of mothers who live in these controversial
circumstances, I endeavoured to approach them.
My search for unmarried mothers who are raising their children themselves instead of
surrendering, abandoning, aborting or killing them, evoked very discouraging reactions from people
around me. My conviction that in India also, mothers will live with and raise their premarital children,
regularly led to discussions about actresses, temple dancers (tēvatāci) or prostitutes: categories of
women living within a specific social framework. These, however, are not within the category of
unmarried mothers I chose to focus on. As mentioned in the Introduction, I decided to focus on
mothers whose social circumstances were similar to mothers who eventually relinquished their
children and the unmarried mothers I met who did relinquish were not very happy to be associated
with prostitutes.
A few months after starting field work with my assistant Florina, the research continues
smoothly. We are able to access mothers inside institutions as all barriers have been overcome.
Informally, we hang out regularly and conduct formal interviews almost every week. The intensity
Retaining a child

of these interviews and the empathy we feel evoke vivid discussions and some critical questions
afterwards. The assumed necessity for the mothers to relinquish is one leading thread running
through our discussions. Is relinquishment truly the one and only best option as far as unmarried
mothers are concerned? Of course, Florina is aware of my intentions to approach mothers who raise
their children against the grain. Repeatedly, we discuss how and where to search for them. Florina
admits that these mothers will exist, but repeatedly stressed that such situations are very rare in her
country.
A few months and many experiences later, Florina’s views regarding unmarried mothers
are transformed. She reveals that she became aware of two unmarried mothers raising their children
themselves in her immediate neighbourhood. Till then, she was ‘blind’ to this social category. But our
work with unmarried mothers has increased her awareness. However, she admits some reluctance
in approaching them for interviews. Florina is living in an urban middle-class neighbourhood. In this
area, unmarried motherhood is culturally unusual. Nevertheless, Florina had heard rumours about a
pregnant unmarried adolescent girl next door. This was a ‘public secret’, something that people know
about, but are not supposed to know. The situation was generally perceived as embarrassing and
therefore, Florina still feels it is inappropriate to ask the woman to participate in this research.
The other neighbour is easier for her to approach. This woman’s name is Neela. She belongs
to a lower class and lives in a rented house. She is an exception in this street where most people
are educated, own some property and live within the restrictions that circumscribe the lives and
behaviours of the middle-class. Florina also socializes with this family as Neela sometimes cleans her
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house. Though their connection is superficial and hierarchically unequal, she has a relationship on a
‘friendly-neighbour-basis’ and hence feels comfortable in approaching Neela.189 Neela likes Florina
and feels she is respected by her, or at least not judged. She is willing to cooperate and shares her life
history as the unmarried mother of an eight-year-old daughter.
Florina revealed that her blindness was about perceiving unmarried mothers for what they
are: unmarried and mother. Her reflection about her biased perspective was extremely useful since
I could confront other people around me with this insight. This stimulated others also to become
aware of unmarried mothers around them. Florina’s reluctance to approach one of her neighbours
was another significant issue I could discuss in my attempts to meet more unmarried mothers. Secrets,
even public secrets, are supposed to be kept and taboos are not to be explicitly breached. Discussing
both barriers with other Tamilians around me, confronting them with my confidence that unmarried
mothers exist led to more cases.190 Occasionally people agreed to cooperate by approaching mothers.
However, not everybody was as frank as Florina about their hesitation to touch the subject. Regularly
‘intermediaries’ came up with excuses and false explanations for not being able to approach an
189

Schrijvers, in her elaboration on methodological dilemmas, advocates a dialogical communication. She
distinguishes ‘studying down’, ‘studying sideways’ and ‘studying up’ and notes: ‘When ‘studying down’
I found, under certain conditions, a dialogical form of communication can be created. In that situation
everything depends on the possibilities of establishing more egalitarian links. (..) The economic and
political power-gap can be overcome to a certain degree by accentuating the importance of immaterial
exchanges, such as the exchange of different experiences, points of view and types of knowledge’ (1991:
177).
190 In addition to this method of snowball sampling, I am able to approach a few informants, for instance
Valarmathi whom I introduced in the Introduction, with the help of NGOs that aim to support women.
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unmarried mother. Many mothers appeared to have suddenly disappeared or moved. Finally, through
some reliable connections and good friends, I was able to meet nine unmarried mothers who were
raising their children themselves.
Of these nine unmarried mothers, four mothers considered themselves as ‘never married’.
But they described an occasion, informal, unrecognized and not witnessed by significant relatives,
when a tāli was tied by the father of their child. In spite of the fact that in some of these four cases they
did not give the father’s initial191 to their children, I focus on the five mothers who had never had a tāli
tied. A tāli distinguishes the two categories of women who consider themselves as unmarried mothers.
Mothers who once had a tāli, even if it was not recognized by the women themselves, thrown away
later or pulled from her neck, once had a status or feeling of ‘being married’. They initially had some
recognition from the child’s father and this is a significantly different starting point when compared
to mothers who never had a tāli. Although these women themselves did not emphasize the difference
that the tāli made, in the analysis below I prefer to avoid any ‘pollution’ in the status of ‘unmarried
motherhood’ to retain the focus and gain insight into specific decision-making processes.
In addition to the fact that these four women got a tāli tied by the father of their child, two
of these four mothers were Tamil refugees from Sri Lanka living in a refugee camp in Tamil Nadu.
In interviews, they shared valuable insights and revealed many parallels and similarities with other
unmarried mothers. Their experiences, events, emotions and considerations confirm and underscore
the difficulties and stigma described by other unmarried mothers in Tamil Nadu. Nevertheless, for
these two Tamil women, the social and cultural context is very different. The original families and
communities of refugees residing in the camps are shred and spread across the world. This influences
social codes, especially with regard to marriages. Additionally, since refugees in camps usually do
not have residential permits, they are denied access to a formal legal marriage procedure. Although
people in camps have created and adapted formalities to perform weddings, it is not unusual that
men and women somehow live together without a recognized marital status. For these reasons, I
decided to not involve these two women’s life experiences in this analysis.
Five mothers never had a tāli tied by a husband in a formal or informal way. They defined
themselves as ‘never married’ and their unmarried status was indisputable. In this chapter, I
specifically elaborate the representations of Rajeswari, Neela and Vasuki since their circumstances
differ in significant aspects. Life experiences and significant factors of Valarmathi and Kanni have
already been elaborated in the Introduction and in Chapter 3.
Vasuki is an unmarried mother living in a typical, traditional village in the deep south of Tamil
Nadu: a rural area where ancient beliefs and customs still determine lives and lifestyles. In such a small
village, there is no room to hide in anonymity. Hence, Vasuki lives in the most imperfect circumstances
possible to raise her child as an unmarried mother. Besides, this area is notorious for infanticide. In
what circumstances did Vasuki conceive and why did she decide to raise her baby instead of aborting,
killing or relinquishing it during or immediately after pregnancy? In this chapter, Vasuki reveals what
happened in her life, why she decided to raise her baby girl and how she lives her life.
When I come to know about Vasuki’s existence through a friend in Chennai, I did not know
whether she would be willing to share her experiences. The only way to find out was by approaching
191
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her. Subsequently, I travel all the way down south in the company of an adoptive family from Europe
and their social worker. This adopted young woman has traced her biological family and is very
excited about meeting them. Originally, she came from the same rural area where Vasuki lives. The
combination of witnessing the reunion of this adopted young woman with her biological family
along with the possibility to approach Vasuki excites me. Soon after my arrival, I am able to approach
Vasuki through the village schoolteacher. This teacher is a friend of my friend and he knows Vasuki
and her family personally. He approaches her with the request to share her life history with me, but
she sends her message back through this same teacher. Her reply is rather unsatisfactory for me: she
is not interested to participate.
Although I expected and understand her rejection, I am very disappointed at this missed
opportunity to hear her story. Why should she be interested in sharing such a private and embarrassing
episode with a foreigner she has never met before? Additionally, the fact that a local man approached
her might have influenced her decision since his interaction with her is unlikely to reflect the respect
and admiration I feel for a courageous unmarried mother who raises her child against the grain. For
the time being, there is nothing I can do but come to terms with my disappointment. I decide to focus
on the reunion of the adoptive young woman with her biological family.
The adoptive woman and her adoptive parents stayed overnight in Madurai whereas I
went directly to the village where the biological parents live. I approach the biological parents for
an interview before the reunion and am privileged by their willingness to share their experiences
and expectations with me. The next day, the meeting with their daughter takes place and this is an
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impressive and emotional event broadcast all over Tamil Nadu, involving and concerning the whole
community.
A couple of months later, I visit this area again. Again my aim is to visit the biological
parents of the adopted woman and to try, once more, to get in touch with Vasuki. This time I plan to
approach her without the village teacher’s mediation but together with my female friend. However,
the teacher dissuades me and I do not feel in a position to overrule him. Nevertheless, I request him to
give the mother some more information about my intentions and the objectives of my research and
apparently the new approach persuades her. He invited her to meet me in the school and that same
evening she arrived, accompanied by her younger sister.192 We talk informally and in the course of this
talk, I share my experiences with unmarried mothers who relinquished their children. I explain that I
feel privileged to meet an unmarried mother who raises her child and I request her participation. She
agrees and that same evening, we have our first interview.
Vasuki is unmarried and mother of a ten-year-old daughter. She is 26 years old and earns her
income as a daily wage labourer. Vasuki is from a respected family of the Gounder caste, the dominant
caste in her village. She is a bright woman who is able to express her feelings and reflect upon her
life, her problematic situation and her decisions. As soon as she starts talking in her soft and gentle
192

Vasuki lives in a small house among her community members. A visit of me, as a foreigner, in her house
would create a sensation and also raise questions among neighbours and other people in her neighbourhood. The school was located in a quiet place at the border of the village. She could easily visit this place
without people paying much attention to this fact. In addition to the fact that this school has a low threshold, her father, as elaborated in the sections below, preferred to live an isolated life and our visit would
bring him into unwanted spotlights.
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way, the words flow like water. For more than two hours, she shares her life experiences in this first
interview. After this first meeting, the barriers have been overcome and her fear has gone. We are able
to elaborate on relevant topics in two later meetings. In the following section, I present Vasuki’s story
in her own words, translated from Tamil into English. It is Vasuki’s reconstruction of her life story in the
words she chose and as she decided to represent it to my friend193 and me.
In addition to interviewing Vasuki, I was able to talk with her mother twice – for an hour
each time. Vasuki’s ten-year-old daughter and Vasuki’s cousin were also willing to meet me. Three
generations of this family shared their lives with me, reflecting on what the discovery of a pregnancy
and the birth of an illegitimate girl child have meant to them.

The story of Vasuki 194
‘Before I became pregnant, we were well off. My parents worked mainly in our own fields. We were
two girls: my younger sister and I. In my childhood, I went to the Kallar school here in the village and
studied up to 6th standard, till I attained puberty. After I attained puberty, my parents explained to
me that I should be very careful with men, that I should not meet them or talk with them. They told
me that our family should not get a bad name through my behaviour and according to my parents’
advice, I always behaved well.
This neighbour man, Perumal behaved as a very friendly person. He came frequently to
our house and we talked with him every week. He was our family friend because he supervised the
agricultural work in the fields and came to discuss work-related matters. Through these discussions,
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he and I got to know each other and we were friendly with each other.
When I attained puberty, my mother was not in good terms with her brother. So this
man came forward to do the function as the māmā muṟai 195. He is related to us, he is my mother’s
cousin-brother (maternal grandmother’s sister’s son). I perceived him as a married elder person and
I respected him. I was pleased that he was willing to do this function for me as if he was my maternal
uncle. But at that time, I did not realize that he had bad intentions.
After attaining puberty, I was not supposed to go to school anymore, so he asked me: “Why
are you staying at home? Go to work and earn money. It will be helpful for you.” He asked me to work
in his fields and I could do so because we knew him. One day, I carried a basket of his cotton to his
house. I carried the basket inside his house and was about to go when he requested me to sweep the
floor. Not realizing his plans, I just started to sweep his house. But while I was sweeping, he suddenly
caught my hand and started saying bad things. I immediately said: “Leave me alone, you are a married
man and you should not behave like this” and I quickly walked away. He called after me: “How dare
you? One day or the other, I will spoil you Vasuki. I will not leave you.” But I replied: “Only if I give way
to you, you will be able to do so” and I ran back home.
The next day I went to work. I thought: “If I do not go to work as usual, people will notice.
They will get suspicious and start inquiring.” So I went as if nothing had happened and carried on with
193

For my interviews with Vasuki, I was assisted by an English-speaking friend who was married to a man
from Vasuki’s community.
194 The following autobiographic narrative is the result of transcriptions of different interviews, edited in
chronological order.
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my work. Since the fruits and flowers were blooming in our own fields, we had appointed people to
work for us. The work was going on well and one day, my people told me that I could take leave if I
wanted and rest. That day Ayyammal, a young woman who was working in the next field noticed that
I was free and asked me to come and help her with her work. Actually, I preferred to stay home, but
my mother said: “She is calling you. Why don’t you go?” So I rested for one day and the next day after
having my head bath since the last day of my period was over, I went to join her.
Next to the fields where I was working with Ayyammal is Perumal ‘s field. In the morning, we
were working and in the afternoon, I went home to have my lunch. After lunch, I asked my mother to
prepare some soaked raw rice and coconut (arici uṟai) for me. She prepared it and bundled it for me
in a cloth. But preparing this took some time and it became late. When I left, my mother said: “You
better go through our field.” She thought that this would be safer for me. But I ignored her advice and
took a short cut because it was already late. I don’t know where he suddenly came from. He caught
hold of my blouse and pulled me down. I was wearing my half-sari.196 He said: “That day what did you
say? You did not agree with what I wanted. But this time I must prove that I am a man.” I thought: “He
remembers the words I used, that he is a married man and all, and now he is doing this.” I said: “No no,
please don’t do this. If you do so, no one will marry me afterwards.” But he said: “I don’t bother about
it.” He pulled my hair. I was very scared. I tried to run away through the riverbank. But he pulled me
down and spoilt me (keṭuttiṭṭāṉ) in the dry riverbank.
I shouted for help. This girl Ayyammal heard my cry and came and saw what he was doing.
She was a witness. I started crying and said: “Ayoyo, who will marry me if they come to know about

170

this?” Ayyammal consoled me. She said: “Don’t cry and don’t tell anyone about this incident. Do not
open your mouth.” According to her advice, I stayed silent. I did not even tell my father and mother. I
felt very ashamed (veṭkappaṭum) and I was too scared to inform them.
That same night Perumal went to Ayyammal’s house to prevent Ayyammal from telling the
truth in the village council (pañcāyattu). He threatened to inform the pañcāyattu that Ayyammal’s
father was having an affair with Perumal’s aunt. He said he would force Ayyammal’s father to marry
his aunt if Ayyammal gave witness against him. Ayyammal did not want to disturb her mother’s life
and to protect her mother, she could not tell the truth in the pañcāyattu.’

Silence
‘This [B: rape] happened after I had finished my second menstrual period. I was 15 years old and
I conceived. I felt so ashamed that I could only cry. That man was living near my house. When he
noticed me crying, he said: “I think you did not have your head bath for some time [B: expression for
having periods]. But I am here for you, so don’t worry about this.” He knew about my periods because
when we are having periods, we will not enter our house. He noticed that I did not stay outside for
some time and through that he understood that I did not have my head bath. He consoled me with
the words that he would care for me and that I did not need to worry about anything. He said: “I am
having an affair with you and for a son I will marry you.” He was a married man, but because of his
actions, no one else would marry me. Even I could not think of marrying another man. He promised
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to tie me a tāli and that I could stay with my parents afterwards, so he could stay with his wife. His wife
was in poor health, and she could not satisfy him in sex. That was why he ignored her.
I believed his promise and whenever he called me, I went to him and we lay down together
[B: means have sex]. One day, his father entered unexpectedly and saw us together lying down. He
spoke to his son saying: “Don’t do this. You are committing a sin. It is not good. You are married
and she is only a young girl.” That man [B: Perumal]197 became very angry and replied: “You are not
supporting me. Why do you interfere? It is not your business that I am having an affair with this girl.”
He started to beat his father. Soon afterwards, his father fell sick and he died within two weeks.
Everyone came to know that he hit his father. So many people became suspicious and asked:
“Why did you beat your father?” He answered: “I had a discussion with people who came to buy a cow
and my father was interfering. He should not interfere in my business, that is why I beat him.” When I
asked him, he gave me the same answer.’

Suicide
‘In the first weeks of my pregnancy, I drank poison twice. He himself took me to a doctor and saved
my life. My parents did not understand it at all. I used to be a happy girl, so they asked me: “What is
wrong with you? Why are you doing this?” They did not see any reason because we had a peaceful
family life without quarrels or problems. I gave them a lame excuse: “You ask me to work in the fields
and to pluck flowers from the garden. That is too much work, so I drank poison.” They replied that
since they don’t have sons, only two daughters, we should live for them. Each time that I drank poison,
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they spent Rs. 10,000 and Rs. 12,000 to pay the doctor’s bill.
Ten days after that man’s father’s death, I became very worried about my pregnancy. So
again I planned to commit suicide. I gathered oleander seeds, ground them and with the powder in
my hand I went to him and inquired about our marriage. This time he said that he could not marry
me. First, he said that he was willing to marry me, because he wanted me to give birth to a son. But at
the same time, he had another affair with a married woman in the village. She was a rich woman and
she told him, “Don’t marry her. She will be a hindrance to our affair. Give her some money and settle
it with her”.
I showed him the oleander seeds and told him: “Then I will die by eating this poison.” And he
replied: “This is your wish. Do whatever you want to. Since you are a woman you can do the needful.
If you tell the people “that māmā has spoilt me” and if you try to convince them that I did this with
you, nobody will believe you. Even if you claim in the court or in the pañcāyattu that I have spoilt you,
nobody will believe you.” At that moment, I realized that he was going to betray me. I said: “Because
you are a man you can speak like this. I am a woman so everybody can see that I am bearing this child.
I have to face these difficulties but I am not willing to die because of your lies. I want you to come in
front of the village guardian (ūr kāval) and swear (cattiyam paṇṇaṇum) that you have not touched
me.” Our village guardian is a very ferocious god (tuṭiyāra teyvam) who will punish heavily if a vow is
untruthful. That man knows that he has done wrong by raping me purposely and with full awareness
(maṉacāra). He is also aware of the consequences if he swears falsely in front of our village god (ūr
cāmi).
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I told him that I was going to take him to the police anyway, but first I wanted him to swear
in front of our powerful village god. I said: “Hereafter, I will never drink poison anymore. I will inform
my parents and I will pull you to the pañcāyattu. After that I will see what I will do.” “What can you do?”
he asked. “Wait and see,” I said. I threw the poison in his face and walked out.
Only after this, I realized that I was not going to get justice (niyāyam) and from there, I went
straight to my periyammā (mother’s elder sister).’

Outburst
‘At that time, I was three months pregnant in silence. I went to my periyammā, informed her and wept.
However, my periyammā did not inform my parents. Instead, she spread the news around the village. So
people came to my parents to enquire and that is how my parents came to know about my situation. My
parents said: “Ayoyo, why are people like this? Why did this happen to our daughter?” and my parents
started to quarrel with each other. My father blamed my mother: “Why did you allow this man to come
inside to tie his cow?” They fought with each other and came to beat me. They said: “Ayoyo, this thing
happened to our family; three of four people who come to see us will make fun of us”.
My father took a rope and went to the garden with the words: “Hereafter I should not live.”
My mother rushed to my periyappā‘s son and he went to my father and spoke to him: “If you kill
yourself, the mistake and wrong doing (tavaṟu) will not disappear.” With these words, he changed my
father’s mind.
The first thing that my mother decided was to bring me, without my father’s knowledge,
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to a doctor in the city. I asked my mother “Why are you taking me to a doctor?” At that time, I was
not aware of abortion practitioners. My mother said that she was not feeling well and wanted me to
accompany her to the doctor. After arriving there, the doctor took me inside for a check-up. She and
my mother discussed an abortion. An abortion was still possible if I did not want the pregnancy. After
hearing this, I left the room and ran away. I did not want an abortion. My mother followed me and I
told her: “I will never face you anymore and I will never go for an abortion. I would rather die than go
for an abortion.” My mother wanted to abort my child and get me married to some other person, but
I wanted to have my child. I wanted to give birth to the child and raise her myself.
Only because of that lady’s advice [B: Perumal’s mistress), this man did not want to marry
me. But I did not want to live with anyone else. He was the one that spoilt me and I could not think of
living with anyone else. Because he spoilt me, I had conceived his child and even though he does not
accept the child as his, I want to take care of my child. Anyhow, I am not going to marry or live with
anyone else, so why should I go for abortion? I want my child and I want to bring her up in a good
way. I want to live with my child. My mother agreed, because everybody in the village knew about
my pregnancy anyway. So she thought: “What is the use of doing an abortion?” She thought that
abortion is a sin (pāvam) since I wanted to have my child.
After that, my parents involved the pañcāyattu. My mother said: “Since everybody in the
village knows about this anyway, we better ask the village pañcāyattu about it.” My father was too
embarrassed (piṭivātam caṅkaṭappaṭṭu) to go to the pañcāyattu. But my mother and my periyappa’s
son convinced him and took the case to the pañcāyattu in the Mahalaksmi temple.
The pañcāyattu requested that man to come to the meeting. They told him: “See there is a
complaint about you by this girl.” In front of the pañcāyattu that man first stated that he was willing
Once a mother

to marry me and divorce me immediately so that I could stay with my family. He also said that I could
come to stay with him when I had grown up. He was willing to accept me. But the pañcāyattu people
said: “You should not marry to divorce her immediately.”
Later, he denied every involvement. He said: “I am not responsible. It must have been
another man.” I immediately reacted and said to the pañcāyattu: “It is this man and nobody else.” I also
informed them about the witness Ayyammal who saw that man’s bad behaviour. Earlier, Ayyammal
admitted to one of my relatives that she saw this man raping me. But since this man [B: Perumal]
threatened Ayyammal, she was not truthful in the pañcāyattu and she swore on Mahalakshmi that she
did not see anything. I got very angry and told Ayyammal: “You are the only witness, but you did not
tell the truth in the pañcāyattu. My stomach is burning (vayiṟu eriñcu pokutē) and in the same way, you
will be burned.” I told the pañcāyattu that I wanted the man to deny his involvement in front of the
village temple. Again he refused to swear and the pañcāyattu made him pay a fine of Rs. 500.
That same night, there was a big quarrel between my family and his family and this fight
pushed us to register a complaint at the police station. Here too, he denied his involvement. My
parents spent all their money and even sold their agricultural land to finance the case198. My case was
taken to court. But wherever it went, the man never admitted his mistake. That married woman he
had an affair with, she spent a lot for him. She paid for his defence in court and all. With her money,
he also bribed people. The case went all the way to Madurai court. By that time, all our money from
the sale of land and cattle was exhausted. We could not afford to move the case on in Madurai court.
All our property was sold. To make ends meet, I had to go out for work as a daily wage worker. In the
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meantime, I delivered my child...’
At this point, Vasuki gets very emotional. She needs a small break and some water to drink.
As soon as she recovers, she spontaneously continues.

Atonement
‘I delivered my daughter. I was not supposed to breastfeed my child. My parents said that if I feed the
child, other people would talk bad about me because I did not give birth in the right way. People will
say: “Look how she is acting … as if she is doing everything in the right way! As if she is married, she
gave birth and now she is even happily breastfeeding and bringing up the child.”
The very next day after my delivery, I went to the village water pump and washed all my
clothes. I took my head bath with cold water, wore my half sari and started working in the fields in the
hot sun. This change of climate and water straight after delivery would affect the child. This was also
a reason why my parents asked me not to feed the child. So my parents took care of my baby. They
decided to keep my child with them and bring her up. I missed my baby. I wished to carry my baby
with me to the fields because I wanted to be with her. I was happy with my child. I wanted to keep my
baby, but I was not allowed to feed her.
Usually I went to work in the fields in nearby villages. One day, when my child was about
one and a half years old, I was working in the fields when a policewoman came by. She asked me to
sign a paper to withdraw the case against that man. I read the document. It was in Tamil and indeed
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a statement to withdraw the case. She dogged me and I thought of all the property that we had lost
through paying for this case. I had to work every day and the money I earned was not enough for any
savings. I was aware of the fact that we could not afford the case, so I signed. After that, there was no
call from the court anymore.
I did not inform my parents that I withdrew the case. After a while, my parents were
wondering whether the case was over because we were not invited to appear in the court. In the
meantime, we had a lot of loans in the village and our day-to-day life was very difficult. In spite of
selling our property, we still did not have enough and we had to borrow money. From our day-today earnings, we had to pay the interest for the loans and spend for our food and also for the child. I
decided to work my way out of poverty.’

Daughter of God
‘When my child was 5 years old, I wanted to admit her in school. In the school, we have to write the
name of the father. So I gave his name. Soon afterwards, he came to know about this. He went to the
school and shouted at the school authorities that he would not have his name mentioned. At the
same time, my father came to know that I had withdrawn the case. My parents beat themselves on
their heads and said: “Even now you have thrown mud on our heads. You have spoilt your whole life.”
There was a big confusion in the school.
My parents still wanted to prove (nirūpikkaṇum) that the child was his. Filing a case was the
only possibility to prove this and also to show the people in the village that he was the one who spoilt

174

me. I have no idea of getting married again. I want to bring up my child by myself. But everybody
should know that he spoilt me and that he is the father of the child.
So after 5 years, I went again to the police station for justice. The people there asked me:
“What have you been doing for the past 5 years? Why did you sign the withdrawal forms?” I told them:
“I did not sign the paper willingly but that policewoman dogged me and I finally signed.”
Again the case went up all the way. The circle ammā (inspector) told that man: “Please don’t
tell lies, that girl is persevering that you are the cause for her pregnancy so please admit the truth.” I
said that I did not bother about dropping his initial for my daughter’s name in the school register. My
only wish was for him to come to the village god and swear that he is not the father of my child.
The lawyer of that man became very angry and acted as though he was going to hit me. I
told him: “See I am a woman and I have a girl child, so don’t commit the sin of defending that man.
Don’t do anything just for money. For money, will you go and eat shit?”
The police officer ordered me to keep quiet. But still that man just bluntly refused to swear
in my village temple. The inspector requested him to give Rs 7,000 for my child. But he refused to
give either money or permission to put his name as the child’s father or to swear in the temple. I
said: “If that man did not do any wrong, why can’t he swear in my temple?” The inspector also asked
him: “Why can’t you swear the oath?” That man said: “No madam. I have spent a lot of money on this
case. I am not ready to swear.” Then the inspector said: “Can you swear on the photo of a deity in this
room?” He just ran towards the deity’s photo to do so. But I said: “No, I don’t want him to swear on
that photo. He should come and swear in my village temple. If he swears in the temple that he is not
the father of the child, I will never put his name as the father. I will just relieve him from this matter.”
But he refused.
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The inspector asked him whether he could swear in a Vinayagar temple. He agreed to do
so, but again I refused. I wanted him to come to my village temple. Again the inspector asked him
whether he was willing to swear in the Kaleeswari temple nearby. He agreed to do this also. So the
inspector said: “You are willing to swear in the Vinayagar temple and in the Kalleeswari temple. Why
can’t you swear then in that village temple? If you say that you are innocent, you can go peacefully
and swear the same there. You should put an end to this girl’s matter.” He answered: “I will come back
tomorrow and answer this.” In fact, he admitted that he was the culprit by refusing to swear in the
village temple. He did not dare because he was guilty.
Finally, the police inspector told him to swear in my village temple. His advocate and his
mother also asked him to do so. They wanted to settle the problem. So finally he went to the village
god. The people asked him to think over his vow seriously. They warned him not to do a false promise.
But he wanted to prove to the others that he was innocent. He swore the oath in front of god with the
words: “I did not have any affair and I did not rape this girl. This child is not born from me.” After this
statement, he crossed the line (kaṭṭu) in front of god.
After that, I did not use his initial behind my daughter’s name. When I registered my daughter
in school for her studies, I used the first letter of the name of my family god Nandagopal as initial. The
authorities of the school agreed and said: “It is not good to have that problem about your child’s initial
again and again. So it is good that you put the initial of God.”’

Justice
‘Soon after Perumal’s false vow, his mother died with horrible irritation all over her body. The other
people who supported him also died one after another, two of them by committing suicide. Through
these incidents, the people understood that Perumal had done a false vow. This confirmed what the
village people already knew, that my character was good. They supported me and they believed my
innocence which was proved by Perumal’s punishments.
Ayyammal was also punished. She was newly married when this matter was going on and
even when she testified in the pañcāyattu Ayyammal was pregnant, just like me. Soon after this
pañcāyattu meeting and her false oath in the Mahalaksmi temple, she had a family problem with
her husband and his family. These problems lead to her miscarriage whereas I delivered my child
without any problem. After many family fights, she left her husband’s family and ran away with a
Chettiar man. Again she became pregnant, but for this pregnancy she was sent to Madras for an
abortion. After that, she went back to her mother’s place (vāḻāveṭṭi) and only lately, she got married to
some other person in our own caste. I believe that all these bad things happened in Ayyammal’s life
because she told lies. I cursed her because she did not tell the truth. I am still not talking to her.
You remember that I told you about that rich woman who stopped Perumal from marrying
me because she had an affair with him? The affair stopped soon after his oath because major problems
arose between them. But for what she did to me, she got also punished. Her son got married, but he
did not live with his wife peacefully and he separated from her soon after the wedding. Seeing all this,
the village people started saying: “Because of the sin they did to this girl, they are suffering now.” If
he had tied me a tāli, I would have become his wife. Even if he had divorced me immediately, people
would have perceived me as his wife, but this woman changed his mind. Afterwards, this woman
repented for having spoilt my life and that of my child. She admitted that she had spent lots of money
Retaining a child
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for him. He took all her wealth. Afterwards she admitted: “Now I have nothing and I am suffering and
this is the consequence of the sin I committed.”
After many years, when again that lady was getting punished for her bad actions, her family
came to our home. They asked forgiveness from me. They told me, “See, she committed a bad sin. You
must forgive us.” They asked me to give them holy ash (vipūti) as a sign that I had forgiven them, but
I said: “I am sorry, but we are not related or in any way connected to you, so don’t ask me anything.” I
also told them to talk to my father, so they went to my father and asked him for forgiveness. He said:
“Whatever my daughter says is correct. Go home and don’t disturb us hereafter.” I prayed to God to
give them punishment. I burned camphor in the temples for that. I cursed them that they would not
prosper. I threw mud on them. I was so angry that my stomach was burning. They were responsible
for the fact that that man did not accept my child as his child. Whenever I went and asked this man for
justice, these people supported him and fought against me. They spoke bad and filthy words about
me. I cursed them in the temples when I did not get any legal justice. If now I give them ash, it would
not be correct. If I do so, God will not forgive me. If I forgive them, what was the use of all my prayers
then? Therefore, I refused to give them ash.’

Chaste mother
‘The village people know about my good character and they understand that I did not do anything
wrong. This is because I have taken a strong decision to raise my child. My parents are supporting
me and for the past ten years, I am not socializing with anyone else unnecessarily. I do not chat with
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anyone. I think that people have noticed that I am not making any mistakes. That I have been leading
a very good life for the past ten years since my baby was born. If I go out, I don’t move or chat with
anyone unnecessarily. I do not talk to or smile at men. I do not want any other problem. I have been
like this for the past ten years, so the village people have a good opinion about me. I also do not
bother about anyone’s gossip, because I know who I am. I wanted my child and I am living for her. I
don’t want or need anyone else’s opinion or support.
However, the main reason people have a good opinion about me is because I made a strong
decision to keep my child with me and bring up my child in a good way. After this incident, I did not
marry any other person. I did not abort my child; I did not poison my child or make her die otherwise.
The people are happy because I am keeping my child with me and leading my life with her, for the
sake of my child. So they respect (mariyātai) me. People respect me because I tried to take my life as
a challenge (cātaṉai = achievement).
There are also gossips. They throw that at me when we have quarrels. Then they talk bad
about me. I also fight with them sometimes. But sometimes I think that these people are gossiping
about me only because of this wrong thing that I have done.
Everyone came to know about my mistake. If I had given my child away, would it have
brought back my good name? Anyhow people are going to talk bad about me. I do not bother about
their opinion, but I feel that I need my child and [need to] raise her in a good way. I want to be a good
mother to her. I could not abort or relinquish her. I am that type of person and I prefer to have my
child with me.’
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Marriage proposal
‘My mother wanted me to abort my child because she wanted to get me married to some other
person. But I refused to have an abortion. I was very stubborn in this matter. When my child was five
years old, there was an offer of marriage for me. My mother said that I could leave my child with her.
She was willing to take care of my daughter to get me married. But I told my mother: “Do you want me
to take poison once again?” So my mother answered: “No, I do not want you to die by taking poison.
You can stay here with us, with the child.” I did not want to get married and I wanted to keep my child.
This māppiḻḷai199 did not reject my child or anything like that. He explained that he heard that I am a
good girl and that this problem happened unexpectedly in my life, so he wanted to marry me. The
village people told him: “This happened unexpectedly in her life but she is not a bad girl. So you can
marry her.” These words made this māppiḻḷai willing to marry me, but I just did not want to marry.
Luckily my sister could get married. There was no problem in finding a groom for her because
people told them that my family was a good family. So nothing bad happened for my sister’s marriage.
She got married to my mother’s brother’s uncle’s grandson. There were many offers for my sister from
outside, but my parents did not accept these offers. The groom is related to us. This means that he will
be a great support also for my child in future. They will be a support for me when my daughter attains
puberty or gets married. These people will do all the needful for her functions [B: they will act as ritual
parents, a role she is unable to fulfil as a single woman and as an unmarried mother].’

The child
A few months after my first meeting with Vasuki, I return to her village and this time I bring my two
Dutch supervisors with me. In the morning, the schoolteacher informs Vasuki about my arrival and
the same evening, she shows up. She had rested in the afternoon because she knows that I pay for
the hours she is spending with me as compensation for her lost wages in the fields. This time she
has brought her child, a beautiful ten-year-old girl with an open face and intelligent sparkling eyes.
Inquisitively, the girl grasps the opportunity to observe these foreigners and to ‘chat’. Obviously,
Vasuki is proud of her daughter. Vasuki, my friend and I withdraw into a separate room to conduct an
interview and there I share with her how much I like her daughter. I understand that she must be very
proud to have such a child, I say. Spontaneously, Vasuki reveals:
‘My girl is fine, but sometimes she is anxious (kavalai). Sometimes she sits down thinking
about not having a father. That makes her moody and weepy. (Vasuki cries) She habitually shares this
worry with us and we console her by saying that she does not need to worry, we are all here to take
care of her. Those words usually stop her from mulling on her situation and restore her good and
playful mood. If we beat her for something, or punish her otherwise, she gets into bad moods, so we
usually do not beat her.
Sometimes when the children quarrel among each other, they sometimes say bad things
like: “You do not have a father.” If she informs me about such comments, I generally inform their
parents that their child said such things. Usually, the parents will explain to their children not to
behave like that.
I have no one else. I depend on this girl so she should be healthy. She is not a good eater.
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Even though she is a big girl, I still carry her on my hips sometimes to feed her. My child aims to be
educated well. She is 6th rank out of 50 students in her class. She wants to get a good job in future.
Her aim is to live happily and well in front of this man. Since the age of six, she knows who her
father is. Sometimes, we quarrel among ourselves, and by overhearing what we were saying she came to
know his name. She never asks me questions about what happened, but when we do pūjai in our house,
after lighting the lamp, when she is praying, she will say to God: “See, I am not able to call this man my
father. That makes me very sad. My stomach is burning and in the same way, his family should suffer.”
She is very angry (kōpam) with him. If he comes in her way, she will cross the street and walk
on the other side. She will avoid crossing the entrance of his house too. She is wild with him because
he ditched her mother. His house is near our house and one day, she got angry with him and she
spat on his face. He walked away and told one of the men in the village that this girl spat on him. This
man said: “She will not do this by herself. I think her mother has told her to do so. You better go and
interrogate her mother about this.” So he came to our house and explained to us what she did. We
answered that we did not ask her anything like that, she did this on her own. My mother even brought
her grandchild in front of him and asked her if we had told her to spit in his face. She replied: “No one
told me to do so. I thought by myself this is the man, so I spat on him.” But he did not believe us. He left
us saying: “Without anyone pushing her, she would not have done this.”
My daughter has friends in school, but she does not bring them home. She only socializes
with them to a certain extent. I do not allow her to play outside. We have advised her not to play
with older children and boys. We told her that she could play with younger children and with citti’s
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(mother’s younger sister’s) son. Usually my daughter plays with my sister’s son. She carries him when
he is not able to sleep and plays with him. When I tell her not to waste time carrying him, that she
should study more, she will reply: “Do not talk like that. Our life is in distress, so let me play with him
and be happy.” I do not want her to play outside. Not that I am scared that she will misbehave, I just
do not want her to play with strangers. I also do not go outside and talk to people. I want my daughter
to behave like me, so I keep her by my side.
When my child was a baby, he threatened once to kill her. I am scared that, for example, if my
child is outside playing with other children, he may make the other children push her in the well. He
may make other people do something. So I want to protect her. I will not even allow her to buy and
eat with her friends because he might poison her through the other children.
You know what happened? One day she was playing outside. One minute, my father
saw her playing and the next minute, she had disappeared. When my father noticed that she had
disappeared, he wondered what happened. He inquired at my sister’s house but my sister told him
that she never arrived there. My father was searching, but she had gone to the hospital for fun with
the other children. In the hospital, she told the doctor that she was not well. The doctor did not check
her up properly and assuming that she had had breakfast, he gave her an injection and tablets. After
that she came back home and fell unconscious.
When my father came back home, he saw her lying unconscious against the wall. She had
defecated and was in a critical condition. He sprinkled water on her face and became terribly scared.
He did not know whether to take her to the hospital or not. After a while, she got up and said that she
had taken tablets on an empty stomach. That was all.
When this happened, I was at work. When I came home from work they informed me about
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what happened and I started shouting and crying: “I do not have anyone else but my daughter in life.
She is all I have now and in my future. I depend on her for my future (nampikkiṭṭirukēṉē) and you did
not look well after her.” They consoled me and asked me not to worry: “After this, we will not send
her out anymore, we will be more careful.” For a day, we kept her with us and looked after her. We
gave her milk and bread to eat and did not send her to school. After that, we do not allow her to take
any food or snack from her friends. But it was my daughter’s mistake. I scolded her and told her not
to go alone with her friends. If she does not feel well, she should inform me so that I can take her for
treatment. (Crying) I am holding my breath. Anyway, my life is gone. I am just living for the sake of
my child.’

Reflections
Vasuki’s narrative has many layers. She shares in detail what happened in her life and also gives
insights into how she represents her community and her place within it. She moves within the rigid
structures of her culture and even stretches its limitations with her agency. I am impressed by this
woman and as an anthropologist feel privileged to receive her sharings. In the sections below I go
through the content of her narrative to structure how I construe and analyze her representations.
Vasuki is an unmarried mother living in a traditional setting and her case confirms the
presumed social stigma in every aspect: the vicious and extended disgrace attached to unmarried
mothers. Vasuki, and also her family, went through hell. The oppression and panic of those years are
evident. But she has the vitality and resilience to cope without losing her self-respect and dignity.
Within the small community where even the walls seem to have ears and eyes, there is no room for
secrets. But somehow she, with the support of her family, creates room to raise her child without the
father’s initial but with the initial of god. Vasuki’s decisions are impressive, as is the love, support and
loyalty of her parents and sister. The impact of rape and the consequences of unmarried motherhood
reach beyond her personal trauma: it affects her family’s respectability. Her body and with that, her
name and her family’s name, are damaged and in need of rehabilitation. Rehabilitation is her aim
from the moment of discovery of her pregnancy onwards and from this perspective, she represents
herself to me. I appear as an appreciative listener, since she has perceived my admiration.
With regard to her rehabilitation, she shows ambiguity. Even as she emphasizes the
successful aspects, the caste factor is critical. In the setting of her village, caste barriers are significant,
physically as well as in the people’s minds (cf. Douglas 1988: 125). Vasuki emphasizes that the caste of
her child’s father, which was the same as hers, was an absolute prerequisite; in fact, it was a lifesaving
factor. If the man had been from a different caste, she explains that her family or even outsiders would
have killed her. For this reason, it was important to make him admit that he is the father of her child.
Perumal’s caste is an essential aspect as illustrated by a particular event in the weeks after she gave
birth. In these first weeks, the community members claim the opportunity to ‘see the baby’. Vasuki’s
mother reveals:
‘As soon as the child was born, the village people came in to see if the child resembled
that man. From all castes, low up to high they came to confirm. We did not allow the low
caste people like the shoe-menders and paraiyars inside our house. For them, we brought
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the child outside and laid it on the veranda so they could see. They all confirmed that the
child resembled Perumal and that he committed a sin. They wondered why he could not
accept the child. It became the talk of the village.’
One senior male member of this Gounder community explains:
‘The fact that the father of her child is from the same caste, made people lenient and also
able to turn a blind eye to the situation.’
Perumal potentially was a māmā muṟai: a marriageable kin. He was a suitable bridegroom since he
is from the right caste and even a relative of the family. Undoubtedly, as a married man, he was not
ideal. But even though he was married to another woman, a second marriage would have been a
preferred solution. To Vasuki, her parents and other members of the community, he would have been
an acceptable and suitable match.

Ambiguity
Vasuki is a charming and intelligent person and speaks easily. This interview is also an opportunity for
her to present her version of the events to me and my friend, who is married to a member of Vasuki’s
community. My friend and her husband left the village more than 30 years ago, but are still recognized
as respectable community members and through this interview, we offer Vasuki the opportunity to
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reclaim respectability in the eyes of this couple.
In Vasuki’s representation, ambiguity is the less explicit keynote. Her controversial morality
as an unmarried mother within the village community is part of her daily life. For the past ten years,
her life has been dictated by the consequences of her pregnancy: convincing the community and
herself (having internalized the same cultural framework as the other community members) about her
good morality. Through this interview her aim is to convince me, and even more, my highly respected
friend, of her superior morality. She aims to command our respect and hence she underscores her
positive perceptions of herself. Coming from different cultural perspectives, we are both extremely
impressed for different reasons and Vasuki is surely able to read this on our faces. Our interaction has
undoubtedly stimulated her to emphasize her merits, sometimes even represent herself as a superior,
chaste and powerful woman.
Vasuki describes the consequences of the rape as if her status has actually improved after the
day Perumal raped her. Her chastity has increased and her family is represented as deserving credit
for her impeccable morality. As a young girl and teenager, she was raised well by her respectable
parents and Vasuki claims awareness of her responsibility to protect the good name of her family. As
a decent young girl, she illustrates her innocence by underestimating Perumal’s intentions. When he
grabbed her hand, she emphasizes her firm refusal of his sexual overtures. But eventually he steals
her virginity by force and once that has happened, she regularly has consensual sex with him. About
this aspect, Vasuki reveals ambiguity. She represents voluntary premarital sex with him as a chaste
act. He spoilt her and subsequently, he is the only person she can marry. Marriage would legitimize
their sexual encounter and rejecting his advances would evoke his refusal to marry her.
Vasuki misses her periods and realizes that she had conceived. She discusses marriage with
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him and waits for him to approach her parents. But he does not take any action. After realizing that
the man is leaving her in the lurch, she informs her periyammā and from that moment, the news
spreads like wildfire. Her parents come to know and her father’s first reaction to the disgrace is an
attempt to commit suicide. Her mother, searching for a solution, tries to reduce the harm through an
abortion. In the panic of the first moment, this seems to be the most practical decision. Vasuki’s father
is persuaded by a relative who helps him to control his impulsive action. However, her mother is not
ready to instantly change the plans she has in mind for her daughter’s future. She aims to get Vasuki
married, if not to Perumal, then to some other man. But Vasuki, being aware that the damage has
already been done, refuses marriage with another man and hence, she rejects an abortion.
Vasuki is beyond the panic of the first moment and rationally calculates the different
scenarios. Merely 16 years old, she analyzes her situation autonomously. Apparently, she is convincing:
her parents agree that the damage will not be undone by denying or suppressing reality. Vasuki’s
pregnancy is the embodiment of their shame, but the termination of her pregnancy will not terminate
the damage. Only marriage with the right person will reduce the harm. Legalizing Vasuki’s premarital
sexual relationship with Perumal will transform her immoral sexual behaviour into the chaste sexual
intercourse of husband and wife. Only marriage will do justice to her chastity.
Despite Perumal’s initial promises of marriage, the situation polarizes. Vasuki represents
Perumal’s mistress as the catalyst. She also blames Perumal’s legal wife for failing in her ‘marital duties’,
but his mistress is represented as an indecent woman who incites her lover for her own immoral
pleasures. Nevertheless, this mistress is also a powerful person and from that moment onwards, a
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marriage is definitely not a possibility.
What starts with a pañcāyattu dispute intensifies into a legal case in court. But what exactly
is Vasuki fighting for? I share my confusion regarding the legal fight since I expect her to prosecute
him for rape to get him punished. But Vasuki resolutely denies this objective. According to Indian
law, Vasuki has definitely been raped since she was under the age of 16 when he raped her, but this
crime is not the issue. At stake is the confirmation of the identity of the father of her child. She aims
for Perumal’s recognition of the child as his daughter. Obviously, she is the mother, but she wants
him to admit that he is the father. During our interviews, she repeatedly explains that a child needs
a legal father:
‘I wanted to prove that he is the father of my child. (..) Since I am a lady everybody can
see [B: that I am the mother]. Actually he did the mistake, but nobody can see that. (..)
Everybody should know that he is the father of the child. The child should have a father.
People should not say that the child is fatherless.’
In court, he denies his fatherhood. But she has a trump card in hands: the power of their ferocious
village god. Before I met Vasuki, I was informed about the extremely strong powers of this feared
village guardian. This particular god was widely known for severe punishments inflicted after false
oaths. There is deep belief in the deity’s ferociousness after false vows and it is regularly illustrated
with stories of accidents and serious diseases.
Lying in court has no visible consequences, but lying in front of this village god would result
in divine punishment and prove his responsibility. His refusal to swear in fear of punishment would
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also prove that he is the father of her child. After the judge and his relatives pressurize him to swear,
he denies his connection with Vasuki and her child in front of this god. The village people witness his
vow and from that moment onwards, Vasuki and her family passively wait for misfortunes to occur in
Perumal’s life. Every calamity that may happen from that moment onwards will be construed as the
consequence of his false vow. Surely it is only a matter of time before the first calamity occurs. His
mother becomes sick and dies. Several other people who believed and supported him in his rejections
and denials die soon afterwards, two of them commit suicide. These misfortunes in Perumal’s family
give Vasuki the sweet taste of revenge. Vasuki herself is as ferocious as the village god and Perumal’s
mistress is fearful after seeing Perumal’s misfortune. She and her family fear divine punishment and in
despair, they visit Vasuki to beg for mercy. Whereas secular justice fails her, Vasuki receives a superior
form of justice.
The child is not allowed to have Perumal’s initial, but the village people know better. In
addition to the resemblances noticed on the first day, Perumal’s responsibility as the man who spoilt
Vasuki is confirmed by the adversities in his life. Since Vasuki is not able to give her child Perumal’s
initial, she gives her child the initial of (another) village god. School authorities also concur when she
registers her daughter for admission in school. Having the gods on her side reflects upon Vasuki’s
social identity. People who were initially supporting Perumal, now fear her anger and beg her for
forgiveness. More powerful than an auspicious married woman, she implicitly represents herself as a
powerful goddess.
My friend, being a respected and well-educated orthodox Hindu, said: ‘I am very impressed
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and surprised to be able to meet such a woman in a village like this.’ Earlier, she described immoral
sexual behaviour as a common lifestyle among people living in these villages. Vasuki’s moral
superiority surprises her and compels her respect. The transformation of Vasuki from a stigmatized
unmarried mother into a goddess-like chaste woman in such a village is a miracle. But this side of
Vasuki’s ambiguity is vulnerable and far from irreversible. Between the lines, Vasuki is insecure about
her moral status. For instance, sentences like ‘Everyone came to know about the fault and mistake
(tavaṟu) I have made’ or the clause ‘the wrong thing I have done’ hint at the thoughts she has about
herself. She emphasizes her virtues to convince us, the village community and even herself. Through
extremely restricted behaviour, she exposes her capacity to control herself and one more (suggested)
‘mistake’ will be enough to destroy the restored reputation. Subsequently, Vasuki avoids any risk.
She gave me the impression that she loves socializing but due to the circumstances, she leads a very
isolated life:
‘I am not moving with anyone, I do not unnecessarily chat with anyone. If I need to go out,
I do not smile to anyone [B: means to men: flirting]. They know about my character and
they know that I am innocent.’
Vasuki’s cousin confirms that Vasuki usually does not socialize with other people:
’After work, she straight-line goes home, she is very shy and always staying inside. Only if
strictly necessary, she will communicate with other people.’
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Vasuki made a controversial decision by openly raising her child and so, she needs to reconfirm her
chastity throughout her fertile life. She has to avoid any suspicion by controlling every aspect of
her sexuality. Every move she makes is being observed. Within a village community where adultery
appears to be the rule rather than the exception, she prefers to represent herself as an extremely
chaste woman by emphasizing her refusal to marry any person other than the man who raped her,
stole her virginity, damaged her chastity and finally refused to marry her. Somehow, she manages
to raise her child as an unmarried mother. Yet, she pays the price through the loss of being a social
member of her own community and denial of her own sexuality.

Good mother
Vasuki made up her mind and decided to raise her child. Her motivation to retain the girl was multi
layered. As mentioned, her child’s features will be evidence that Perumal is the father. This proof is
important since Perumal is a member of the same Gounder caste and in principle, a māmā muṟai.
Vasuki’s child is a girl. Significantly, she does not express any son-preference. Would Perumal
have married her if she had delivered a son? Or was the situation too much polarised already on the
day she gave birth? She represents the situation as too much polarised indeed. Although the child is
a girl, Vasuki is happy with her daughter. Here she has an advantage as a woman without husband or
in-laws: nobody blames her for the wrong sex of her child and more importantly: nobody is claiming
her child since it is a girl. As Vasuki’s cousin Anandi200, also a single parent but separated from her
husband and in-laws, puts it:
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‘I am happy with my girl. If it was a boy, they [B: husband and in-laws] would have taken
my child from me. But since my child is a daughter, she is here with me. And in future, she
will take care of me.’
Vasuki has a similar expectation concerning her future. When her child almost dies because of the
hospital incident, she blames her parents and sister for not looking after the girl properly. From a
cultural perspective, a girl is not supposed to be a ‘source of care’ in the parents’ future. But Vasuki
emphasizes how much she needs her child for her future. Knowing that, in practice, daughters may be
very valuable to their aged parents, Vasuki believes in a continuing relationship with her daughter.
Reflecting upon her life, ten years after the birth of her child, she says that she has always been
happy with her child. After giving birth, she wanted to care for her new-born baby. She felt excited
and proud as many mothers usually feel after giving birth. But she is denied the typical customs and
privileges accorded to young mothers who have delivered their first born. She is not even allowed to
breast-feed her baby. Her parents send her out to have her head bath the very first day, symbolizing
that the period of confinement is over and send her to the fields. They feel that Vasuki’s enjoyment
of her undeserved motherhood is inappropriate. Retrospectively, Vasuki represents these denials as
atonement without being guilty, but she bears her fate without complaints.
Vasuki explains from different perspectives that she is happy with her daughter. Her
daughter’s existence and her appearance prove that her father has denied his responsibilities. Besides,
200

This cousin has already been introduced in Chapter 2.
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she offers her mother the possibility to claim the status of being a good mother. In addition to these
derivative meanings, Vasuki convinces me that the child has an intrinsic value for her: she loves her
child deeply. She loves her daughter – this is the goal itself, instead of the means to another end.
Vasuki’s happiness deriving from motherhood motivates her to live not only for the sake of her child,
but also for the sake of her own pleasure in raising her child.

Vasuki’s daughter Ramuthai
Ramuthai is a girl with a joyous and bright appearance. After meeting her thrice while escorting her
mother to the interview setting, I request her mother’s permission to talk with the girl. Vasuki agrees
and I realize that Ramuthai is not in a position to refuse. In the company of her mother and my friend, we
start to chat about her school and friends. But the girl noticeably feels uncomfortable since she is aware
of the subject that I am going to focus on. After a while, we approach the subject of her fatherless family
setting. She senses the subject we are approaching and immediately moves her body backwards and
casts her eyes down. She is clearly very unhappy to discuss this delicate subject with us.
She starts crying and I try to analyze why she cries. Is it because of her family situation or
is it because we asked her to talk about that particular matter? Or is crying culturally expected from
her? Clearly she does not like to share this part of her life with us and I can imagine why. Before even
touching the subject, I decide to drop it and finish the session with some chatting about her future
plans and studies. In spite of the awkwardness of her fatherless situation, I noticed a happy girl, but
she also made it clear in non-verbal ways that her fatherless status is a delicate and private subject
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that people outside her beloved family should not touch.
Vasuki speaks with pride about her daughter. Her daughter is an intelligent and vivacious
girl. The child clearly is showered with love and affection by her mother and her family. She seems
aware of her value to her mother and grandparents. For Vasuki, her child is her motivation to live. But
she also says that the child is living for the sake of her mother. Her aim in life is to come up and prove
herself in front of her father. Vasuki has high expectations and dreams of a successful daughter who
will evoke her father’s regret for not recognizing her as his daughter.
Culturally, the meaning of this girl has developed in a fascinating way. Vasuki represents
her daughter as child of a mother who claims god’s revenge on her side. Her ferociousness is feared
by the ‘culprits’ who begged her for forgiveness. Ramuthai has god’s initial, instead of a man’s. But
the child also suffers from her fatherless status, as Vasuki explicitly states. The child is angry with her
father because he ditched her mother, and denied her legitimacy. Although Ramuthai is only ten
years old, she is anxious about her marriage in future. Vasuki reveals that her little girl has doubts
about the possibilities of finding a husband. She is also worried that her future husband may not treat
her with respect. The little girl has told her mother that she prefers to study well, come up in life and
file a case against her father to prove that he is her father. She aims to reconfirm his guilt in a secular
sense and with this; she becomes the second generation to focus on the rehabilitation of her family.
Ramuthai is important for Vasuki, but also for the other family members. Vasuki’s father,
after losing all his property is too embarrassed to work in other people’s fields. He usually stays
home, cooks and takes care of his grand daughter. He loves this duty and pampers the girl. Vasuki,
her mother and sister go to work daily as day-labourers. They spend long days in the hot sun to solve
the money problems caused by the legal processes. The family is still weighed down and worried, but
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their shame is not personified by the child.
Vasuki has the support of her family but as a mother, she is responsible for her daughter’s
care. Her duty in life is to raise her child: to protect her child, educate her and bring her up to become
a chaste and educated woman and she reveals a very strict conception of this duty. Vasuki is scared
since Perumal once threatened to kill the girl. But her strictness is also dictated by her own past.
Ramuthai’s behaviour and derived from that, her sexuality, has to be controlled extensively. The
community is watching them. Subsequently, the girl is limited in her freedom of movement. It is
common to limit girls after menarche, but Vasuki’s strictness is beyond common restrictions for a
girl of Ramuthai’s age. The child is allowed to play with citti’s toddler, but outside school she is not
allowed to socialize with other children. I inquire whether Vasuki fears a similar accident happening
to her daughter, but her answer is a firm denial. Of course, this will not happen: her girl is well raised in
good moral behaviour. Nevertheless, the girl is under great control. Her chastity has to be guaranteed
since the next incident will not be considered an incident anymore. As an extension of her mother,
Ramuthai is heavily burdened to restore and overcompensate, in front of the village community, the
damage inflicted upon the family by the allegedly uncontrolled behaviour of her mother.

Perumal
Perumal is a central character in Vasuki’s narrative. Professionally, it would be a logical step to
approach him for his version of the events. It would be complimentary and highly interesting to
involve his representation of the history and the roles of different people. Practically, it would be
easy to approach him: I knew where the man lived. However, my relationship with Vasuki and her
family impeded me from doing so. I felt loyalty towards this family hence I wanted their approval
for approaching Perumal, but I felt the subject was not open for discussion. I was convinced that my
request would affect my relationship with them and in addition to this rational consideration, it felt
like betrayal to even raise the subject. I chose to drop the consideration and to focus on the event
from Vasuki’s perspective.
Vasuki describes that she is raped by Perumal. Nevertheless, she does not represent him as a
criminal, but as a victim. His marriage is a source of gossip in the village. His wife is ‘sickly and weak’ and
Vasuki represents Perumal as a man who is sexually unsatisfied. A man has his sexual needs and he,
as a victim of his unsatisfying marriage, has to seek sexual satisfaction elsewhere. Actually Perumal’s
wife is the root-cause of the troubles by failing to satisfy her husband’s needs and in addition, she
only gave him two daughters. Perumal needs a son and the solution to his problems is presented to
him when he is requested to perform as Vasuki’s māmaṉ during her puberty function.
Vasuki’s mother is unhappy with her brothers and Perumal as māmā muṟai appears as a
suitable substitute. With his willingness to perform as māmaṉ, Perumal helps them out. But he has
a hidden agenda, since his eye has already fallen on Vasuki. He consolidates his position by doing
Vasuki’s function, but is aware that Vasuki’s parents would not perceive him as a preferred groom for
their blooming and promising 15-year-old daughter. He is married and his role is merely meant to be
symbolic. Nevertheless, Perumal takes his privilege literally and consummates the ‘marriage’ before
marrying the girl.
For Vasuki, the rape changes him from a not-preferred candidate into the only man she
can marry, but it never gets that far. The news of Vasuki’s pregnancy spreads and the whole village
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comes to know, including Perumal’s mistress. Implicitly Vasuki’s representation of Perumal’s mistress
is ambiguous. The woman is from a different caste and more importantly: she is married. The
extramarital affair is doomed to fail. Perumal’s mistress is her husband’s wife and even after a divorce
or separation, she will never be recognized as Perumal’s legal wife. She has entirely gone astray
and from that perspective, Vasuki represents her as an indecent instigator. Simultaneously, Vasuki
perceives her as a co-victim of this man’s failing wife, since Perumal misused her and deserted her as
a financially ruined and cursed lost woman.

The village community
Vasuki lives in a traditional multi-caste village in a remote place in Theni district. Agriculture is the
main source of income in this area. Colourful hills surround lush fields and a contouring river supplies
fresh water. The scenery is idyllic but not so the lives of the inhabitants who struggle for a decent
living. Deficient rains, crop failures or tragedies within families stamp people’s lives. The villagers
live their lives without comfort; many houses lack sanitation and piped water. Socially and spiritually,
the inhabitants hold on to traditional values. The community is Hindu and structured according to
caste, and marriages are preferably endogamous and traditionally arranged via cross-kin lines (cf.
Srinivasan 2006). The district is known for its declining child sex-ratio since the practices of sexselective abortions and female infanticide are prevalent. Literacy rates in this district are below stateaverage, especially female literacy201 since gender inequality is a matter of fact.
Vasuki belongs to the dominant Gounder caste. Her community traditionally owns land, and
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they make a living with agriculture and cattle. For centuries, land remained within the family and
within the community through cross kin marriages, but the troubles caused by Vasuki’s pregnancy
resulted in the loss of her family’s land and prestige. Working in the fields of others is too humiliating
for Vasuki’s father and he prefers to stay home with his granddaughter. This preference is illustrative
since it is degrading for a man to stay at home to take care of a child, a girl child, an illegitimate girl
child of his unmarried daughter. But he prefers this over the socially visible humiliation of working in
other’s fields.
The financial and social degradation of his family is evident because, with her premarital
pregnancy, Vasuki crossed gendered moral boundaries. However, it is important to note that she did
not cross the boundaries of caste. Her personal tragedy did not threaten the ancient social structure of
her village. If her child was believed to stem from another caste, she would have been dead. But since
Perumal is recognized as the father of her baby, the village community shows clemency and Vasuki
repeatedly emphasizes that she feels respected among the people in the village. People mention
‘her mistake’ as an incident. Vasuki attributes this positive perception to her own behaviour, since she
hardly mingles with community members.
Vasuki’s innocence is proved by the misery in Perumal’s family. She now claims a high moral
ground with her decent lifestyle and commands the respect of the community. Doubting her innocence
is risky, since she has the village guardian on her side. Her motherhood supplies her with a halo since
she sacrifices her ‘life’ (marriage and her sexuality) for bringing up her girl. Vasuki elaborates: ‘I did not
marry any other person and I did not abort my child. They have a good opinion about me because I
201
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Once a mother

made a strong decision to keep my child with me and bring her up in a good way. The people are happy
because I am keeping my child with me and leading my life for the sake of my child.’
Her self-denial and dedication to motherhood is noticed and the respect from her community
members increases. Vasuki even claims her unmarried status as a conscious decision in the course of
time: One day, five years after the birth of the child, a suitable man approaches Vasuki’s parents. He is
interested in marrying her. He has collected information from the village community and is convinced
about her virtuousness. He knows about her past and her status as an unmarried mother. Vasuki
formulates his positive opinion: ‘She is a good girl. Only one thing happened unexpectedly in her life.
Nobody speaks badly about her so I can marry her.’ But Vasuki rejects his ‘offer’ and this rejection is
strategically very strong. With her refusal, she emphasizes her chastity because refusing marital life
inherently implies abstinence from sex.
In addition to this sacrifice, she reconfirms her status as good mother since the consequence
of this marriage would have been the loss of her child. No man would accept Vasuki bringing her
illegitimate daughter under his roof, so her parents offered to raise Ramuthai for her. But Vasuki
refuses and states that such a marriage would have been without meaning (arttamaṟṟa). As a chaste
woman, she can only marry one person, the man with whom she had sex: the father of her child and
as a dedicated mother, she refuses to be separated from her child. By underscoring these two virtues,
her refusal is another step towards her rehabilitation within the community.
Vasuki’s younger sister marriage was, according to Vasuki, without any hitches. The village
people perceived the family as a ‘good family’. Hence they could select a groom out of various offers
and they eventually chose a maternal uncle’s grandson as groom. The decision to choose a relative
was strategic. Vasuki and her sister didn’t have brothers and this implies a vacancy. This uncle’s
grandson as an involved family member is expected to take care of Vasuki’s daughter in future: ‘If my
daughter attains puberty or if she needs to get married, he and his people will do the needful.’ With
this statement, she points to the financial and cultural responsibilities. They will support her to settle
Ramuthai according to cultural customs.
Generally, Vasuki represents her story as if the matter did not negatively influence the
village people’s perception of her. But between the lines, the cracks in this representation appear.
In subordinate clauses, she reveals: ‘Most people are having a good opinion about me, but there are
gossips. When we have quarrels with people, they do talk bad about me.’ These few words imply a
lot. During fights, the village people painfully point to her spoilt honour and her fatherless child. The
child also bears this shame. In quarrels among peers, these children call her rude names. Towards
outsiders, like me and my friend, Vasuki outlines her respectability. Similarly, her community members
outline Vasuki as a ‘good woman’ to the outsider who showed an interest in marrying her. However,
among ‘insiders’, during quarrels and arguments, these same villagers show a different face and her
painful past is a powerful weapon to subvert her dignity. But Vasuki is an experienced defender: ‘I am
not interested in gossips or anybody’s opinion. I know how I am, what I am and what I want. I want my
child and I am living for her sake.’

Caste
The caste background of Vasuki’s child’s father was a prerequisite to allow her to continue her life the
way she did. She even mentioned it as a lifesaving factor. With caste similarity as a fundamental factor,
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she is an agent and discovers room for manoeuvre. ‘This manoeuvrability is made possible by the fact
that the dominant culture is itself full of internal contradictions, ironies and ambiguities, which create
a potential space for the contestation of cultural meaning’ (Ram 1992: 93). Is the caste of the father
generally so important with regard to decision-making for women with premarital pregnancies?
Obviously, women who were killed because they crossed borders of caste did not participate in
this research. Nevertheless, newspapers regularly report the murder of one or both spouses due to
forbidden inter-caste relationships often involving a SC. In Vasuki’s case, the significance of caste is
evident. For Sundari, the protagonist in the previous chapter also, the SC background of her lover
was a major concern and the main reason for the surrender of the child. However, caste was not such
a significant concern for every mother who participated in this research. With the notion ‘caste’ as a
starting point, I shift the focus to Neela’s life story.
In the beginning of this chapter I mentioned Neela; Florina’s neighbour and unmarried
mother. Was the caste of the father of Neela’s child a significant aspect in her decision to eventually
raise her child? When we meet, Neela is in her 20s and has an eight-year-old daughter. When Neela
was about this age herself, she lost her mother and a couple of years later, her father. From that
moment onwards, Neela’s married elder sister and her husband took care of her. I interviewed Neela,
and also in a separate interview, her sister. Neela is described by this sister as a ‘slow learner’. She is
not retarded or mentally disturbed, but she had major problems in school. She dropped out of school
and at a young age started to work in a dye factory where she continues to works. In addition to her
work in this company, she does domestic work, for instance, in Florina’s house.
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Once, nine years ago, when Neela walked back from a school that she cleaned, she met a
man. From that day onwards, they regularly walked a couple of streets together chatting. Neela was
impressed by his looks, enjoyed his company and in her words, they ‘became friendly’. One day, he
led her to a quiet place in the empty school she had just cleaned. Unfamiliar with assertiveness, Neela
just let sex happen. She conceived and the man disappeared. Neela kept the incident to herself, but
eight months later, her sister became suspicious about Neela’s weight gain and a doctor confirmed
the pregnancy. Neela’s sister had one solution in mind to settle the problem and she interrogated
Neela about the identity of the man to arrange a marriage. Although Neela admitted that she knew
who the father of her child was, she left her sister groping in the dark about his identity. Neela was
determined in her refusal to marry this or any other man and to date, she refuses to cooperate with
any marriage arrangements. She is explicit about her preference to live unmarried with her daughter
and her sister’s family. Her family acquiesces to her attitude and legitimizes their situation by saying
that Neela is different. Her sister perceives her as a ‘childish woman’ and says that people perceive her
as not hundred per cent accountable.
Neither Neela nor her elder sister and husband express agony about ridicule. Surely, there
were tensions and arguments within the family after the discovery of the pregnancy and in the period
after delivery. But they found a modus to keep their dignity and ignore or answer aggressively if
people pass negative comments. Their specific urban setting is helpful: within the social setting of
their neighbourhood, they have a low status anyway. The people in their neighbourhood did not
have high expectations about the morality of this family. An unmarried mother with an illegitimate
child merely reconfirms the assessment of this particular neighbourhood. However, some gossips do
exist. Neela’s sister comments:
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‘Getting married is important. It will stop people talking. But staying unmarried happily
in our house is better than getting married with a bad man and after a lot of suffering,
coming back to our house’.
The gossips are annoying, but Neela and her sister do not consider it important. They accept the
circumstances and continue life without significant changes.
They convince me during the interview that the status of being (a family with) an unmarried
mother, although not a preferred situation, does not cast a shadow over their daily lives. However,
the subject of ‘caste’ confuses me. Not immediately, since Neela raises her shoulders in answer to
my question about their caste background, while her sister claims to belong to the Naicker subcaste.
Florina is surprised by this information and checks the family’s caste with people in the neighbourhood.
Here Neela and her family are generally believed to be Scheduled Caste. Is the sister ashamed, does
she pretend to be from a higher caste than she actually belongs to? Or did her neighbours jump to
conclusions after noticing the family’s circumstances?
The truth is not as important as the confusion itself. Such confusion can never exist in a village
such as Vasuki’s, but is typical for this urban setting. As uneducated labourers in this upper-middle
class street, Neela’s social status is low and this offers room for manoeuvre. Their caste background
is vague and the caste of Neela’s child’s father is not even known. Neela’s child is embedded in her
mother’s community and carries the initial of her uncle. Her father, including his caste, is completely
removed from the lives of the child, her mother and her family. A salient detail about Neela’s daughter
is that she is much fairer than her mother, aunt or cousins, bespeaking of a fair-skinned father. This skin
colour was one of the first aspects Neela mentioned, with pride, when she enthusiastically described
what her daughter meant to her.

Urban versus rural
Although cities also have distinctly endogamous communities and neighbourhoods with high
levels of social control, in general, urban areas offer more possibilities to hide personal or familial
secrets. A crowded city with moving and relocating families makes it easier to cope with an unusual
or stigmatized situation. When compared with Vasuki, an unmarried mother in a city can find room to
hide unwanted aspects of her past. Detached from family and community, it is easier to build up a life
without the limitations or stigmatizing consequences of culturally unacceptable incidents.
Rajeswari is an unmarried mother who represents how she uses the advantages and
opportunities of a city to continue her life. Just like Vasuki, Rajeswari was initially living in a traditional
village when she gave birth to her two children without being married, but decided to exchange this
rural setting for the advantages of an urban surrounding. She explains this decision as well as other
decisions and experiences in her life, during two long interview sessions and two informal meetings.
When I meet Rajeswari, I see an undernourished tall woman with a tawny skin and an open face. She
observes me inquisitively. She is 45 years old, mother of two grown up children and grandmother of
a girl toddler. Rajeswari perceives herself as an old woman, explaining that she is ready to die. Not
that she is depressed or suicidal, but by her standards, she has lived her life fully. Throughout her life,
Rajeswari lived in circumstances where the threats and risks of poverty are constant. Therefore, she
perceives 45 as a respectable old age. In the evening of her life, she is willing to reflect upon her life.
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Rajeswari’s granddaughter is her daughter’s child. This daughter is married and settled in a
small town that is an hour’s journey by bus from Rajeswari’s house. Besides a daughter, Rajeswari has an
adolescent son who lives in Maharashtra. Rajeswari’s daughter, in a separate interview, is also willing to
participate in this research by sharing her experiences as the daughter of an unmarried mother.
One evening, Cecilia, Rajeswari and I meet and sit down to chat. We are on the roof of the
house of the person who approached Rajeswari on my behalf. Her small house is a five minute’s
walk from this place, in a slum beside the river bank. She is enthusiastic at this interview and has an
infectious laughter. In a few minutes, I explain the aims of this research to clarify why I am interested
in hearing her life history as an unmarried mother who raised her children. After my introduction, she
eagerly takes the floor and starts talking. As soon as she starts, one thing is crystal clear: Rajeswari
is the director of this interview. She is the one who decides where to place accents and I do not
notice any embarrassment or shame about touching the subject. While listening to her life story, her
confidence puzzles me:
Rajeswari is Nadar202. More than 20 years ago, she was living in a traditional rural setting.
She earned her income through agricultural work and as an adolescent, she fell in love with a man
she met while working in the fields. The man is from the same caste and although she is aware that
she is not supposed to select her own husband, she is pleased that this man is interested in her in
spite of her handicap: she has a clubfoot. Nevertheless, he shows interest in her and convinces her
about his good intentions. She is in love and excited about her fiancé-to-be and shares the news
with her parents. Rajeswari is aware of the disadvantages caused by her handicap and insists that the
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family should not miss this opportunity to get her married. But her family does not agree. Rajeswari
is angry, disappointed and not prepared to give him up. Against her family’s wishes, she keeps in
touch with him and they meet each other regularly. Her brothers are ‘not very pleased’ by her actions
and eventually, they expel her from the family. Her parents, feeling dependent on their sons, are too
scared to support their daughter.
Initially, she leaves for another village in the same area and lives, unmarried, with her lover.
The man is from the same caste and this conformity is essential. The village community tolerates
them as a couple, although unmarried. She conceives and her daughter is born. Rajeswari explains
that the people in her neighbourhood support her. They live together like husband and wife and
the villagers feel that the man should tie a tāli. Regularly, community members try to convince him
to marry her. Subsequently, the pressure on him increases and he promises to do the needful, but
disappears before the tāli is tied, leaving her alone with her first-born. However, after a couple of
months, he returns. He begs her forgiveness and moves in with promises to marry her. Again, they live
together. Again, she gets pregnant and he disappears before a tāli is tied. Rajeswari gives birth to her
second child: a son. The man repeats the habit of coming back and leaving her several times because,
as Rajeswari expresses, ‘he needs money for boozing and gambling’. Her defence of her money and
property usually ends in fights and vicious violence from his side.
After nine years of fights, mortifications and a knife stab in her back, Rajeswari has had
enough of her unreliable ‘husband’. Eventually, he humiliates her by marrying another woman from
202

Rajeshwari, like Sundari in the previous chapter, is from a Southern Tamil Nadu village. They both belong
to the Nadar community; Sundari to a Christian subcaste, and Rajeswari from a Hindu community. Commonly Nadar is an endogamous group with a heavy dowry tradition.
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the same village. Supported and advised, but also judged and ridiculed by the village people, she
decides to try her luck in the capital city where her grandmothers’ sisters’ daughter is living. She
pawns her only set of gold earrings, picks up her children and with just the clothes they are wearing,
they leave. She settles in a slum area on the riverbanks in the suburbs of Chennai and finds a job as a
domestic worker in the area where her mother’s cousin-sister203 lives. Rajeswari hopes for the support
of this far relative, but her relatives spread rumours about her immoral behaviour. Subsequently, she
leaves for another area to build a new life.
This urban setting, the second part of her life, is the part that she places accent on. Apparently,
she sees this part of her life as the more successful part. The anonymity of this suburban slum enables
her to construct an acceptable life history by changing some facts. She ties herself a tāli and introduces
herself in her new community as a deserted woman. She finds a job as a domestic worker and builds up
a network with her employers and neighbours. She emphasizes or even in a way ‘exploits’ her handicap
while building up extra credits as a hard worker. ‘They all spoke with pride (perumai) of me by saying:
“even with this deformed leg, she has brought up her two children without anybody’s support”.’ People
around her initially believed her story about an untruthful husband who left her for another woman.
After developing significant relationships and solid friendships, she incidentally starts to reveal the
truth about her unmarried status. By then, she has developed relationships and loyalties that were
based on her virtues and personal qualities and not her marital status. Rajeswari enjoys the harvest of
her social investments and her privileges as a reliable and hard working employee and throughout the
interview, she emphasizes how much she is appreciated as a respectable and reliable person.
Many years after her move to the city, one of her brothers has traced her and approaches
her. He aims to restore some of the damaged relationships within the family and offers her some
support. But Rajeswari feels that his endeavours come too late. She appreciates her independence
and also the sweet taste of revenge to ‘pay him back’: she rejects him.
‘After I had connection with this man, they [B: family] neglected me and when the man
left me alone with my two children, they expected that I could not bring them up. But I
showed them that I could do it alone. I lived for my children. Everyone neglected me so I
did not want to neglect my children. I brought them up and lived for them. (..). I suffered
a lot with these two children. Doing my job was difficult. When I lived in the village, I
made a cradle for my baby by hanging a sari on a tree branch. In this sari they used to
sleep well so I could do my work. As soon as my baby started crying, milk started pouring
from my breasts. So I used to cross the field running to feed him. People used to laugh at
me saying: “See the cow running!” But I didn’t bother about anything, only my children.
Even my parents did not give my children anything. I did not even take ten paise from
anyone for raising my children.’
Rajeswari claims independence and with that, she rejects any secondary financial support from
anybody, including her brothers. She appreciates and claims her role as a successful and good mother
who suffered and finally raised her children all by herself.
203

Within the Tamil kinship terms, a cousin-sister refers to mothers’ sister’s daughter.
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Beyond sexuality
The anonymity of this urban setting and the development of new relationships and loyalties in
her new surrounding, work to Rajeswari’s advantage. In addition to this, her age also counts. She
represents herself as a respectable elderly woman. She has succeeded in settling her children. Her
son has a job selling sweets in a sweet stall. But more important, her daughter is happily married to a
respectable and loving husband and is the mother of a two year old child. Rajeswari feels that she has
completed her parental responsibilities: ‘All these years I was thinking and living for the children, but
now finally I have finished my duty.’
After her daughter’s marriage, Rajeswari feels freed from her responsibilities as a parent,
but her age implies another significant ‘discharge’. As a grandmother, she has also passed the age
of menopause. Rajeswari has passed the biological station of fertility and the cultural station of
sexuality. Post menopause, a woman is considered to not have any sexuality, let alone be sexually
active. This implies that her sexuality does not need to be controlled anymore and that fact definitely
gives room for manoeuvre.
In her younger years, Rajeswari suffered as a victim of an unreliable and irresponsible man.
Nevertheless, as a young fertile woman, she needed him to project her with a marital status. She wore
a fake tāli and claimed to be his formal wife. But at this age, the age beyond sexuality, she is finally
liberated from him. She has even reached a stage that she can joke about her fake ‘tāli’. A couple of
months before the meeting, she had thrown away the yellow turmeric rope she used to wear.
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‘My neighbours said: why don’t you remove the thread and wear a chain? I thought,
“Indeed I do not need it anymore.” So I removed it.’
She got herself a gold-coated chain and presents it as ‘not a tāli, just a chain’ although it has the
benefit of the doubt. ‘And that only for ten rupees!’ she can hardly say for laughing.

Powerful victims: the agency of ‘victimhood’
In years and in the process of rehabilitation, Rajeswari is almost 15 years ahead of Vasuki. Comparing
their life histories though, there are similarities in representation: both represent being trapped and
misled by false promises of marriage to have a sexual relationship before marriage. Vasuki continued
a sexual relationship with her rapist after he had ‘spoilt her’ and she legitimizes this because she
needed to attach him to her to keep him motivated for a marriage. He stole her virginity and she is
paradoxically ‘forced by her chastity’ to continue having sex with him because he is the only one she
should marry. He condemned her to that with his crime and Vasuki is a victim of her innocence and
his rape. ‘In dealing with issues of sex and sexual wrongs, women can only avoid the trap of being
reduced to the evil, sexually obsessed female, who deserves what happens to her by appealing to
her victim status and positioning herself as sexually innocent and un-knowledgeable’ (Kapur 2001).
Kapur points to women claiming a victim status as both a strategic as well as a normative move and
this is applicable to Vasuki. Her victim status is important for her self-respect and for her rehabilitation
within the village community.
Rajeswari also represents herself as a victim of a wicked man. But more than that, she
emphasizes her physical handicap. Her useless and ugly leg legitimizes her urge to get the man
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attached to her. She has little chance to find a husband. A young woman’s aim in life is to get married,
but her handicap was a barrier to reach this goal. Not getting married is a worst-case scenario and this
explains why she needed to grab this opportunity. She was thankful for the opportunity he offered
her and could not anticipate the consequences of her response. More than a victim of an unreliable
man, she represents herself as a victim of her handicap.
Both women claim to be naïve victims, they both show ambiguity though. In addition to
victimhood, they also represent themselves as powerful and sometimes autonomous and aggressive
decision makers. Vasuki, assured of her virtues, twists the judgement of being an immoral person
into divine superiority. Rajeswari, claiming the status of a mother who raised her children without the
support of her mother or brothers, a support that she has a cultural right to (Kapadia 1995), rejects
her brother in revenge.
Both women represent themselves as victims of betrayal. The troubles were caused by a
bad guy. He was the culprit, she was the victim. He was the actor, she was the re-actor. The men
are to blame and the women are the persons that community members feel sorry for. It is common
knowledge and a culturally embedded notion that ‘men are immoral’. Elaborating this gender role
is more acceptable than the role of an autonomous responsible woman with ‘loose sexual morals’.
Victimhood brings agency: functionally and paradoxically, both women have elaborated the role of
the victim in an intelligent and powerful way. As victims, both women created space and a degree
of (self) respect and dignity within a rigid framework of social structures and ridicule for unmarried
mothers.
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Rajeswari’s daughter
I finish this analysis with the perspective of Rajeswari’s daughter Leelawathi. Leelawathi was raised
by her unmarried mother, partly in the village and partly in the city. How did she experience the
culturally awkward circumstances of her family?
Leelawathi is in her early 20s, and able to reflect upon their lives. However, the tone of her
disclosures is rather different from Rajeswari’s. Whereas Rajeswari emphasizes her good reputation
as woman and mother and their rehabilitation, Leelawathi focuses on their endurance and describes
the suffering that she and her brother, but more so, their mother went through. She represents her
mother as a stigmatized and offended woman who had to prove and re-establish her reputation on a
daily basis. The family is vulnerable and so Leelawathi feels that they are raised in an extremely strict
way. Nevertheless, at the age of eight, her brother is blamed for stealing jewellery in the household
where Rajeswari works and lives with her children. The ‘Madam’ of this house beats the boy severely
and hands him over to the police. The boy claims to be innocent but the police tortures him, till he
confesses to his crime.
Rajeswari is convinced about his innocence. She gets him released on bail and swears that
since god is the only witness of her child’s innocence, he will take care of justice. And that is exactly
what happens. Just like Vasuki, Rajeswari also has the power of god on her side. After one week, the
cook in the household gets caught red-handed while stealing more jewels and within a few days,
this cook dies in an accident. The ‘Madam’, realizing her fault, falls at the feet of the child and begs
for forgiveness, but the child as well as his mother reject her request. Soon after this, the ‘Madam’
receives a message from America where her husband resides: suddenly he passed away. In spite of
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this justice and the sweet taste of revenge, Rajeswari makes up her mind. She sends her son to a
hostel in a city in Maharashtra to work in a company.
Leelawathi points to her mother’s reputation as the reason for the boy’s presumed guilt. By
sending him to another state, Rajeswari aims to protect her child against the prejudices she evoked
by giving birth to him unmarried. After the boy’s departure, the hardships increase. Leelawathi
describes the continuous sexual harassment they went through. Since her mother is perceived as a
prostitute, men frequently socialize in front of or even inside their house. The entrance to these two
women’s house is not respected since Rajeswari did not even protect the entrance to her own body.
The protests of the women are ridiculed and overruled. But luckily, Rajeswari finds another household
to serve and her new employer put an end to these harassments by mobilizing the police to remove
these men by force.
Leelawathi experiences through her life that Rajeswari’s main aim is to protect the reputation
of her daughter:
‘I was always with my mother. Wherever she went, I went behind her. My mother was
always there for me. She did not leave me anywhere (..) If I played outside for a few
minutes with other children, she would call me back inside the house (..) If I was playing
with other children, I was happy and I laughed a lot. But my mother used to scold me for
such laughing and instructed me to play quietly. I wanted to go to school, but she did not
send me. She said that she could not spend for the admission and even for a government
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school you have to spend some money for items. She just did not like to send us because
a school was an outside place and she also would avoid us hearing other children talking
about their fathers (..) I was always sad with my hair opened204, but I did not understand
the reason why I was sad (..) She was very strict with me. Even after 6 o’clock in the
evening I was not allowed to go outside (..) Her life was spoilt so she thought that at least
her daughter’s life should be good. She raised me very strict, but I think she raised me in a
very good way. My mother kept me innocent. Many bad things happen to girls nowadays.
They have affairs and run away with men. I never had the opportunity to get involved so
my mother could give me in marriage to a good man.’
Leelawathi makes it clear that her mother controlled and protected her daughter’s life in an extreme
way: Her name was extra-vulnerable and she had to over-compensate the damage that was done to
her mother.
Rajeswari is isolated from the protective presence and status of a broader family network.
Whereas Vasuki has the support of her family, she and her family share the burden, Rajeswari gets
expelled by her family. Compared to Vasuki, this aspect of her life is sad and extremely lonely.
204

A woman or girl who leaves her home, entering public space, is supposed to have her hair tied. Hair needs
to be ‘under control’ in a braid, a knot or at least a ponytail. Loose and thus uncontrolled hair is associated
with uncontrolled emotions and also vulnerable to evil spirits. Within the safety and privacy of a home, a
girl can leave her hair open to dry it after washing. But even at home, most women wear their hair tied together. If a male of the household leaves the home to enter public space, a woman with ‘open hair’ needs
to tie it till he has left, because her open hair is inauspicious and may evoke accidents for him.
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Independently, Rajeswari has to protect her reputation and Leelawathi regularly took notice of her
mother’s loneliness caused by the rejection of her closest relatives. Especially on the day of Leelawathi’s
menarche, her mother is gloomy about the missing uncles, grandmother and father. Although friends
and neighbours help her to perform a simple but nice ceremony, she feels hurt and unhappy in spite
of this auspicious event. Leelawathi reveals that after this ceremony, her mother decided to return to
her native village to show her beautiful 15-year-old daughter to her brothers:
‘My mother’s brother has a son and when we visited her native place for this occasion, my
uncle asked my mother to arrange my marriage with this cousin. But my mother refused
to do so. She blamed her brother’s family for bad drinking habits and made clear that she
preferred an outsider as son-in-law.’
Rajeswari’s mature and chaste daughter is her triumph. Denying her brother’s son, the rightful
groom for this beautiful bride-to-be, is her revenge. Further, she emphasizes her moral superiority by
lecturing them about bad habits. However, Leelawathi does not understand her mother’s rejection
and interrogates her mother afterwards. Rajeswari explains to her daughter that her māmaṉ’s family
is too dangerous for her. Her mother’s past will haunt her within such marriage and so she prefers
to select a groom from outside. She believes that an outsider would be more willing to perceive her
daughter as an individual and not as an extension of her mother.
Four years after her menarche celebration, the local ice-cream seller approaches Rajeswari.
He inquired and came to know about the good reputation of this 19-year-old girl. He is also on bad
terms with his family. A couple of months ago, he left his family after major arguments. His parents
tried to force him to marry a girl who was rejected by his elder brother. He was not interested in the girl
and also not ready for marriage. But he explained to Rajeswari that he wanted to get himself settled.
Rajeswari takes his offer into consideration. His caste is different, he is Naidu not Nadar, but she is not
concerned about that. Rajeswari is pleased by the man and although she does not mention it, I guess
that she is also pleased by the idea that her daughter is not expected to move in with her in-laws. The
wedding is arranged and celebrated in a humble but pleasant way. Rajeswari provides the couple
with some jewels and five sovereigns of gold and he invests this dowry to start his own small business.
Leelawathi has been married for four years and is happy with her husband:
‘He looks after me very nicely and up till today, he has never sent me back to my mother
“to ask for this or that”. ‘
He turns out to be a reliable and responsible husband and the marriage is blessed with a bright
two-year-old girl. The months before and after delivery, usually a month with celebrations among
relatives, were again a painful period for Rajeswari: a confrontation with her disconnectedness.
However, Leelawathi is a happy and auspicious married cumaṅkali in the irrefutable meaning of the
word and with that, Rajeswari is released from a heavy burden.
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Parting
In this chapter, we met women leading extraordinary lives. They represented themselves as brave
and proud mothers, who succeeded in raising their children against the stream. I experienced them
as powerful and intelligent women who fought, with or without the support of family, their way
back to respect. Their participation in this research is illustrative. I offer them a podium to represent
themselves and they accept this opportunity as another step towards rehabilitation. Generally,
unmarried mothers who raised their children were difficult to approach because of the substitute
shame of intermediaries. However, once meetings were arranged, these mothers revealed openness
and willingness since their situation is an undeniable and day-to-day reality for them.
The damage to the reputation of unmarried mothers and their close relatives is evident.
Nevertheless, Vasuki and Rajeswari did not object to be portrayed in this book, including their photos.
Anonymity was unimportant for them. 205 In a literal sense, they did not lose face. This is an actual
and symbolic difference between them and unmarried mothers who relinquished their children. The
paralyzing circumstances of mothers who relinquish their children to deny their past seem unchanged
in the long-term, whereas the mothers in this chapter are actors in their own rehabilitation and in the
effort to regain self-respect.
Protruding in this chapter is the invisibility of licensed NGOs. As revealed in the narratives
in Chapter 3, NGOs have a significant role in the processes of relinquishing mothers, whereas their
significance for unmarried mothers who raise their children emerge as negligible. With this fact, I
bridge to the next chapter where the role of institutions in the decision-making processes of mothers
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who relinquish their children is elaborated.

205

Nevertheless, I changed their names and hid the names of their locations or villages, because I did not
merely write their narratives but also my own interpretations. Since I am not able (yet) to share this thoroughly with them, I feel that I need to hide their identity.
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CHAPTER 5
Institutions
197
The adoption landscape in India, in general, and in the Tamil Nadu, in particular, is inhabited by various
Non Governmental Organizations (NGOs) with a licence to place children into adoptive families,
within- or outside India. Usually these organizations also run various programmes for children’s
welfare and/or education. Adoption then is embedded within these broader concerns regarding
children. Many of these organizations simultaneously run programmes entitled ‘women and welfare’
or ‘women and empowerment’. These NGOs aim to provide counselling services and care for women,
especially for ‘women in distress’. Women with unwanted pregnancies are among the categories of
‘women in distress’ who are cared for. Other NGOs with a licence for adoption do not run official
programmes for women with unplanned pregnancies but provide them with lodging and medical
care on an informal basis.
During my fieldwork, I contacted all licensed NGOs offering shelter facilities for women with
unplanned pregnancies in and around Chennai. 206 These organizations207 have all been cooperative
206 One organisation which had a license to place children for adoption I did not approach, since their methods were openly discussed as doubtful by people working in the adoption field. THE HINDU revealed
the involvement of this organisation in an inter-country adoption racket on 14-05-2005 (www.thehindu.
com/2005/05/14/stories/2005051412170700.htm). Two other licensed agencies agreed to allow access to
unmarried mothers, but never confirmed that women were admitted whenever I contacted them. Nevertheless I spoke with staff members in these two organisations. In the four main licensed agencies, I spoke
with people working in or for these organisations at different levels.
207 I have guaranteed co-operative NGOs and informants from departments and scrutinising agencies anonymity with regard to the names and identities of organisations and individuals, since confidentiality was
necessary to develop rapport and create trust to share controversial information.
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and participated in this research, although with various conditions. As a result, boards and/or
management allowed us, my assistant and myself, to meet pregnant women and mothers. In four of
these organizations, the staff helpfully created opportunities to conduct interviews respecting the
principle of confidentiality. We were able to sit and talk in separate rooms without any staff member
of the organization being present. We were also given the opportunity to interview social workers,
matrons, office staff, nurses and āyās. Most appreciated were the opportunities to pay regular visits
to the various spaces in the organizations where we could meet the women and personnel in an
informal and uncontrolled manner. These occasions gave us the ‘feel’ of the everyday activities of and
conversations between the women themselves and between the women and matrons, nurses and
āyās. These chats and talks took place out of the sight of the counsellors and management. In addition
to these observations, informal talks and formal interviews in these licensed NGOs, I collected data
from social workers, nurses, doctors and mothers in Counselling Centres, Family Planning Units and
Maternity Wards of government and private hospitals.
At 11 am on a Tuesday in May, I am standing at the gate of a crowded railway station, waiting for
Florina. The heat wave of ‘akkiṉi’208pushes me towards the limited shadow offered by the station wall.
The auto-rickshaw drivers, waiting in front of the gate to spot every foreign tourist, know my face and
do not disturb me anymore with their ‘special prices’. A few meters away, a middle-aged woman is
stringing jasmine flowers. Every now and then, she stops to sell a couple of strings to a customer. Her
basket of flowers is beside her home, where she lives with her daughter: under a thick brown cloth on
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the pavement of the street. The daughter is wearing a half-sari. She must be around the age of 14 and
looks energetic and well-nourished. Her long hair is shining, tied tightly into a plait and embellished
with jasmine. She is obviously not in school. Standing behind her mother, she is giggling with another
slightly older girl. Every now and then, they cast a glance at a few auto-rickshaw drivers who stand
together in a circle, chatting.
My water bottle is almost empty when I notice Florina zigzagging through the noisy traffic
past crowded buses and trucks honking loudly. I perk up when I see her smiling face in this grey
and smoggy traffic jungle. Florina rides a heavy male-bike with an impressive ‘dark’ sound. The slips
of her churidar top flutter behind her and her shawl is knotted carefully on her back. From far, she
notices me and sways around the parked rickshaws to stop right in front of me, as usual. I quickly
climb behind her on the pillion seat of her two-wheeler. Florina turns her bike, joins the traffic and
accelerates. ‘Straight to Short Stay Home?’ she shouts over her shoulder making herself heard over
the noisy traffic. ‘Yes,’ I yell back.
A couple of months back, I stopped asking the social worker’s permission for every single
visit. Despite official approval from her superiors granting me access to pregnant women residing
in this organization’s facilities, the social worker was erecting barriers. In words she promised
cooperation. However, she regularly offered me varying reasons and excuses, why a visit was
inconvenient or undesirable; ‘Too much of disturbance. The mothers do not like that’ was the tenor
of her explanations. But her office and the residential facility for mothers were at different locations,
and I could unexpectedly drop in and approach the pregnant women and mothers. Without her
208 God of fire.
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intermediation, access became easier. Apparently without her preparation, the interviews became
more frank and uninhibited. I had the impression that the mothers even appreciated our visits. In
course of time, the matron of the Short Stay Home reconciled herself to the fact that the women were
free to talk in private with my assistant and myself.
After a couple of kilometres, Florina leaves the main road. We are nearing the area where
the NGO is housed. As we pass through the streets, well-maintained houses with nice gardens and
protective fences are replaced by cheaper constructions of palm leaves and corrugated iron. Streets
become narrow and an open refuse heap at a corner reminds me of the smell of my organic garbagebox in summertime. A skinny brown cow, trying to find some food in the heap, is eating a plastic bag
containing a banana skin.
We arrive at the building. The mothers stay on the first floor. I open the fence and Florina
parks her two-wheeler under the stairs. The upper part of the stairs is covered with small pieces of cloth
drying in the sun. Obviously, the laundry has been done. Experience has taught me that mothers usually
have some spare time at the end of a morning; time to relax, sit down and chat with each other, or with
us. The matron is standing at the door and notices our arrival. Immediately, she walks inside. In a few
seconds, she comes back to the entrance and watches us. We climb up the stairs. The matron welcomes
us politely if distantly. She orders one of the mothers to bring three chairs. After doing so, the mother
leaves for another room. We sit down with the matron and Florina inquires about her holiday. After
some chit chatting, Florina seeks information about Thangamma. ‘Thangamma is still residing here,’ the
matron replies. She adds that Thangamma has given birth to her twin-boys by caesarean.209
On our previous visit, we met Thangamma and she shared her life experiences for almost
two hours. She was then in the last weeks of her pregnancy. Forty-years-old and mother of a married
son and daughter, she became a widow. Her husband was paralyzed and Thangamma took care of
him for years. One day, she came back from work and found that he had used a rope hanging from
the ceiling (to support him to stand up) to hang himself. She felt shocked, confused and sad. But there
was no time to recover. Poverty forced her to continue her daily routine for survival.
In those days, Thangamma worked in a canteen. She and her husband lived under one roof
with their son and daughter-in-law, but she regularly spent nights in the place where she worked. One
of these nights, about a month after her husband’s death, a young man living next door approached
her. She felt sad and alone and appreciated his company. That night, they had sex. It was only a onenight stand, but her periods stopped. Thangamma thought she had entered menopause, but after
four months, she became anxious. As an experienced mother who had been pregnant twice, she
recognized the symptoms and the state of her body. She decided to visit a government hospital.
The doctor examined her and confirmed that she was pregnant with twins. Thangamma was not
surprised but very unhappy with this and requested an abortion. The doctor explained that she could
not abort the foetuses since the pregnancy had progressed too far.
Thangamma and the doctor then discussed her delicate problem and the doctor proposed
her to seek refuge in an institution and relinquish her babies after delivery. Upset and with a mind full
of mixed thoughts, Thangamma left the hospital with the address of the suggested institution in her
hand. Outside the hospital gate, an auto-rickshaw stood parked. She inquired with the driver and he
209 Thangamma was already introduced in Chapter 2, section ‘Back to the subject: reunion’ and also in Chapter 3 sections ‘Widow’ and ‘Old age’.
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was familiar with the institution and directly delivered her at the gate. Thangamma was welcomed by
the social worker of the institution who offered a caring atmosphere to complete her pregnancy and
give birth. Thangamma was pleased by this offer. She needed rest and time to get things straight. Yet
she did not realize by then that she had also entered a one-way process towards relinquishment.
The Matron continues: ‘Right now Thangamma is having her bath. And after her bath, she
needs to feed her babies. After feeding, it is almost time for lunch. After lunch, she needs rest. You
better come back another time. Right now it is not very convenient to talk to her.’ I reply that we have
time to wait till she has finished her bath. ‘The babies can stay with their mother when we talk to her,’
I continue. ‘Thangamma can send us out if she likes to feed her children alone,’ Florina amplifies. ‘And
if she does not like to talk, we will not disturb her.’ Sometimes I feel like stubbornly pushing myself.
The matron indicates ‘okay’ with her head.
From my chair facing the other room, I notice Thangamma appearing. She moves carefully
since the caesarean wound in her body is still fresh. She is wearing a clean nighty and is combing
her hair. I interrupt Florina’s chat with the matron to inform her: ‘Thangamma has arrived.’ Florina
immediately excuses herself and stands up to approach Thangamma in the other room. Thangamma
recognizes Florina and welcomes her. She smiles and I can see her positive reply to Florina’s question.
Florina nods assent to me. I thank the matron for her time and join Florina and Thangamma in the
other room. Thangamma is sitting at the edge of the same mattress where both her babies are
sleeping. I admire the beautiful babies and inquire about the operation. Frankly Thangamma shares
the details of the day that she had her caesarean.
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On another mattress in this same room, a young pregnant woman is observing us inquisitively
and listens to Thangamma’s experiences with more than average interest. After Thangamma has
completed the story about the surgery, I turn my head towards this young woman. I introduce myself
and ask her name. ‘Nithi,’ she answers. Florina also introduces herself and explains what we are here
for. She informs Nithi that we spoke to Thangamma last time, before she had her operation. She
explains that we have returned today to talk again with Thangamma to hear how she is doing and
what she is planning to do. ‘Are you also interested in sharing your experiences and circumstances
with us?’ Nithi agrees to do so. She then leaves the room to allow us to talk to Thangamma in private.
I close the door behind her.
As already mentioned, some NGO staff tried to restrict access to the pregnant women
and āyās. Other institutions, however, opened their doors with less resistance and developed a
relationship with me as colleagues with similar objectives: the best interest of mother and child. As
a researcher, I appreciated this access. But, why should an NGO give uncontrolled right of entry to a
foreign researcher to study delicate surrender and adoption procedures and processes? The answer
to this question is complex. Some NGO staff were truly convinced of the necessity of my research
objectives. Regularly, I was surprised by their sharing, trust and transparency.
I was prepared to hear the politically correct statements regarding the formal aims of NGOs.
NGO staffs usually know how to present adjusted results since funding organizations assess them for
it. Admitting failures or offering uncontrolled transparency is rather uncommon since it may result in
a loss of funds. The reputations of NGOs are vulnerable. When I shared my astonishment about the
access I was offered, an NGO staff member expressed: ‘I want you to know about all transactions and
procedures because I want you to get a complete picture.’ Another employee shared his dissatisfaction
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about contradictory processes and policy in the adoption field. He was convinced about the necessity
for change through improvement for all involved organizations and expressed: ‘Nobody is happy [B:
with the adoption and surrender policy] as it is now, but we are all sailing in the same boat.’
Commonly, NGOs are reticent about revealing disputable practices. However, to some
extent, NGOs are also accustomed to external interferences, for instance by government officials or,
in case of organizations with an international licence, by foreign counterparts. National and state
governments developed laws and created guidelines based upon international conventions and
national laws and guidelines concerning surrender and adoption. Further, licensed NGOs are visited
and inspected by officials on a regular basis.
For decades, adoption has had a global component: NGOs with a licence for placing children
into foreign families cooperate with NGOs abroad. Regularly foreigners, adoptive parents, social
workers or volunteers visit these NGOs. Staffs of such agencies are accustomed to discussing adoptionrelated issues with foreigners. Hence my questions and meddling were not a new experience and no
reason to keep doors closed.
Another reason why NGOs gave me access was because I was a foreigner. Foreign
counterparts bring in substantial amounts of funds. Since I am a foreigner, but more than that, a
foreigner who has worked in the adoption field, I may have been seen as a representative of financial
resources. I never verified this presumption but I believe that my status as foreign researcher was
helpful to establish cooperation for this research and to gain access inside institutions.
My affiliation to the University of Delhi was also helpful. A PhD researcher with a supervisor
from Delhi and with the approval of the Indian Government – this status compelled too much respect
to refuse cooperation.
Besides these motivations, NGOs could hardly refuse cooperation because refusing access
would have raised suspicion. It would have been an implicit message about the existence of secrets
which ‘can not face daylight’. Nevertheless, for some people working in or for these NGOs, the decision
to cooperate was more than just merely strategic. I experienced sincere cooperation with an intrinsic
motivation: the best interest of a mother and her child.

‘Surrender is better for everybody’
In course of time, in addition to professional relationships, I also developed personal ties and
loyalties with some NGO staff. I observed hard working people with sincere intentions to offer social
services. With some NGO staffmembers, I developed friendship. I found them to be nice people with
good intentions and a well-developed conscience. I mingled with these friends and they knew the
objectives of my research. Some of them trusted me enough to even share their sometimes-doubtful
decisions. Others revealed their doubts between the lines. I recall certain occasions when I thought
to myself: do I really want to know this? But since I knew it already by then, my dilemma was what
to do with the particular information. These dilemmas were all caused by the tensions or ‘frictions’
between money and morals.
Adoption, especially since the globalization of adoption, is a ‘multi-billion dollar industry’210,
to quote Indian researcher Gita Ramaswamy. Adoptive parents need to pay for an adoptive child.
210
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comprehensive articles concerning the adoption market and its commercialisation.
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Indeed, the Government of India prescribes through guidelines the amounts that adoptive parents
should pay to cover allowances. However, amounts are stretchable, and money flows easily from rich
foreign countries to these Indian agencies since young babies in orphanages open our hearts and
purses easily.
NGOs also depend on organizations with power over them. They are inspected and
scrutinized on a regular basis and the risk of losing the licence is a reality. With this in mind, I wish
to bring practices into perspective. Many NGO staff members were inspired by different religious or
social commitments and appeared to feel responsible. I observed hard-working people focussed on
vulnerable social categories. I also noticed differences in professionalism within and between NGOs.
Some counsellors were professionally trained social workers; others provided social service on the
basis of common sense and life experiences. But in general, I did not observe significant differences in
the quality of services and counselling that different NGOs offered to pregnant women and mothers.
With a few exceptions, the nurses, social workers and counsellors who worked directly with
the admitted women were all women. Managers or directors were sometimes men, but their work
usually implied more physical and emotional distance from the pregnant women and mothers. In
interviews and informal meetings with the women counsellors and practitioners who were appointed
to coach the pregnant women and mothers, I inquired into the backgrounds and circumstances of
mothers who are about to relinquish their children. Without exception, these women described the
compelling forces of Indian culture regarding mothers who were expected to relinquish. The following
is an explanation of a professional social worker with more than 20 years of working experience in
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programmes for ‘women and children’. She has been working in the field of adoption for a few years
as staff of one of the NGOs and she revealed in English:
‘If a woman comes forward together with her husband to surrender, for instance, a
second child, we will counsel her. Also for women who are separated or deserted by their
husbands, who come to surrender a baby [B: born from their husband], we will do a lot
of counselling. We will provide them with all the needful. If necessary, we provide them
with shelter and if desired, we will also arrange vocational trainings or jobs. Even further
studies, if they like to. We arrange a place where they can stay with their children and if
they prefer, we offer to put the children in some other place with the possibility to visit
the child regularly. We stimulate them not to give up a child and if they have two children
but intend to relinquish one of them, we convince them that siblings will be of support
to each other. If they have only one child, we inform them that they will need this child as
some hold in life. For these categories of women, we will do counselling.
If a woman becomes a widow by losing her husband during pregnancy and she has family
support, in that case, we will also take counselling into consideration. The social circle will
count the months and they will know whether a child is from her deceased husband. But
if a widow has already a small child and no support of her relatives, how can she survive
with another baby? So in that case, we accept the new born child. She can surrender and
we will send her home with her first born child. Even if this new born child is a legitimate
child, people will advise her like: “How can you look after this child? You don’t have
anybody”. That is her reason for coming to this adoption agency.’
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For this social worker, the word ‘counselling’ means advice to reconsider relinquishment. For a married
woman who conceived her child within marital boundaries, this counsellor recognizes the significance
of the mother-child relationship and explores possibilities to prevent separation. This counsellor and
her NGO were not an exception. In the other NGOs, similar ideas prevailed. If women carry legitimate
children from husbands who passed away or disappeared, these women were generally recognized
as a category in need to ‘explore all alternatives’ as prescribed in the Supreme Court Guidelines
(ICCWTN 1998: 21). Counsellors came up with varieties of illustrative cases with subsequent varieties
of support to help and encourage mothers to raise their children. However, unmarried mothers, in
contrast, are generally perceived as a different social category. The same social worker explains:
SW: ‘For unwed mothers, we do not spend much time on counselling. Of course we ask
them: “Is there any possibility to keep the baby with you?” But normally, they won’t
be willing to keep the baby. Normally they say: “no, no”. We do not counsel them
much because there is a social stigma attached; a very strong social stigma. An unwed
mother will not have a future with her baby. She can not get married...no future.
We do not counsel them at all. An unmarried mother comes, stays, delivers a child
and we accept [B: her child]. We do not counsel much because it will never work
out. We are aware of the social stigma. Before she comes to this institution while
pregnant, she will tell the people in her surrounding that she is going out of station for
a vacation. Even the fact that she is pregnant will not be revealed. The first 5 months
of her pregnancy, her belly is still small, but there are 5 months left and her belly will
show. Her parents will tell some lies to relatives and friends like: “She has left to work
and stay in my sister’s house, she is with her aunty.” In the meanwhile, she will stay
here, deliver her baby, leave it here and then it is finished. So what is the sense of
doing counselling? That is why we don’t do it.
B: Do you know cases of unmarried mothers who raise their children?
SW: No, that is not possible
B: Maybe with the support of her parents? If parents say “together we will find a
solution” and they raise the child within the family?
SW: No parent will be ready to spoil the life of a daughter like that.
B: What will happen with an unmarried mother who returned back home after
relinquishment?
SW: She will get married.
B: But she is spoilt…
SW: I mean that nobody knows that she is spoilt. Only close family members know. In
cases of village girls, the whole village may know about the circumstances. But they
will not reveal the secret in order to get her married in another village. She is not only
a family girl, she is also a village girl. I know a case like this. As long as it is a secret,
the girl will have a life. But if the secret has leaked out, nobody will come forward to
marry the girl and her life will be spoilt. If it comes to married pregnant women like
a widow, a divorcee or a deserted woman, we will see. We provide women with
counselling, but this depends on the social status of the women. If a woman became
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pregnant after her husband’s death, we accept relinquishment. In such a case, we
won’t give much counselling, because she did some immoral activity. She will not
get any respect in her community. The child is an illegitimate child and nobody will
respect her. She committed a sin and the child is the evidence of her immorality. She
cannot live a happy and peaceful life and there is no point in counselling her. For a
divorcee, it is a similar case. If she conceived after her husband has left her, she has
behaved immorally. So a divorcee and a widow who conceived from another man
have no chance for counselling. They will not be ready to retain the children.’
Counsellors working in and for licensed institutions were truly convinced that for unmarried mothers
and also for (once) married mothers who conceived ‘immorally’211, relinquishment is the only possible
escape from ridicule. Offering an unmarried mother this opportunity is a matter of conscience from the
perspective of the counsellors I met. A provocative raising of my eyebrows usually evoked an explicit
differentiation between the loose sexual morals in my western country and the strict morals in Indian
culture. Often, I felt rather defensive after such statements because of an underlying judgement.
Apparently, as a representative of my country, I felt attacked personally too. Such judgements are
communicated too, at least implicitly, in sessions with unmarried mothers and that is a significant fact.
Managers running these institutions, social workers and nurses working in or for licensed
NGOs are usually women with a middle-class background who have internalized the middle-class
cultural norms and codes of conduct. One director of a NGO revealed with a ‘pfff’ and her eyes rotating
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upwards: ‘We middle-class women are expected to live very strictly according to our common rules.
More than the upper class, and also more than the very low class’. Middle-class women are supposed
to live according to the gendered cultural behavioural codes for conduct. They are instilled with the
dominant cultural norms regarding marriage, sexuality and motherhood and subsequently are also
ambassadors of these principles. From their middle-class perspective, an unmarried mother lives in a
nightmare. Her life ran out of hand and she is in need of intervention. For counsellors working in the
legal adoption field, solutions such as illegal adoption arrangements, abandoning the child or killing
the child are inappropriate. But personally, they are convinced that a legal separation of mother and
child is helpful to rehabilitate both of them. From their perspective, an unmarried mother needs a
husband to protect her and her child needs a legal father: an ‘initial for the name’. A signature on a
surrender document is the intervention that counsellors mentioned as ‘better for everybody’. Helpful
for the child to be able to start a new future in a ‘nice and well-off family’ and for the mother ‘to
continue her life’: to find an alliance and get ‘properly married’.
Every single counsellor connected to licensed NGOs, professionally trained social workers
and social workers whose work was grounded in common sense and life experience, replied to my
first questions with similar explanations about cultural codes and the stigmatization of unmarried
mothers and illegitimate children. However, the same social worker who revealed the official
counselling policy quoted above surprised me with a revelation. I was leaving her organization after
the formal interview. While walking me to the gate, my tape recorder already in my bag, she offthe-record expressed her ambivalence concerning the counselling policies with regard to unmarried
211
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mothers. As a professional social worker, she realized the missed opportunities to counsel individual
unmarried mothers in a more differentiated way. I invited her to my office to discuss her ideas about
such counselling thoroughly and she agreed. The same week, I called her to meet outside office
hours, but she had developed cold feet. ‘I have already shared everything I had to say,’ she informed
me. Clearly, as an employee of her organization, she also felt uneasy about expressing criticism.
Counsellors connected to these NGOs are not expected to explore any solution for unmarried
women other than relinquishment. To understand the impact of this dominant ‘institutional culture’,
it is important to unravel how unmarried mothers themselves perceive the offered social service and
counselling.

Compelling forces
As soon as an unmarried mother discovers her pregnancy, her focus in life changes 100 percent.
Chapter 3 revealed stressful decision-making processes leading towards the inevitable and
irrevocable decision to relinquish children. After admission in a licensed NGO, she is disconnected
from her (close) kin for weeks or months. After the surrender document is signed, she is allowed to
leave the organization without her child and usually the institution ‘hands her over’ to the relative
who had accompanied her for admission. This relative, in my cases, included her mother, aunt or
sometimes father or brother. If she arrived without company, she is usually permitted to leave the
institution by herself.
During her stay in the NGO in the last days, weeks or months of her pregnancy and the
period immediately after delivery, the woman is physically and emotionally separated from her family
and loved ones and she has to make up her mind in loneliness. Her close relations, staying behind
in their usual surrounding, also need to deal with their emotions, concerns and interests. Besides
their personal turmoil, they too have to deal with their social environment: the gossip regarding the
‘missing woman’ resulting in suspicion, interrogations or at least inquisitive questioning. This period
of separation between the mother and her relatives includes the most important decisive moments.
A social worker employed in a family counselling centre affiliated to a church revealed:
‘Unwed mothers are the most complicated cases. It includes ethical issues, legal issues
and spiritual issues. Many people are involved with different and mixed emotions and
priorities. It is a seething cauldron of emotions. Everything is boiling. Within this, [B: the
mother’s] “hope” [B: for a solution] is her vulnerability. She [B: the mother] will listen.’
This social worker emphasizes the power wielded by and the ethical responsibilities of the counsellor.
Good counselling of a (prospective) mother and her relatives is a prerequisite to prevent decisions
which will be regretted. For that, it needs excellent communication and professional coaching of all
involved people.
How did the mothers look upon their situation themselves and did they appreciate the
counselling they received? Many unmarried mothers with whom I spoke underscored the dominant
idea that an unmarried woman has only one solution: relinquish her new born. However, in some
cases, I noticed regret. Chitra, a pregnant unmarried woman who discovered soon after entering the
institution that she was expected to surrender her child, expressed:
Institutions
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‘C: I will leave my child here [B: in the NGO]. Even if I would say that I like to keep my
child they will not let me do so. They will not even allow my family to see my child.
B: What would you do if they allowed you to keep your child?
C: I would like to take my child.
B: Who will take care of your child?
C: My mother is there. And what does a baby need? He will just drink milk and grow.
And then [after some time] I will manage.
B: Do you want to discuss this with your mother?
C: If they would allow me to take my child, I would like to discuss this with my mother.
But they won’t. So why would I talk to my mother?’
Often a woman knows already beforehand that she is expected to relinquish her child because the
person who refers (a nurse, doctor, social worker, ‘madam’ or ‘father’ in the family-planning unit,
hostel, clinic, auto-driver, police-station, church, etc.) pregnant women to these institutions, mentions
the option or the deal to surrender. From the moment a woman meets the person who refers her to
an institution, she enters a process towards relinquishment. Annamma:
‘B: You said that no staff of this institution spoke to you, but then how do you know that
you have to give up your child?
A: The lady who sent me here, she said that I have to give the baby away. Even when I
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came here, the main condition was that I should leave the child.’
Or in the words of Rosemary:
‘R: Then somebody gave me this address and told me: ”This is a place where you can
hand over the baby after delivery. They will give the baby for adoption to only good
people”. When my mother and I came here, we came to know that giving the child
is compulsory for not being charged for the delivery. My mother was against this
[agreement], but I convinced her (..) Hence I agreed to give this child.’
After admission in the institution, the direction towards relinquishment gets confirmed and
strengthened by the dominant discourse within the institution: surrender for adoption is the best
solution for the mother and child.
Relinquishing a child is painful, and mothers expressed to me the thoughts that worried
them at night. Women opened up since the interviews were confidential. Many mothers appreciated
that we had the time and interest to truly listen. Often women spontaneously expressed their relief at
being able to share their worries and doubts. Evidently, these (expectant) mothers needed emotional
support, but did they also ask for this support from the available professional counsellors? Did they
share their ambivalences with the people working inside the institutions? During one of the interviews,
an unmarried mother named Malar requests me to switch off the tape-recorder. She reveals:
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‘[whispering] I like to keep my child with me but how can I take care? Please do not tell
this to anyone else here [crying].’
Malar is a young and desperate woman who was deserted and rejected by her family after the
discovery of her pregnancy. The story of her life is sad. At the age of 1½ years, she lost her mother.
Her father remarried. Rejected by her stepmother, Malar lived the happiest years of her life with her
grandfather (father’s father). After eleven years, the grandfather became too old and needed care
himself. He moved in with one of his daughters. The twelve-year-old Malar then circulated within
the family, from one aunt to another. While staying in her father’s elder sister’s house, Malar had her
menarche and to celebrate Malar’s new status, her aunt invited a couple of relatives and friends for
the ceremony. Malar appreciated her attai’s care and tried to contribute by earning some income.
She preferred to stay with this attai but they were approached by another aunt. This younger sister
of Malar’s father was pregnant with her second child and in need of help to run her household. She
requested her elder sister to send Malar to stay with her. The elder aunt agreed and Malar moved to
this younger aunt’s household. This transfer brought problems:
‘My attai’s husband was not a good person. He is a womanizer and once he harassed a
girl in the neighborhood. This matter went to the police station and my attai informed me
about her husband’s nature. She warned me to be very careful with him. Indeed my attai’s
husband started to worry me in the nights and I used to shout and scold him for his bad
behaviour. With my aunt’s support, I protected myself and once she shouted: “Remember
she is my brother’s daughter. She is like a child for us, so don’t try to spoil her.” Regularly
they were arguing and one night, my attai’s husband hit her on her back and she started
getting her labor pains.’
When her aunt stayed in a hospital to give birth, Malar’s uncle harassed her aggressively:
‘He told me: “Until your aunt gets well and till she is ready to lay down with me [B: having
sex] you have to fulfill my desires.” I became angry, but my aunt needed clothes, food and
bed sheets in the hospital so I had to collect these things. I just scolded him and started
packing things for my aunt. In the meantime, he came close towards me and pulled me
by my hand. I was having a blade in my box; I took it out and cut in his chest. He started
bleeding heavily. That man got wild and said: “If you don’t suck the blood from this wound
I will not leave you alone.” I acted as though I was very worried about the wound, like I
felt sorry for him and I ran away from the house.’
Immediately, Malar rushed to the house where her grandfather was staying. She requested him to
allow her to stay with him during the period that her aunt was hospitalized and he agreed. But not
long after, her aunt returned, the uncle succeeded in his trials.
Malar was eighteen years when she conceived. Her uncle offered his solution: since she
was of support to his wife and children, he offered to marry Malar as second wife. Malar’s aunt
felt embarrassed but more than that she was furious. However, the focus of her anger was not her
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husband, but her niece. She blamed and cursed Malar for her misbehaviour. The family was confused
and decided that the pregnant girl had to leave the family. Transferred by a women’s hostel, she got
admitted in a Short Stay Home of a NGO with a licence for adoption. Her family never turned up
hereafter: no visits, no phone calls.
During her stay in this institution, Malar gave birth to a healthy baby boy without the knowledge
of her family since she had lost all connections with them. Expelled and without any meaningful
relations, her deepest wish was to keep her child and raise it with the support of the institution or any
other supportive organization. But she did not feel there was space to share her deepest wish:
‘(crying) I was told that after my health has improved, I should not ask back my child for any
reason. I know about this, but I keep praying to my God [to let me keep my child..] I would
like to have my child with me if anyone gives me support. I can not take my child back to
my house, but I will love to keep my child and live together with him. If anyone keeps me in
a hostel, I would be happy. If somebody keeps my child and me together, I will work in that
place and stay till my death. I know there is no chance for this, but if I get any chance I will
stay with my child.’
Malar could not express these feelings to the staff. She does not perceive the staff as available to
discuss solutions other than signing a surrender deed. Since surrendering the child is inevitable, she
receives consolation to cope with that fact:
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‘They told me: “your child will be placed in a very good family”. They said that my child
will have a good future.’
Malar is aware that NGO staff believe unmarried mothers cannot raise their children. But she also
realizes that the institution is happy with her healthy baby boy. Many, usually infertile, Indian
couples with a ‘good family background’ are eagerly waiting to adopt a child like hers. The same
team which is formally responsible for Malar’s counselling is also responsible for placing children into
adoptive families. Social workers empathize with these prospective adoptive parents and by putting
themselves in the shoes of an (also stigmatized) infertile couple; it is very satisfying for social workers
to help them. After a long period of hoping and mourning about infertility, the adoption of a healthy
young (male) baby is many times experienced as the best thing that happened since long. Social
workers expressed that they feel ‘thrilled’ to see happy adoptive parents leave the NGO. Malar has
sensed different priorities and interests within the institution and hence she is scared about sharing
her wish to raise her son herself.
The first two weeks, Malar breastfeeds her child, but apparently her strong feelings for
her baby are noticed and the baby is shifted to the baby room in another building where āyās are
appointed to take care of him. Disconnected from her child, Malar signs the surrender document
and since her family is unwilling to open their doors for her, the NGO offers her shelter and work to
continue her life.212
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After my return to the Netherlands, I came to know that 4 years after the surrender, the NGO staff arranged a marriage for Malar.
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Malar is assessed as a mother who is incapable of raising her child and her attachment to her
child is perceived as inconvenient. In addition to the moral motivations of social workers and priorities
to help childless couples, mothers also receive information about financial aspects. Annamma:
‘People come here who do not have children. They will pay money to take a baby home.
(...) The lady who brought me here, she told me this. She said that I can leave the baby
here and rich people who can afford to buy a baby will come here.’
Women who reside in the institutions are aware of the connection between their babies and the flow
of money. This information will come to them either from outsiders, from employees affiliated to the
institution itself or from other pregnant women residing there. It is common knowledge that the
baby will go to adoptive parents and it is common sense that money will come back. This awareness
has an impact on the mind-set of the residing mothers. The mothers perceive themselves as a
financial investment for the organization. Mothers outlined their incapacity to pay the institution for
the residence and medical care. The amount of Rs 10,000 was mentioned independently in different
institutions by different women. This amount was mentioned as the bill to reclaim their baby. My
confrontation about this policy with board members, management and staff of different institutions
resulted in a firm denial: formally none of these institutions require money from mothers. One board
member defended that a mother who is basically motivated to relinquish her child may always feel
ambivalent in doing so. A mother may use such an argument to soothe her conscience. Basically, she
prefers to relinquish her child and subsequently, she victimizes herself and shifts the responsibility of
the decision to the NGO which she blames.
For a mother’s decision-making, it is not important whether NGOs actually do or do not
demand money from a reclaiming mother. It is important that a mother believes she has to pay a
substantial amount. Most women I met are not in a position to comply with such a financial claim.
Whether in reality or merely in her perception, the bill that a mother has to pay in order to reclaim her
baby pushes the idea of actually reclaiming her baby far away.
Moral judgements and financial arguments press an unmarried mother to accept the fact
that she has to relinquish her child. For some women, these arguments underscore their own wish.
Other women expressed their anxious feelings, like Chitrapathi 213:
‘Every night I am staring at my child and cry about losing her. I want to keep my child with me
but how is it possible? How can I bring her up? Where can I leave her when I go for work?’
The mothers perceived the nurses, social workers and other staff members as employees focussed
on the daily care of children and the placement of these children for adoption. The pregnant mothers
are an extension of their child and from that perspective, they are persons who need care: they need
good care to deliver and surrender a healthy adoptable baby. Usually, the mothers receive this care
within a friendly atmosphere. As a victim of awkward circumstances, they are offered understanding
and compassion. Sundari, the protagonist in Chapter 3, became pregnant and her mother was furious
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about her misbehaviour. The relationship between Sundari and her mother was always troubled, but
after the discovery of this pregnancy, her mother started ill-treating her severely. Sundari was relieved
that she could leave home and pleased about her admission in this institution. She appreciated the
care and hospitality:
‘S: I am very happy here [B: residing in the institution]. Everybody is looking after me very
nicely. They care for me and I can play with the [B: relinquished] children. Here I am
not reminded of the situation in my house. At home, they fight with me and shout at
me. They worry me non-stop. But here everybody is supporting me and consoling
me.’
Most women develop feelings of gratitude. Within the ‘seething cauldron of emotions’, the complex
family situation after the discovery of the pregnancy, the institution offers food, shelter, medical care
and a friendly atmosphere to the woman to complete her pregnancy and deliver the baby under
professional medical supervision.
‘S: I do not bother about myself, although I know that a delivery will be painful. The only
thing I want to do is to deliver the child in a good manner and give it to them. They
have looked after me very nicely, so I have to give them a good baby. Only if they are
willing to give the baby to me, I will take the child.’
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The decision-making process is now mixed with feelings of loyalty to the management of the
institution. The child that she carries is the price which she pays for the accommodation and costly
medical care received. Besides this ‘material’ reciprocity, Sundari developed loyalty and gratitude
for the protection and emotional support. Sundari and other mothers expressed that they owed the
institution for the kind understanding they received. Sundari resided for seven months within the
institution where people offered her warmer care than her own family. It became impossible for her
to ‘betray’ the people who were like a substitute family. This loyalty forced her to relinquish her baby
and consequently her baby became a reciprocal gift.

‘They use their dominance’
The previous sections revealed the different ideas and policies towards mothers who conceived
within or outside wedlock. With this differentiation as the starting point, it becomes interesting to
gain an insight into the experiences of mothers who had informal and equivocal marriages. How are
they perceived and how do they experience the counseling and support during their stay?
At this point, I wish to introduce Malli. When I meet Malli, she is residing in the Short Stay
Home of a licensed NGO. She is 29 years old and mother of an eight-day-old healthy baby girl. During
this first interview, the three of us, Malli, Cecilia and I, sit on the floor of a dark and hot room. We close
the windows and the door to keep away eavesdroppers; a rattling fan brings some relief. In a few
words, I explain my aims and motivation for this research. Malli explains that she is happy to share her
experiences with us since we are the first people to make time to listen to her. Although we are only
three of us in the closed room, Malli almost whispers. She is scared. Scared that people connected to
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the organization will overhear and betray her. During the interview, she cries a lot, especially when
she reveals her experiences in the past four years. Since her mother passed away, her life has become
ridden with incidents and sadness:
‘My father died 15 years back and my mother four years ago. Since then I lived in the
house of my elder brother and sister-in-law. I earned my own living and paid them for
staying with them. In those days, so many marriage proposals came for me. All these
grooms were from good places and well-off, but my sister-in-law did not agree to any of
these proposals. She said they were all too demanding. She was jealous (poṟāmai). They
just postponed my marriage arrangements because my sister-in-law did not want me to
live happily and above her status. Mentally, they tortured me a lot.(..) My brother used to
say: “why don’t you run away with a man and get married to him.”(..)
After my mother’s death, I stopped working for a while. I felt very sad and a lady near
our house introduced me to the Pentecostal religion. I felt peaceful there and got
myself baptized. Some time later, I saw an advertisement in the newspaper for a job in a
company. I applied and got the job. In this company, I met a man. We became friends and
he told me that he wished to marry me. Also, in the office my colleagues said: “Your age
is running and there is no one to care for your life. Why don’t you fall in love with a man
and get married to him?” When this man came forward to marry me, I thought: “No one
is taking care of me, so why not? I better marry him and settle my life.” I could have done
it this way when I was young. But then I did not do so out of fear and respect for the
elderly: my parents, brothers and sisters.(..)
The only mistake I made was that we just exchanged rings. “First let us exchange rings”
he said. He was a Hindu, but he did not tie a tāli. Anyway, I believed his words and we
exchanged rings (..). For one year, we were living together. Last year, in July, we exchanged
the rings and in November I was not well. I had fever and vomited. He left me and asked
me to take care of myself. He explained that he wished to marry with the permission of
his parents: He wanted to marry me according to his customs. That is why he wanted his
parents’ permission. But he was shy and hesitated to talk to his parents because of the
caste difference. I am an SC and he is Saiva Vellalar214. That is why he postponed (..).He
left and went to his native place to meet his parents and discuss about our marriage. (..)
He gave me the address. [B: I tried to contact him], but no reply from there.
The doctor confirmed my pregnancy. I wanted to abort the baby but the doctors said
that it was too dangerous. People from my church said: “Why do you want to commit a
sin?” I thought: “After receiving baptism, I should not commit this sin.” Hence I decided
to give birth to this child, bring it up and keep it with me. I don’t want this child to be
an orphan (anātai kuḻantai). Orphans are merely produced by us215, so I thought: “Let
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The words anātai kuḻantai expresses that a child is parentless. These words usually imply that both parents
are dead. For Malli however, the word has a broader meaning. The father of her child disappeared, but if
she raises her child herself her baby has his mother and is obviously not parentless. Becoming parentless
is not something that passively happens, but an active deed of people with parental responsibilities.

Institutions

211

me not make this child an orphan like me. I will bring it up and keep the child with me.”
I don’t want this baby to be in the hands of third persons because the child will feel like:
”My mother had given birth to me, but then she deserted me.” I decided to keep the
child with me and bring it up. I don’t know whether I can marry hereafter, but seeing the
child’s face I will be satisfied. This is my only wish and nothing else. (..) Anyhow he will
come back from his native place one day. Then I will meet him and show the child he has
given to me. This child is the only proof that I have to make him live with me in future.
That is also why I don’t want to surrender the child.(..)
Here [in the institution] they advised me: “You can marry again [B: if you surrender the
child].” But I replied: “I am not interested. I will have my child. I will bring it up. Work hard
for it. Only give me two months protection, that is all I need.” (..)‘
Before Malli came to this institution, just before her due date, she read an article in a magazine about
this particular NGO. The article presented the story of an unmarried mother who received care of
this organization for delivering her child. In the meanwhile, the biological father was traced by the
woman’s family and a marriage was arranged under the roof of the NGO. When Malli read this story,
she was alone and in the last weeks of her pregnancy. At this stage, she ought to be pampered in her
mother’s place according to her customs. But her parents were dead and her brother and husband
had deserted her. This article gave her hope and she decided to ask admission for two months: the
last weeks of her pregnancy and the first weeks after delivery. Relinquishing her child was not an
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option she had in mind.
Soon after admission, she delivers her daughter and it is clear that she is happy with her
baby. During the interview, she represents herself as an independent woman who is confident about
her capacities. She has studied up to +2 and the company where she worked asked her to return after
settling her problems. She is convinced of being able to generate an income. However, she is not sure
about the intentions of the NGO anymore:
‘M: I don’t know how the office people will react when I say that I want to go home, but I
want to take my child with me. My baby is the only proof I have to trace him out. I am
very firm that I want to take my child home.’
Malli feels that she is socially accepted and settled in the area where she is living. The people in her
neighbourhood perceive her as a married woman and she is on good terms with her neighbours. Her
neighbours took notice of the fact that her husband did not return, but Malli received their support.
With the help of her neighbourhood and a government crèche in her area, she feels she can manage
her life as a single mother.
A few days after my interview with her, when my assistant Cecilia and I visit this institution
to meet another woman, Malli approaches Cecilia spontaneously in the corridors. She is anxious and
wishes to share her worries with Cecilia. She reveals that the staff has inquired about her future plans.
She explained to the staff people: ‘As soon as I am recovered from the delivery, I will take my child
and go home’. But they did not agree and replied: ‘Bring your husband, father or brother, otherwise
you cannot face society. How can a woman alone raise a child in this society?’ Malli answered: ‘I am
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an educated woman; I can get a job and raise my child. I can even borrow money to pay you Rs10.000
back and raise my child.’ But they concluded: ‘This is not possible.’ Malli realized that the NGO had
different plans with her and her baby. She is angry but also too scared to fight back.
Cecilia is filled with indignation: ‘They use their dominance to make them [B: the mothers]
surrender the children.’ I share her feelings and think this is a moment to intervene. Malli has convinced
me that she has a clear picture of her future with her child and she is in need of advocacy. So I suggest
that I would seek an appointment with the director for the three of us. However, Malli reacts with
shock and begs me to refrain from mediation (vēṇṭām vēṇṭām!). I do not understand her attitude.
There is nothing more she can lose, so what is the problem? But she explains that she may lose the last
days with her child if she gets expelled from the NGO right away. I feel this is merely an excuse, but I
can not figure out what really bothers her.
Sixteen days after her delivery, she is requested to sign the surrender deed. They explained
to her: ‘Sign this, it means that you do not want to raise your child.’ Malli signed, and soon afterwards,
she left the organization. After hearing this, I still feel worried about refraining from intervention. She
rejected my intervention, but she panicked and reacted in a confused state of mind. And shouldn’t
I have done it at least for the sake of her child? I still wonder why she was so anxious to avoid any
intervention from my side. Does this confirm the statement of the board member that even a mother
who actually wishes to relinquish her child will feel ambivalence and guilt about doing so? That she
victimizes herself, shifts the responsibility of her decision to the NGO which she subsequently blames?
Or is Malli’s behaviour a confirmation of Cecilia’s words: ‘The NGO people use their dominance to make
her surrender.’ Is Malli satisfied with relinquishment, or was she too scared to stand up for herself and
hierarchically not in a position to act against the grain?
As a researcher, I wished to hear how the staff perceived her ‘case’, but Malli explicitly
refused to let me do so. Hence I could not listen to the other side. She was perceived as an unmarried
mother and dealt with accordingly. Regardless of her perception of herself as an autonomous and
independent woman, she was disempowered and patronized. The NGO staff disapproved of her
autonomy, emphasizing her vulnerabilities and denying her strengths. No support was available to
develop an informed decision and in this, neither Malli nor this NGO were an exception. I noticed this
patronizing attitude in every NGO I entered and also in hospitals transferring unmarried pregnant
women to these NGOs. To understand these attitudes, there is need to gain more insight into the
culture within the walls of institutions.

Taboo of ‘back-answering’
Cecila stated: ‘They use their dominance (..)’. With these four words, she expressed her observations
with regard to interactions between institutional staff and residing mothers. An Indian institution
is a substantive home for women who spend weeks, months or years within one compound where
they live and work. It is a small society with its own particular culture. It is an isolated community,
but it reflects, the dominant social and cultural hierarchy of the surrounding society to some extent
(Dumont 1980). Significant power differences and hierarchical constructions are defined by jobs
and duties, education, class, caste, age, family status, gender, religion, auspiciousness, among other
aspects.
It is evident that a qualified nurse or educated senior social worker is not expected to sweep
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floors or serve a healthy and fit, uneducated young unmarried mother by bringing her a cup of tea. It
is also evident that an uneducated, unmarried, pregnant, young, poor woman, morally judged even
by her own family, vulnerable and dependent on aid and support, has a low status. Women with low
status are expected to show respect to their superiors. From a cultural perspective, neither she nor
her family is in a position to demand anything more than she is offered. Showing respect for superiors
includes an obedient, shy and fearful attitude.
Many participating mothers mentioned ‘Back-answering’ and a ‘Big Mouth’ as expressions
with a negative connotation. Back-answering is an expression with a specific cultural meaning. ‘She
is always back-answering’ does not mean that the concerned woman politely answers questions she
is asked. It means that she openly attacks the answer that she is expected to give as per her social
position. Instead of humbly accepting an opinion or conclusion of a superior, a ‘back-answerer’ or ‘big
mouth’ is insubordinate and gives expression to resistance. She will give her opinion without being
asked for any or in situations where she is not supposed to talk. A woman who ‘back-answers’ her
superior is impudent and can count on a reprimand or punishment.
For me, as a foreigner and outsider, power differences within the walls of institutions are
easy to sense. The hierarchy can be observed in attitudes towards each other. It is also expressed in
terms of respect: for instance, the term ‘the Madam’ used in institutions with a custom of distance and
‘Mommy’ or ‘Aunty’ in institutions where more familial relationships are cultivated. In this hierarchical
context, it is accepted that many decisions concerning a mother and her child are made by the
institution staff.
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Apparently, a mother is invited to formally meet a counsellor at very limited moments:
usually during admission and while signing the surrender document. The woman then receives
information about institutional rules and legal rights. In her daily life, more information comes from
persons who have a lower position in this residential setting: other (prospective) mothers, āyās,
cooks or sometimes a nurse or office staff. Information passed during moments of informal sharing,
chit chatting or gossiping is important and influential for the women concerned. Naturally, this
shared information is not neutral and in many cases, not even true. It is coloured by experiences,
presumptions, impressions and ideas of the people sharing the information. As already mentioned
with regard to the money that a woman is expected to pay to reclaim her child, the truth of this
information is not important for her decision-making. What is important is her need for information;
what is influential is what a mother presumes as truth.

‘The milk is there so why to waste it?’
Breastfeeding policy in NGOs is another important issue for mothers that is controlled and directed
by the management. Based upon the interest and health of the babies, mothers are instructed to
breastfeed their babies: ‘Aunty told me to breastfeed the child for at least two months’ or ‘my father
brought me here to give birth and hand over the baby, but they asked me to stay at least for one
more month to breastfeed the child since the baby is very small’. Women are sometimes requested
to breastfeed somebody else’s baby. Despite feelings of resistance, one woman explained that she
was not in a position to say “no”. ‘The milk is there, so why to waste it?’ she loyally glossed over the
staff’s request. Nevertheless, if a mother is too obviously motivated to breastfeed her child, she risks
provoking an end to her feeding. A mother who is expected to relinquish her baby is not supposed
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to develop too much interest in or attachment to her child: ‘Then we have a problem,’ one nurse
explained. She meant that she did not appreciate discussions or arguments with mothers who are
expected to surrender, but who may raise objections.
One unmarried mother gave birth to a healthy baby boy. Since he was a fair male baby, she
was delighted about her beautiful child. She expressed her feelings of doubts about relinquishment
to the āyās. This observation went all the way ‘up’ and as a result, she was asked not to feed her
child:
’Since I came back from hospital, they have asked me not to feed the baby (..). So I
stopped feeding him. But he does not know how to drink from a bottle. He cries a lot. So
at night, without their knowledge, I feed him.’
Another mother ventilates how she feels uncomfortable, irritated and judged by the counsellors:
‘If I keep too much distance from my baby, I will be judged as a bad mother and if I show
too much affection towards my child, I get punished for getting too much attached.’
The one-way route towards surrendering that unmarried pregnant women enter operates at different
levels before and after entering the institutions. The institutional culture, financial transactions and
social services for people with potentially conflicting interests explain why NGOs direct mothers
towards relinquishing their children. But what is the influence of the wider context that the
institutions operate in? To understand this, it is necessary to gain some insight into adoption policies
and interactions between NGOs on the national and international ‘adoption market’.

‘Adoption is a quick buck’
Selling children and stealing children from parents is one thing. Counselling and providing aid for
deserted or relinquished children and women in distress is something else. These are two strong
motivations for detaching mothers and their children and placing children for adoption. Usually
the staff of licensed NGOs presents these two perspectives and intentions as entirely different and
unrelated. The objective of the latter is adoption as an intervention for children and their mothers
with the child’s interest as priority. The first has commerce as objective with the subsequent aim
to provide as many prospective adoptive parents as possible with babies, regardless the standards
and methods of mediators or brokers. Money is that counts. Differences in vocabulary in policy
documents and international agreements underscore the distinction between the two perspectives.
Words as ‘commodity’, ‘trade’, ‘baby-brokers’, ‘child trafficking’, ‘bribery’, ‘abduction’, ‘coercion’,
‘exploitation’ emphasize the negative judgment of any commercial component. Words like ‘children
in need’, ‘protection’, ‘helping’, ‘counselling’ and ‘women in distress’ illustrate the politically correct
social component.
Theoretically, the different perspectives are clear. Licensed adoption agencies define
and present themselves as ‘women and child welfare’ organizations. They dissociate themselves
extensively and explicitly from illegal child trade as defined by UNICEF: ‘the sale and abduction of
children, coercion of parents, and bribery, as well as trafficking to individuals whose intentions are
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to exploit rather than care for children’216. NGOs know how to formulate their aims: every NGO with a
licence to place children for adoption will emphasize objectives concerning the welfare of children.
Deduced from these child-oriented aims, the care for biological mothers is mentioned as important.
Adoption is presented as the last option and second best to mother’s care. I noticed NGOs searching
for publicity and exposure with respect to cases where relinquishment was prevented and the
mother and child could stay united or were being reunited after adoption. But adoption is a mediasensitive subject and the initiative for publicity does not always come from the NGOs. Journalists have
their own perceptions about the field of adoption. Articles in newspapers or magazines or items on
television about adoption rackets, kidnapped children or child-trafficking including extreme financial
transactions are published or broadcasted on a regular basis. Journalists blame these same licensed
organizations for ‘roaring business’ and ‘unscrupulous’ actions. 217
The policy to provide a mother with facilities and counsel her towards raising her child is
obviously perceived as correct. At least for (once) married mothers, support to raise their children
has formal priority. This aim is the first reply of any official working in a child welfare department
in the adoption field. Further, objectives, expressed in the official guidelines about counselling, are
unequivocal: ‘In the case of surrender of a child, the biological parent/parents should be counselled
and duly informed by the agency concerned of the effect of their consent for adoption and the
alternative available for the care and maintenance of the child.’218
Nevertheless, in the course of two years’ fieldwork in the legal field of surrendering and
adoption, ambivalences and inconsistencies came into view. During a discussion on official and
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informal policies about counselling of unmarried mothers, a senior policy maker regarding child
welfare in South India spontaneously revealed: ‘Adoption is a quick buck.’ Another senior and
powerful policy maker for CARA and local child welfare boards expresses: ‘I bet they [B: the staff of
the licensed institutions] counsel them [B: the pregnant women] straight towards surrendering.’ With
her statement, this authority means that the ‘counselling’ of unmarried mothers is a euphemism for a
clear cut brainwash and should be placed between inverted commas.
Both authorities illustrate an obvious tension between child welfare and child trade within
the legal and licensed field of adoption. Both pointed to the existing tensions and temptations and
for years, policy makers have been squeezing their brains to find solutions. Yet legislations, guidelines
and policy regulations are still full of loopholes and far from perfect. This latter authority was curious
about my findings after two years of fieldwork among unmarried pregnant women residing in the
institutions and she produced the answer herself.
As soon as an unwanted pregnant woman enters a licensed agency, she carries a valuable
child. The word Value here carries a double meaning: every living human being has value, but an
unwanted child also has the ordinary and banal value of rupees or even dollars. For that reason, the
mother also has value. An NGO has a direct interest in separating the mother and child to get the
child available for adoption. Providing women with unplanned pregnancies with care and shelter
are logical investments for adoption agencies and they are legally and ethically permitted to do
so. Whereas married mothers with unwanted pregnancies are usually counselled to reconsider the
216
217
218

UNICEF’s position on Inter-country adoption (2005-05-31) www.unicef.org/media/media_15011.html.
Frontline (vol.22: no.11 May 21-June 03, 2005).
Revised Guidelines Of Govt.of India On Adoption (1995: 4.13) New Delhi: Ministry Of Welfare.

Once a mother

surrendering process, unmarried mothers are not. The dominant discourse about unmarried mothers
legitimizes contemporary policies. This same discourse is the one that gets cultivated and carried out
by the counsellors involved and Malli’s case is just one illustration of a negotiable marital status where
the superiors of an organization overrule an individual mother’s claim to raise her child.
Adoptive parents have to pay the licensed agencies to ‘buy’ a child. The government has
developed guidelines to control the amounts that NGOs may charge for the maintenance of the child
and for procedure expenses. These amounts are based upon non-profit terms and are supposed to
provide the particular NGO with allowances to feed and nurse the child and cover the costs incurred
in placing the child eventually for adoption. However, agencies get paid per child placed for adoption.
Adoption is an important financial source, usually the most important source of income for placing
agencies.
Apart from or in addition to the adoption programme, agencies are stimulated to create
different programmes and projects to carry out welfare objectives. Through these programmes,
licensed agencies have more financial sources through income generating programmes, donations
and funds from the government, (foreign) funding organizations or sometimes, private persons.
But it is not unusual that these funds are connected to adoption as well: through foreign adoption
organizations in rich countries or to (middle) upper class Indian (prospective) adoptive parents. Every
adoptable child is a potential source of income paid by eager aspiring adoptive parents and one of
the conditions, or the only one, for the existence of licensed NGOs.
Theoretically, ‘Women and Child Welfare’ versus ‘Women and Children as Commodities’
are two separate perspectives with converse objectives, but empirically they are the two ends of a
continuum: a slippery and sloping scale on which NGOs need to perform. Since legal adoption also
depends on the money paid per adoptive child, the ethics of any NGO is on a sliding scale towards the
commodity end. The pressures placed on the integrity and ethical responsibility of the staff involved
are heavy. People with good intentions and an awareness of their ethical responsibilities deal daily
with such decisions. However, they are also directed by rivalry, money and competition. They have
to justify disputable decisions to the public, the media and to themselves. But during my research
they had to justify their policy and actions towards me as well and I noticed the consequences of
combining incompatible objectives within one institution.
I had to ‘deal with the different dialogues that take place simultaneously with people in
different positions of power’ (Schrijvers 1991: 163). I dealt with dialogues on levels of governmentpolicy, NGO-management, social workers, mothers and children. Schrijvers distinguished ‘studying
down’, ‘studying sideways’ and ‘studying up’ and these distinguished power levels proved to be very
helpful to differentiate my conflicting loyalties towards people who participated in this research
accordingly. My loyalty towards these vulnerable women and their children pressurized me to
‘betray’ the more powerful policy-makers and managers who gave me access, friendship and trust.
Mothers sometimes shared experiences which were extremely distressing to them and would slander
the NGO. Revealing these experiences still bothers my conscience. The impact of the commercial
component on adoption had to become transparent to be able to fully understand the decisionmaking processes of the women with regard to relinquishing or retaining their children.
A major problem is that the vocabulary within the field of adoption, at the local level as well
as in international agreements, hides politically incorrect objectives. Words with a commercial tinge
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are avoided. Children are legally ‘placed within adoptive families’ and the thousands of rupees, dollars
or euros which cover these placements are mentioned as ‘maintenance charges’ or ‘procedural costs’.
NGOs in India as well as in the Netherlands emphasize their non-profit basis and charge only the
‘expense allowances’. Extra ‘donations’ of adoptive parents, churches or other sources are supposedly
invested in welfare projects or programmes, for instance, the schooling of institutionalized children or
the construction or extension of baby rooms. The policy is to play down any expression or vocabulary
related to profit, business and commerce.
Since the politically correct trend globally is to develop programmes for women and/or
families to raise their children instead of separating them, the gap between ideology and the daily
practice of NGOs is increasing. This reality results in a refined process of mystification of the daily
practice of the baby-market. Implicit and explicit messages towards mothers residing in institutions
or to pregnant women and mothers, who get in touch with mediators outside institutions, are
conflicting. The internal and external messages of NGOs also become contradictory. The politically
correct message towards the outside world and internal signals towards the residing unmarried
mothers drift further apart. As a researcher, I have been given an insight into the impact of this
commercial component on legal surrender procedures and my dilemma is that publishing this to the
outside world means a violation of informal codes of behaviour and communication.

‘Limited baby-sources’
In addition to conflicting aims within NGOs, I noticed an atmosphere of competition and rivalry
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between the NGOs. This is understandable since licensed NGOs are financially dependent on a
limited source: women with unwanted pregnancies and unwanted babies. The contemporary policy
concerning the prevention of Female Infanticide through the Cradle Baby Scheme (CBS) usually
provides NGOs with a sufficient number of adoptable babies. NGO staff regularly mentioned that
they were even offered too many cradle babies. However, political decisions and government policies
can get reversed and the policy on Female Infanticide through the Cradle Baby Scheme is under
discussion (cf. Srinivasan 2006). Hence NGO staff are aware that this source for adoptable babies may
run dry.
One NGO staff member revealed that NGOs are forced to explore and invest continuously in
other channels due to this uncertainty. Women with unplanned pregnancies and unmarried mothers
are providers of prospective adoptable babies unconnected to whimsical government policies on
female infanticide programmes. From the perspective of NGOs, in addition to this advantage, these
pregnant women usually provide NGOs with healthier babies and possibly, male babies. Healthy
young adoptable baby boys are scarcer than girls. In spite of the changed preferences of many Indian
prospective adoptive parents with regard to the sex of their adoptive child, many couples are still
eager to adopt a healthy young male child.
Hence, legal NGOs invest in relations with legal (prospective) baby suppliers and subsequently
maintain contacts with doctors, nurses and social workers working in family planning units and
maternity sections of government hospitals, private clinics and abortion centres. Intermediaries
connected to women’s hostels were mentioned by participating women as transferors and even
auto-rickshaw drivers appeared to play a role occasionally. In general, NGOs develop cooperative
relationships with people who can refer women with unplanned pregnancies or unplanned babies.
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This cooperation has a professional as well as financial component. It is not unusual that
allowances which are supposed to cover bus tickets, auto-fares and practical expenses exceed the
true expenses extensively. A social worker from a government hospital explained that she requested
Rs. 2,000219 per ‘transfer’.220 This amount was confirmed by a licensed NGO. In this sense, investments
in relations can be taken literally as paying intermediaries per transfer and has nothing to do with
covering allowances. Competition and rivalry between licensed NGOs is a reality and within this
competitive climate, (prospective) mothers, formally perceived as ‘people in need for shelter and
care’ have, in fact, become commodities.
Over the years, national and local governments have stimulated licensed NGOs to
cooperate in a process of improvement and professionalization. However, the climate within and the
construction of the adoption field is not transparent. Transparency is a necessity in order to share
and discuss procedures and courses of actions. Competition between NGOs caused by their financial
dependency on adoption hinders knowledge-sharing and professionalization. The interests of the
organizations dominate and blockade the improvement of counselling and care of women and
children who are dependent on these organizations. Since the ‘resources’ – pregnant women, babies,
adoptive parents and foreign counterparts – are scarcer and must be shared, the improvement of
counselling processes and adoption procedures are obstructed.

NGOs from another perspective
Do journalists expose the truth? Are the people working in and for licensed NGOs, opportunists and
child-traders? Are the adoption authorities right in saying that ‘adoption is a quick buck’ and ‘they
counsel them straight towards surrendering’? Are people working in NGOs merely doing business:
exploiting their dominant cultural norms for the sake of financial gains and personal status?
In my opinion, the responsibility for the crying abuses revealed in this dissertation cannot be
laid entirely at the doors of local or foreign NGOs. NGOs are expected to work according to prescribed
guidelines and laws. Simultaneously, they are financially dependent on adoptions. This construction
is a global policy. Mothers and children are dependent on the judgements and goodwill of NGOs, but
NGOs on their part are dependent on the scrutiny and judgements of organizations which monitor
the procedures and have the power to withdraw their licence.
CARA regularly withdraws adoption licences and also refuses to extend licences.
Simultaneously, NGOs are regularly officially accused of illegal transactions. However, CARA,
scrutinizing agencies and police have their own prestige and thus interest in sacrificing particular
NGOs. From this perspective, the accusation and punishment of one particular agency for exploring
loopholes in law and guidelines, followed by a withdrawal of the licence to place children into
adoptive families and legal prosecution implies that other agencies are working according to the
politically correct rules. It implies that adoption procedures, in general, are under control. The
impression that adoption procedures are well-regulated and monitored is an important message to
Indian (prospective) adoptive parents as well as to the international adoption market.
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to agencies (Frontline Vol. 22: no 11. May 21-June 03, 2005).
220 In the period of my fieldwork, the amount of Rs. 2,000 was comparable with an average monthly income
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My conclusion is that people on the work floor, practitioners and counsellors working in or
for NGOs work with extremely complicated dilemmas. They balance on a continuum with the voice
of their personal conscience, their perception of acceptable and suitable solutions for women on one
side and financial responsibilities on the other. On the one hand, they need to act according to the
politically correct conventions concerning mothers and their children; on the other, they need to ‘sell
babies’ to adoptive parents to be able to run their agencies. NGOs are trapped by the construction
of an adoption field where financial income and the placement of children in adoptive families are
intertwined.

Conclusion
Globally, the field of adoption is recognized as a field in need of regulation and control. The Hague
Convention on Inter-country Adoption, containing international agreements about norms and
procedures, came into force in 66221 countries. As mentioned in the introduction to this thesis, India
also ratified the convention which came into force in this country in October 2003. The aim of this
convention is to protect all parties of the adoption-triangle from child-trafficking and other abuses.
At national and state levels, India has an impressive structure to monitor and control surrenderand adoption-processes. The Ministry of Social Welfare through CARA (Central Adoption Resource
Agency) has developed and implemented guidelines. CARA has the power to assess and approve
agencies for inter-country adoption. In-country adoption is regulated, inspected and monitored at
the state-level by the adoption cell within the Social Welfare Board. Scrutinizing Agencies, appointed
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by the State Judiciary, are in charge of monitoring that the CARA guidelines have been adhered to by
the Child Welfare Agencies with a licence to place children for adoption. VCA’s are erected to monitor
the balance between inter- and in-country adoptions with priority given to the placement of children
in Indian families.
The Hague Convention as well as CARA guidelines both recognize the rights and the
interests of the birthmother. The mother has a right to be counselled and informed about the effects
of her consent for adoption and the alternatives available for the care and maintenance of the child.
The surrender document should be executed at the freewill of the mother without compulsion and
a mother should be aware of her right to reclaim her child within 60 days from the date of surrender.
The need to control and regulate underscore the dangers attached to adoption. Adoption is a
‘multi-million-dollar-business’ and children as well as mothers need protection against abuse and
exploitation, but research within this field questions whether these Conventions, Regulations and
Guidelines are the appropriate methods of regulation. These official regulations only give insight in
the politically correct norms and intentions with regard to surrender and adoption.
During my fieldwork, after entering the institutions and listening to the life stories and
experiences of mothers, the metaphor of a fyke222 regularly came up in my mind. A fyke is a funnelshaped net used to trap fish. The fyke is constructed with a wide entrance and a narrow ending.
Between entrance and ending, one or more funnel-shaped net constructions prevent the fish from
swimming back towards the entrance. The further the fish swims inside the fyke, the more funnels the
221 HCCH: Status Table Update: 2005-6-14.
222 Fyke is an American word and translates into the Dutch word fuik.
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fish passes through, the more difficult it gets to return. Theoretically, the possibility of leaving the fyke
exists. However, in practice, the fyke is a one-way construction. A fyke is a metaphor to symbolize the
trap that a woman may ‘swim into’ after sharing the news of an undesired pregnancy with others.
From the moment when a doctor, nurse or social worker in a Family Planning Unit, Maternity
Clinic, Government Hospital or Private Hospital confirms the unwanted pregnancy, the process starts.
In the panic of the moment, the woman has one thing in mind: to stop the shame of her unplanned
pregnancy or her unplanned child. In such circumstances, the option of hiding in an institution
with the possibility of delivering the child safely in medically-monitored circumstances, appeals. In
such a panicky situation, the suggestion to relinquish the child may also sound like convenient. It
is not exceptional that within half a day after the pregnancy is discovered, the woman is admitted
inside an institution. The result is that an inevitable and irreversible process towards surrender has
started within a very short and traumatic period of time: from the time she discusses her problematic
pregnancy with the person who transfers her to the NGO.
Factually, the entire deal is sewn up within a couple of hours and then relinquishment
is a matter of fact. The meeting with an intermediary is the first compartment of the fyke that a
woman enters. From the moment of admission in a licensed agency, the internal streams and forces,
determined by prevailing dominant discourses, isolation, hierarchy, loyalties and money are pushing
her deeper inside. She is trapped until the day she signs a surrender document. This day, the mother
gets released and the child enters the status of ‘parentless child’ to be placed into an adoptive
family.
Residing in an adoption-related institution or in a Short Stay Home embedded in the
same foundation as an adoption bureau, impacts on the counselling of mothers. The counsellors in
institutions related to adoption, though sometimes well-skilled and trained to provide professional
counselling support, are biased by adoption-related aims with respect to unmarried mothers. A
mother’s second thought to explore possibilities of raising her child gets nipped in the bud. The
commoditization of women and their babies, connected to power differences between people
and controlling organizations explains why children and mothers are getting separated without
exploration of alternative solutions.
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Summary and
conclusions
223
In the course of writing this thesis, many people around me, both researchers in social sciences
and non-academic acquaintances, inquired about the subject of my research. I usually outlined my
previous professional activities in the field of adoption and how my work experiences had led me to
initiate research about unmarried mothers in South India. Professionals in the field of adoption had
access to quite a bit of information with respect to adoptive parents and adoptees. But information on
the so-called supply side was scarce, rather homogenizing and not in line with what I had observed
in 1991 during an apprenticeship in institutions with a licence for adoption in India. The originality
of my research thus was to fill this knowledge gap and to document and understand the process of
relinquishment from the perspective of the biological mothers. Generally, in these conversations, I
added that my research was an anthropological inquiry. This usually satisfied my colleagues and other
acquaintances and led them to ask me about my main findings and conclusions. Such a rapid jump
from explaining my motivation for research on an unknown subject to a simple and plain conclusion
often confused me.
This was due to the fact that my inquiry, and especially the many interviews, conversations
and time spent with (un)married mothers in the process of making an extremely important and difficult
decision had not immediately resulted in unequivocal and clear-cut findings. This was because of the
complexity of the experiences the women had lived through. Of course, I told my audience about
the findings that, to me, appeared to be new and important: The fact that so many mothers who
relinquished their children considered themselves as married, and not unmarried. Secondly, that they
continued to see themselves as the real mothers; they had handed over only the care of their children,
not their motherhood. Thirdly, I emphasized the importance of the process as a whole, during which
summary and conclusions

the women who fell pregnant against their will, increasingly felt forced to surrender their babies for
adoption. I characterized this process by using the ‘fyke’ as metaphor for a one-way street. However,
while formulating and explaining these findings, I always felt troubled, and even confused. I realized
that these were simplifications and generalizations that did not reflect the many realities, differences,
complexities and contradictions in the decision-making processes these women were struggling
with. My openness to all this, and wish to bring in contradiction and diversity, evidently was inspired
by my anthropological background and the epistemological and methodological points of departure
I had chosen at the outset. This is nothing new to anthropologists, but it does rupture the tradition of
research on adoption-related questions in Dutch academia.
Further, because of my presumed in-depth knowledge, my audience (both fellow researchers
and outsiders) seemed to expect a definite stand in light of the vivid current public and political
debate in the Netherlands on the pros and cons of adoption. This had to do with the newly-elected
Christian-coloured government that questions the legalization of abortion and prefers unwillingly
pregnant women to surrender their new-borns for adoption. Dilemmas with regard to relinquishment
and adoption in the Netherlands were hotly debated at the time of writing this chapter and I was
supposed to provide clarity in this regard. The fact that I distrusted homogenous generalizations was
understood, but the fact that I could not offer new perspectives in neat one-liners met with resistance.
Was I trying to gain empirically grounded insights at the cost of losing the ability to generalize? Hence,
instead of outlining ‘my results’, I often found myself explaining the appropriateness of an open and
reflexive research design. This approach contrasted tremendously with the research conducted in
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hypothetical deductive ways, which dominates the public arena and prevails in most disciplines
within as well as outside the social sciences. Therefore, before summarizing in this final chapter the
insights I gained through my research, I will return to my epistemological and methodological points
of departure, as elaborated in the Introduction.
The field I entered was almost unexplored and extremely sensitive. The many layers of
the adoption practice and the dilemma’s of the women involved, as well as the complexities and
ambivalences in their feelings, required an open research design as well as an open mindset of me as
researcher. The women I met, and the insights they offered, forced me to reconsider and reflect upon
my ‘pet subjects’, and also at times to reject these (Glaser and Strauss, 1967: 46). For instance, I decided
to not use ‘class’ and ‘caste’ as the main analytical factors, because for the women involved other factors,
such as gender and marital status were far more important. According to Glaser and Strauss (1967: 9)
discovering theory is a ‘work-in-progress’ and describing this process was my aim during fieldwork and
during writing, rather than ‘discovering the truth’. The (sometimes thick) description of this process has
been the guiding principle throughout my efforts to deconstruct and reconstruct relevant knowledge.
From that perspective, I have done nothing more and nothing less than what Geertz considered as
the anthropological practice: ‘Cultural analysis is (or should be) guessing at meanings, assessing the
guesses, and drawing explanatory conclusions from the better guesses, not discovering the Continent
of Meaning and mapping out its bodiless landscape’ (Geertz 1993: 20). Reducing and summarizing
this long and complicated process of creating ‘grounded theory’ into a concluding chapter can only
be a poor reflection of the rich narratives of the women concerned. I therefore invite the quick reader
who intended to capture the essence of this book by just reading the conclusions, to consider this final
chapter an appetizer. Perhaps the thorough reader will experience some redundancy and reductionism
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in the ‘voice-over’ mode of these conclusions. All insights gained have resulted from the joint effort of
the Indian women who shared their experiences, pains and hopes, dilemmas and decisions and my own
continuous reflections on what they told me and what I observed.

Ambiguousness as leading thread
In the first paragraphs of the Introduction, I explored some hegemonic ideas on the background
and living conditions of biological mothers prevalent in the field of surrender and adoption. I raised
questions whether such generalizations, underscored by explicit and implicit assumptions, do justice
to the complex social reality in general and to the reality of surrender and adoption in particular.
In this research, I aimed to offer mothers a podium to represent themselves with the words they
decided to use and with the focus and emphasis they preferred. In doing so, generalizations resolved
and multiplicity came into view. The mothers who participated in this research displayed diversity in
their factual circumstances, for instance, in how they were socially embedded or in the circumstances
under which they conceived; and the ways in which they individually experienced their situation and
struggled with dilemmas also differed from one person to another. For me, this was not surprising
since human beings as a rule deal with severe distress in individual and unique ways. The mothers in
this research were no exception.
Simultaneously, the ambiguousness of individual mothers emerged as a general aspect in
their decision-making processes. Ambiguousness as such is not surprising either, since it is another
common reality of humanity and human beings. What is interesting for this research is to clarify
the niches where these mothers’ ambiguity is located and, in the words of Kalpana Ram (1992: 93),
how they manipulate and even exploit ambiguous qualities as ascribed to them. Inspired by these
ambiguities, I continue this concluding chapter by focussing on the main institutional spheres, for
instance with regard to discourses on morality, conflictive interests and directive counselling, in
which the mothers had to make their decisions. In the final section, I deal with problems regarding
policy and practice within the field of surrender and adoption. I conclude this thesis with suggestions
in this regard and recommendations on themes for further research.

Negotiable marital statuses
‘The tāli makes the difference,’ Florina explains to me. ‘If a tāli is tied by the man, the
woman will consider herself as married to that particular man’. ‘Not like that’, Meenaksi
nuances later. ‘Any man can tie a tāli in any place. A man may tie his concubine a tāli to
make her feel more comfortable and to reduce her shame but that does not make them
married.’223
The social stigma attached to unmarried mothers is generally presumed to be the main motivation
for Indian women to surrender children for adoption. Hence, the notion of marriage emerged as a
significant aspect to explore. In literature as well as in prevailing discourses, persons are generally
perceived and also perceive themselves as either unmarried or married and a wedding marks the
223
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transition. Marriage for Hindus is a sacrament224 with far-reaching consequences in present life as
well as in the afterlife. Hence, Indians consider marriage as a major concern and a wedding is one
of the most important events in life, especially for women. Therefore, the transition into marital
status is generally marked by extended ceremonies and rites, and with this knowledge, I entered the
field. However, reality is more complicated. What exactly makes two people married? In Chapter 1, I
outlined my experience with Santha.
Santha was one of my first interviewees. She was introduced to me by the social worker of
the NGO as an unmarried mother and during our meetings, Santha underlined her unmarried status.
She also stressed this aspect as her reason for relinquishing her child. Yet, she also described an event
with her ex-lover, the father of her child, which appeared like a wedding to me. For a Tamil woman,
a tāli, tied by her groom, is a prerequisite to claim marital status and her auspiciousness as a married
woman is often underlined by kuṅkumam, meṭṭi, glass bangles, etcetera. Santha wore these attributes;
she and the father of her child even registered their marriage and stayed together for six months.
Unfortunately, she chose an unreliable and aggressive partner. In due course, she ran away from the
man, but she did not know where to go. When she was a baby, her parents gave her to her aunt
and this aunt, who fostered her till she was five years old, was not aware of her recent whereabouts,
either. She was raised in a convent and stayed in hostels afterwards, earned her own income and
independently chose her own partner without the approval of relatives. Hence, her marriage was
neither arranged nor negotiated upon. Santha had no backup and lacked emotional, social and
financial support from significant kin. Eventually, she found refuge under the roof of a licensed NGO
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and from that moment, she emphasized her ‘unmarried’ status. Apparently she could do so because
her marital status was not unequivocally recognized by herself or by others. Finally and with mixed
feelings, she relinquished her child.
Probably the majority of Indian women are married or unmarried in an unequivocal sense.
Yet, the value of particular tāli’s appeared to be contestable and negotiable. Santha, as the first person
I met, was not alone in this. Like her, other mothers also denied their marriage to a certain extent and
a grey area between the two categories married and unmarried came into focus. Many women I met
showed me flexible and pragmatic interpretations of their marital status. I tried to categorize mothers
into a married-unmarried dichotomy, but the women who participated in this research forced me to
open my eyes and to ‘see around’ (Glaser and Strauss 1967: 9 & 46). I had to open my mind to other
possibilities since the interpretation of marital status was regularly stretched and differentiated by
the mothers themselves.
Some women who relinquished their children emphasized their ‘unmarried’ status and
could apparently do so because their marital status was not unequivocally recognized by themselves
or by others. But in the course of this research, I also met women who acted in exactly the opposite
way. Women who were married and yet living separately from their husband for a long time, raising
their children as single parents. These women never considered relinquishing their children. In fact, it
worked the other way around: their children corroborated their marital status and in negotiating their
ambiguous status, their children became the most significant stake.
In the first lines of the introduction, the social stigma as attached to unmarried mothers was
224
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presented as the most common explanation given to understand why women surrendered children
for adoption. In this regard, it is noteworthy that of the 29 mothers who participated in this research
and who were in the process of relinquishing their children, six were unequivocally married and 16
were unequivocally unmarried. Hence, seven mothers who participated in this research during their
decision-making process, revealed a marital status which was not classifiable in either category. This
is a significant finding in itself since it challenges the assumption that adoptees and adoptable babies
are mainly relinquished by unmarried mothers.225 The ambiguity of marital status creates agency for
the mothers concerned, for their relatives as well as for counsellors of institutions. Emphasizing the
married or non-married status appeared to be part of a decision-making strategy and was therefore
related to the power to define. Hence, interactions and power differences between the various actors
implicated in the decision-making process are of key concern, especially where the consequences for
retaining or relinquishing children are concerned.
However, this room for manoeuvre was not recognized in the daily practice of institutions,
and that increasingly puzzled me during the research process. Therefore, in a meeting with a
policymaker and scrutinizer on adoption, I reflected on the fact that the staff working in or for licensed
institutions denied the negotiability of marital statuses, and she subsequently, acquiesced by this,
revealed her distrust of people who aim to place children into adoptive families. She suspected these
professionals of utilizing their powers to define women as ‘unmarried’ even if they had traditionally
arranged and unequivocal marriages. The reason for defining mothers who surrender children for
adoption as unmarried, particularly in legal documents, she explained, was to avoid unwanted
interrogation by scrutinizers and to legitimize the relinquishment. I failed to check the surrender
documents of the married women who participated in my research. Yet, this policymaker’s suspicion
illustrates the convenience of the unmarried status of mothers for licensed NGOs in legitimatizing the
relinquishment of a child.

Surrendering?
Selvi, two decades after surrendering her son for adoption:
‘It is the same blood running in the two of us. I am sure that he still has the scent of
Madras on him.’226
Motherhood and adoptive motherhood were also guiding notions, as indicated by the mothers who
considered surrendering their children for adoption. A notion which undeniably emerged in this regard
is the significance of a blood bond, especially the blood which a mother shares with her child. ‘Water
is water and blood is blood’ was another illustrative quote. Consanguinity is a notion with an evident
cultural meaning and especially for non-Brahmin Tamilians, a blood bond stands for relatedness,
attachment and affection (pācam). Sharing the same blood implies attachment and the blood bond
of a mother and her child is considered to be the strongest, since a mother’s blood is believed to run
through a child’s veins. This particular blood-relatedness stands for the unique affection between both
225
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of them. The cultural significance of mother-blood in combination with the meaning of mother in its
broader cultural sense implies that motherhood is irreplaceable and life-long.
How do mothers who are going to surrender their children for adoption, or who surrendered
a child in the past, deal with such a significant cultural meaning which evidently conflicts with the
legal implications of a surrender deed? Mothers who participated in this research revealed how
they experienced their relinquishment basically as the surrender of the care for their child but not of
the actual child. Mothers regarded motherhood as not transferable. The adoption of her child into
another family, which implied physical and legal separation, in essence did not change a biological
mother’s perception of her significance as mother. Biological mothers of surrendered children still
felt and eventually claimed to be the only true mother, and this aspect explained feelings, hopes and
eventual expectations after adoption, for instance with regard to possible future reunions with their
children.
Mothers recognized their motherhood as non-transferable, yet they signed surrenderdocuments to transfer their role to other women. This conflictive reality puzzled me and in the
search for clarity, different mechanisms came into view. First of all, the hegemonic discourses among
professionals working in the field of adoption, between the walls of licensed institutions specifically,
influenced the decision-making processes of mothers. Middle-class ideas that premarital pregnancies
reflected loose sexual morals were prevalent. The dominant discourse within institutions as well
as in the broader field of adoption emphasized surrender as the best opportunity to rehabilitate a
woman who, from a cultural perspective, had gone astray. Simultaneously, adoption was accentuated
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as an opportunity to provide her so-called illegitimate child with a decent future. Hence a legal
disconnection of mothers and their children was regarded as appropriate and this message was
clearly and unmistakeably communicated.
In addition to these compelling forces, many mothers revealed feelings of indebtedness for
the care and kindness provided to them during their stay under the roof of a licensed NGO227. Mothers
were aware of NGOs’ urge to ‘sell children to rich parents’ and therefore the necessity to obtain
adoptable babies. Mothers who resided in licensed NGOs were conscious of their role as potential
‘baby-suppliers’. Social workers explained the formal policy: that a separation of a mother and her
child is not a preferred intervention; only if other interventions seem impossible, relinquishment is
said to be acceptable. Yet, in the mothers’ observations and in informal conversations, a different
message dominated. Mothers felt deeply-rooted gratefulness for the people working in or for
the NGO. Their loyalty hindered expression of ambivalences or doubts about relinquishment, or
communication of deeper wishes to raise their children themselves. Consequently, a baby came to be
seen as a reciprocal gift for the social and medical services received. Keeping the baby would imply
the breach of an informal agreement and mothers also assumed they would be charged an amount
comparable to adoption fees for reclaiming their child.
Another mechanism points to the legal surrender procedure, as experienced and
interpreted by mothers. Placing a signature on a surrender document is a legal act formalizing and
legitimizing the placing of children into adoptive families. Generally, as prescribed by the guidelines,
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mothers must be accurately informed about the formal and practical consequences of signing the
legal surrender document with the objective that mothers are completely aware of the implications
of their signature. Therefore, in practice, the document is usually explicitly read out to them before
signing, and serves to inform the mother of the legal consequences of signing it (see appendix 2).
However, surrendering a child is not merely a legal act for a mother. The text of such a document does
not reflect the complexity of the irrevocable consequences at emotional and social levels. Hence,
just reading the document is inadequate and incomplete information with regard to the life-long
implications of this act.

Mothers as actors
Vasuki, an unmarried mother of a ten-year-old daughter:
‘The main reason that people have a good opinion about me is because I made a strong
decision to keep my child with me and bring up my child in a good way. (..) I did not abort
my child; I did not poison my child or make her die otherwise. The people are happy
because I am keeping my child with me and leading my life with her, for the sake of my child.
So they respect me. People respect me because I tried to take my life as a challenge.’228
Anthropologists, in their work with various nations and continents, unravelled the cultural meanings
of the notion of mother as well as the daily lives of mothers utilizing or struggling with this status.
Motherhood is a status that can make women vulnerable. Simultaneously, motherhood is perceived
and used as a source of power (Schrijvers 1986, 1993, Steenbeek 1995, den Uyl 1992). Chapter 2
elaborates on the hegemonic ideas with regard to this notion in Tamil culture. For Tamilians, the
powers ascribed to mothers are enormous and hence it is not surprising that unmarried mothers who
participated in this research also revealed motherhood as an important power source. Nevertheless,
professionals in the field of adoption continuously emphasized mothers’ vulnerability to explain
and legitimize the surrender of their children. Unmarried mothers are unmarried but also mothers,
and irrespective of the fact whether they relinquished or retained their children, they exerted their
motherly powers. The previous section revealed how mothers negotiated their mother role after a
legal surrender of the child. Their belief in that they could not be replaced as mothers, soothed their
sorrow and they also negotiated the social and the spiritual consequences of their loss. This aspect is
further elaborated in the ‘Reunions’ section (below).
Furthermore, unmarried mothers who could not negotiate or play around their unmarried
status, but who raised their children by themselves, used motherhood as a powerful source to gain
respect and recover social recognition. These mothers disclosed how they exploited particular
aspects of motherhood in creative ways to (re)claim respectability. Their status as a mother provided
them with eminent tools to construct ways towards rehabilitation within their social community
while being able to keep their children. Aspects as self-denial, self-sacrifice and an accentuation of
their unconditional mother love were crucial for this. On the one hand, their motherhood contrasted
with mothers who resorted to abortion, infanticide or relinquishment. On the other hand, for the
228
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sake of being good mothers, they sacrificed the possibility of becoming auspicious married women,
considered as the ultimate realization of womanhood. The choice not to re-marry also implied the
sacrifice of sexuality which is culturally permitted only within the binds of wedlock. An emphasis
on chastity, by leading a socially isolated unmarried life, in combination with the exploitation of
motherhood as a source of power enabled these mothers to raise their children in a context where
unmarried mothers are highly stigmatized.
Yet, the question remains: Why did unmarried mothers sometimes opt to keep and raise
their children? Why did they take such a complicated and self-denying route towards rehabilitation
when termination of pregnancies, even beyond the legal limits, are widely available and infanticide
is not an exceptional phenomenon? In answering this question, a particular way of dealing with a
forbidden pregnancy, came into view. An important factor as revealed by these mothers was the
fact that they were aware and also explicitly recognized that their community knew about their
pregnant status. Their situation was a source of community gossip and for some mothers, also a
theme of public dispute. A premarital pregnancy bespeaks a woman’s loose morals damaging the
prestige of her family, but a termination of such a pregnancy eliminates only the tangible result of the
forbidden sex, not the forbidden sex. Hence, mothers and/or their relatives perceived the termination
of a pregnancy, or other methods to eliminate a child’s presence or existence, as inappropriate and
inadequate. Furthermore, these mothers refused to consider the possibility of a successful marriage
with any man other than the father of their child or children. They were convinced that a marriage
with another man would lead to disrespect and social ridicule by the prospective husband and in-laws
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or even a life-threatening situation.229 Hence, their strategies had a different focus from the beginning
when compared to mothers who relinquished their children.
Feelings and strategic options during pregnancy concern a foetus, i.e. an unborn child.
However, this temporary status ends and the abstract foetus changes into a baby of flesh and blood.
This change involved a reconsideration of priorities for mothers who intended or planned to relinquish.
Feelings for the baby strained their initial intention and impacted their eventual surrender. However,
mothers who, during pregnancy, intended to retain their children were supported by their feelings
after giving birth. In spite of the fact that, from a cultural perspective, the unplanned child could not
exist, it was particularly valued in the end. Once a baby was born, these mothers, and sometimes also
their relatives, appreciated it as a source of strength and joy. Such positive feelings empowered these
mothers and strengthened them to put their motherhood into practice. Instead of being a living
disgrace, the child was experienced by their mothers as a balm on wounded feelings and as a reason
to continue living.

Adoptive mothers
‘Your own child is your blood. But if you buy a child, you are buying only the body, not the
soul.’230
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Young newly married women are often left to the goodwill of husband and in-laws and, unfortunately,
young wives or daughters-in-law are still cruelly murdered. Newspapers report almost weekly on the
practices of domestic violence women are subjected to.
230 Quoted in Chapter 2.

Once a mother

Ambiguity especially emerged with regard to adoptive motherhood. Adoptive mothers are
commonly perceived as women who offer motherly care and love to another person’s child and
these accomplishments deserve much credit. Motherly caring, suffering and sacrificing for the sake
of somebody else’s child are generally assumed not to be inherent to human nature. For this reason,
adoptive mothers are considered superhuman, respected and valued for such extraordinary virtues. At
the same time, biological mothers who participated in this research represented the adoptive mother
as a highly respected person who deserves credit. They revealed, with some embarrassment, that
adoptive mothers provided motherly care for a stranger’s child whereas they, as biological mothers,
failed to fulfil the role which was ascribed to them by nature and culture. However, conversely, this
embarrassment and gratitude underscored the evidence of the relationship between a biological
mother and her child. Biological mothers of adopted children appreciated adoptive mothers’ efforts
and simultaneously perceived the relationship of adoptive mothers with their children as weak,
vulnerable and second-rate in essence. Consequently, biological mothers considered themselves a
threat to adoptive mothers.
The perception of a biological mother as threat to the relationship between adoptive
parents’ and the child underpins the current restrictive Indian policy on open adoptions and reunions
of adoptees with their biological mothers. In the Indian field of adoption, the significance of nurturing
is explicitly emphasized compared to the significance of biological parental bonds. Professionals
working in the field of adoption incessantly emphasized the value of motherly care as superior to the
value of shared blood.
At a discursive level, Tamilian adoptive mothers are generally praised for mothering another
person’s child. Their status as mother appears to be ambiguous. From a cultural perspective, the
notion ‘adoptive motherhood’ is a contradiction in terms. Hence, adoptive mothers negotiate the
dominant cultural meaning of motherhood, but also those of infertility, auspiciousness and blood
bond. From the perspective of biological mothers, the ambiguous status of adoptive mothers appears
to be a relevant theme. A thorough investigation of the ambiguous status of adoptive mothers from
adoptive mothers’ perspective will be anthropologically interesting as well as socially relevant as far
as adoption-related problems are concerned, but it was outside the scope of this research.

Different types of shame
Unmarried mother:
‘[B: My father said:] “I gave you all the freedom and now you have put me in shame. How
can I answer the questions? I can not face anybody. I did not expect you to do like this. I
educated you.” He said this to me and started crying.’231
Shame is generally assumed to be the main reason for unmarried mothers to relinquish their children.
Hence, shame was a notion which ‘sensitized’ my observations. Shame, in this context, points to
forbidden sexual relations of unmarried women. A premarital pregnancy as evidence of forbidden
sex is perceived as a catastrophe for a woman and her kin and this fact emerged in every single
231
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interview. However, the word shame happened to have multiple meanings and mothers emphasized
a different shame compared to the shame as expressed by their relatives. Ve ṭkam (shame) as directly
related to female sexuality emerged specifically from the side of a mother’s male relatives. After the
discovery of his unmarried daughter’s pregnancy, Laksmi’s father reacted with the words talaikuṉivu,
which can be translated as ‘I can not lift my head in front of others’ or, in a double meaning, as ‘I have
lost my face’.
Vasuki, the protagonist in Chapter 4, unmarried and mother of her ten-year-old child,
revealed how her father, for the previous ten years had lived his life in isolation staying mainly
between the walls of his house, too embarrassed to face people of his community. A young man,
reflecting upon a presumed premarital pregnancy of his sister, mentioned in a mixture of English and
Tamil ‘we brothers will feel dirty about such aciṅkam (obscenity)’. Pregnant (once) married women
past a particular age also mentioned shame about their sexuality. Pregnant grandmothers, mothers
with married or marriageable children, and women in their early forties expressed veṭkam about
their pregnancy as a tangible result of their sexuality. Women in this stage of their lives are culturally
perceived as asexual beings and a pregnancy in this phase of their life cycle triggers ridicule.
Contrary to these older women, young unmarried women are expected to be sexual beings.
Shame about their pregnancy not only points to their sexuality in itself, but also to the failure to
control their sexuality. Fathers and brothers apparently feel responsible and ashamed about this
failure. An unmarried girl’s lost chastity endangers her family’s prestige (kauravam). However,
unmarried mothers themselves, in their process of relinquishment, did not particularly emphasize
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their uncontrolled sexuality as a shameful deed. They were preoccupied with a different type of
shame and feelings of a different order, as expressed by Laksmi:
‘The only thing in my mind is how I am going to face my family members. Will I get back
the same affection as before? I feel guilty for having done this.’
These words are illustrative of what young unmarried mothers revealed as their major concern
(kavalai): a prickled conscience (maṉacāṭci uṟuttiyatu), remorse, regret and grief (caṅkaṭam). These
emotions pre-dominated their revelations rather than shame about loose sexual morals. They felt
ashamed about the treachery they inflicted on their kin. They brought shame upon their beloved
and in this sense their personal shame was just indirectly related to their sexuality. Furthermore,
they were primarily preoccupied with how their forbidden sexuality would affect their position as
daughter or sister. They were scared of rejection due to the damage caused to the previously intimate
and affectionate bonds. This anxiety was their main concern.
Shame as an intrinsic experience relates to guilt as expressed in the words ‘prickled
conscience’ (cf. Elias 2001). Sometimes people may judge another person’s behaviour as shameful.
This does not necessarily imply that this other person intrinsically experiences shame. For instance,
mothers who relinquished their children one or two decades ago revealed that they had experienced
social discredit ever since. In the year that the relinquishment of the child took place, these particular
mothers were married and young. Hence, the reasons for relinquishment were not related to forbidden
or uncontrolled sexuality. Different motives, such as the sex of the child and/or lack of (financial) means
were mentioned as reasons for relinquishment (cf. Srinivasan 2006). These mothers experienced nasty
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gossip, social ridicule and judgements of people around them who perceived them as bad mothers
because they were presumed to have sold their own flesh and blood for cash and count. During
interviews, while reflecting upon the consequences of their relinquishment retrospectively, these
mothers fervently denied such presumptions. They fiercely defended their integrity and challenged
any insinuation of financial interests. To convince people within their community, as much as me
during interviews, they emphasized they had relinquished in the best interest of their children.
Nevertheless, they suffered a social stigma as bad mothers since financial motives were assumed to
be the only probable reason.
As mentioned before, I asked unmarried mothers who raised their children to reflect
retrospectively upon options regarding the elimination of their offspring. They also took note
of information provided by me about current formalized opportunities to surrender children for
adoption. One important difference which emerged was the fact that in the tumultuous days just
after the discovery of their pregnancy, these mothers were not aware of such possibilities. This is a
significant difference compared to mothers who participated in this research and did relinquish their
children. Since these mothers were not transferred to a licensed NGO, the possibility of surrendering a
child for adoption simply did not emerge. In that sense, raising their children instead of relinquishing
them was not a real choice. It was a consequence of not having been offered the opportunity.
However, none of them expressed regret at not having been offered such prospect. Neither did any
of them regret, implicitly or explicitly, having raised their children against the grain.
While reflecting upon their past, they expressed shame about becoming pregnant. But this
shame was tied to the consequences of their premarital sex on their family’s prestige. However, a
pregnancy is a temporary condition. In contrast, motherhood is a permanent and respected status
and, evidently, even for unmarried mothers, not merely shameful. I do not wish to diminish the
gravity of the plight of these mothers, as represented by the mothers in Chapter 4. Yet with regard
to their motherhood, they represented themselves as confident and proud. They emphasized that it
was wrong to kill, abandon or relinquish a child. Implicitly, they stressed relinquishment as sacrificing
a child’s opportunity to grow up with the person he or she truly belongs to. Relinquishment then
becomes a shameful lack of motherly accountability. These mothers expressed a sense of superiority
of not having betrayed their children in this regard. Indeed, my interviews offered them a podium
and I will not deny that my admiration – I regularly spontaneously corroborated their braveness and
respectability during interviews – could have encouraged these mothers to expand on the more
positive self-reflective elements rather than the negative feelings. However, I think it would be an
overestimation of my influence to ascribe all the emphasis on pride and confidence to this factor.
Generally, unmarried mothers who raised their children were difficult to approach because
of a vicarious shame felt by intermediaries. However, once meetings were arranged, these mothers
were very open. The damage to the reputation of unmarried mothers and their close relatives
evidently surfaced. Nevertheless, two of the mothers gave me permission to use their photos in this
dissertation and spontaneously requested me to do so. Anonymity was unimportant for them. Of
her own accord, one of them asked me to mention her true name. It is too simple a conclusion to
relate this difference with mothers who have relinquished their children entirely to embarrassment,
because mothers who relinquished children allegedly deny their past and continue their lives with
a hidden secret. For this reason, revealing their identity with a photo was inappropriate. However,
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the request of these two mothers is significant in the sense that they asked to be credited with their
revelations. They were proud of their way of life, especially with regard to their decision to retain
their child born from a premarital pregnancy, and this is a significant difference between them and
unmarried mothers who relinquished their children.
Is it possible to compare different types of suffering? Distress, guilt and grief are individual
experiences. Yet, among the mothers who participated in this research, I observed the sorrow of
mothers who finally raised their children as of a different order. Among unmarried mothers who
raised their children, I noticed an attitude which I construe as deeply-rooted convictions about the
correctness of their decisions. This is not what I observed among the mothers who were surrendering
or who had surrendered in the past. Indeed, many women with whom I spoke expressed a feeling of
relief about their (prospective) relinquishment. Nevertheless, simultaneously there was an expression
of pain. The relief was related to a solution in a situation of immediate panic.
This conclusion is not only based on what the mothers told me but also on what I could
read between the lines and my observation of the mothers’ non-verbal expressions. Mothers who
raised their children emerged as agents of their own rehabilitation and regained self-respect. They
gave me the impression of being generally on good terms with themselves. In contrast, mothers who
were engaged in a process to surrender and mothers who had surrendered their children in the past
appeared to be rather defensive about their decisions to relinquish; defensive towards me during
interviews, towards their surroundings (if people knew); towards their surrendered children (who
were still in their minds); and towards themselves.
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Decision-making processes
A mother in the surrender process:
‘I told my mother that I wanted to keep my child, but she said: “No, no give it away. God
will take care of us.”’
Mothers who participated in this research were embedded in social, familial and institutional
networks. Hence, the consequences of a premarital pregnancy, as well as of a decision concerning
the relinquishing or retaining of a child, reach beyond individual women. The perspectives and
interests of all the people concerned contribute to the final decision. This fact is important because
the mothers were hierarchically not in a very powerful position: many of them were young, some of
them were poor, none of them were rich, many of them were poorly educated and most importantly,
from the perspective of morality they were perceived as ‘having gone astray’ (cf. Den Uyl 1992). This
relative powerlessness contributes to understanding of the mothers’ role in decision-making.
American author Jones in her book Birthmothers has analyzed how American mothers looked
back upon circumstances under which they relinquished their children. She reveals how mothers
experienced exclusion from the decision-making process. Jones states: ‘… some birthmothers insist
that the term decision is misleading because it implies that they actively participated in the process or
that they had other options to consider. For many, this was not the case. The “decision” to relinquish
was often made by others, and, most of the time, it appeared to be the only choice’ (2000: 12). How
and to what extent have Indian mothers participated in the process of deciding whether to relinquish
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their children or raise them? My research reveals that the American mothers in Jones’ work do not
stand alone. Indian mothers have also been influenced, in some cases they were completely overruled,
by ‘others’, including significant family members, the staff of the institutions or a combination of both.
Mothers who were expected by relatives or social workers to relinquish their children were sometimes
partially and sometimes completely excluded from the decision-making process and merely carried
out other people’s decisions.
Important in this regard is whether mothers agreed that these other persons take decisions
on their behalf. Indeed, some mothers explicitly expressed their wish to hand over the responsibility
of the decision to significant relatives. Basically, such an approval is also a decision and it reduces
possible feelings of guilt. Nevertheless, I also met mothers who revealed how they were dominated,
manipulated and trapped against their will. These mothers were obviously not recognized as
autonomous persons with freedom of choice.
Freedom of choice is legally recognized once a woman is a major.232 Chakravarti, in her
outline of freedom of choice, states: ‘The law deems that a major understands his/her welfare.
Hence if a person is a major, even parents can not interfere with that individual’s decisions. Once
a person becomes a major that person cannot be restrained from going anywhere or living with
anybody (..)’ (2005: 323). In her analysis, Chakravarti points to the freedom of a woman’s choice with
regard to self-arranged marriages (love marriages). In this regard, as concluded by Chakravarti, lower
authorities such as police officers appear to violate a woman’s legal rights by becoming an extension
of the woman’s father’s authority (ibid.: 317). For instance, when a woman and her father disagree on
matters concerning her marriage, the police very often act according to the father’s wish. A similar
discrepancy in a woman’s legally recognized freedom of choice and daily practice can be noticed
in licensed NGOs: regularly, authorities working in or for licensed institutions appear to become
extensions of significant family authorities of the mothers involved.
This violation of a legal right is significant matter. However, it does not mean that a mother’s
individual interests and prospects are the only concern. Since the decision to relinquish or retain
her child has consequences which reach beyond her individual interest, the mother recognizes and
gives weight to the interests of these significant relatives. Usually, a mother who faces premarital
pregnancies, whether she is a minor or a major, has an interest in preserving and maintaining strong
family ties. Hence, her sacrifice of herself, and of her child, for the sake of her (other) relatives may also
be according to her personal priorities.
Conflicting considerations emerge from different perspectives, and the ambivalence of
participating decision-makers becomes evident. Therefore, good communication and interaction
between the mothers and their relatives seems appropriate. But during fieldwork I came across a lack
of intensive interaction and family support. The pregnant women or new mothers were isolated and
forced to balance the pros and cons of the decision to be made on their own. Mothers and expectant
mothers lived in isolation and had limited contact with their kin, such as their mother, father or aunt,
when they stayed in an institution or hospital. Relatives arrived at a decision without discussion with
the pregnant woman. They were physically distanced from the pregnant woman. Hence these separate
processes were not adequately shared or synchronized. In addition, I noticed that at meetings, when
232 According to the Indian Majority Act 1875, a person who is 18 years of age is a major, vide section 3 of the
Act (Chakravarti 2005: 323).
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relatives visited the woman in the institution, confrontations with each other’s different perspectives
and personal dilemma’s were deliberately avoided. Family members stayed away from their newborn kin and maintained a distance by choice or as a result of institutional policy. Consequently, there
was no opportunity to observe and experience the mother in her role as mother. The deep emotions
experienced by these mothers were not strongly experienced nor adequately recognized by the
persons who were partly, mainly or completely responsible for the decision to relinquish.

The power of victims
The narratives of the women who participated in this research were transcribed, coded and categorized.
In addition to documenting these spoken words, I observed and interpreted the ways in which the
women behaved as well as their non-verbal body language. I attempted to unravel their motives for
representing themselves the way they did and noticed emphases as well as omissions, both equally
valuable. One notion, that of victim, confused me particularly. Unmarried mothers who raised their
children specifically emphasized their status as a victim. These mothers explained to me how they
were leading extraordinary lives. They raised their premarital children and, as already mentioned,
represented themselves as brave and proud mothers, determined to take their lives as a challenge233.
As already mentioned, motherhood was an important source of power and they exploited this source
as agents. I also experienced these women as powerful personalities who fought their way back to
respect, with or without the support of their family. Hence, their emphasis on victimhood appeared
to conflict with other aspects of their self-representation.
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Primarily the role of victim does not relate to power or agency and I tend to associate
victimhood with weakness or passivity. These women used precisely these connotations as tools
to help them recover their reputation (caused by so-called loose sexual morals). As chaste young
unmarried women, they were expected to be naive and innocent and these were exactly the virtues
they were exploiting. Their innocence explained why they were incapable of recognizing the men’s
indecent intentions. Their virtues turned against them and became the root cause of the treachery
and betrayal by unreliable men. They represented themselves as victims of these required virtues
and hence negotiated the damage brought upon them. The men who stole their virginity were the
culprits and the women claimed complete innocence and regret. It is culturally accepted that ‘men
are immoral’ and emphasizing this gendered qualification is more effective than insisting on one’s
role as an autonomous responsible woman.
One woman, in this sense, also used her clubfoot as a means to reclaim respect. A young
girl with such a handicap is not sure to get a suitable match. In spite of her deformed leg, one man
regularly approached her and revealed his dreams about marrying her. She believed him resulting in
no marriage and two children. During the interviews, she emphasized her pitiful fate as a victim of
his betrayal and simultaneously exploited the victimhood caused by her handicap. She was aware of
the fact that her handicap constituted a latent apology among people in her surroundings, turning
a blind eye to her eagerness to find herself a husband. Her sensitivity to the man’s false wedding
promises was forgivable to a certain extent. Also in later life stages, as an unmarried mother, while
physically strained during her work in the fields in the hot afternoon hours and as a domestic worker,
233 Vasuki claimed respectability because she, in spite of her awkward circumstances and in her own words,
‘endeavoured to make her life a great success (cātaṉai)’.
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while carrying heavy buckets of water, her leg was a problem in a practical sense but also a powerful
tool as far as her social rehabilitation was concerned. Paradoxically, exploiting victimhood created
agency for unmarried mothers. As agents, they claimed an apology and reduced social ridicule by
negotiating their accountability.

Money
‘If you sell something, you have lost it. Somebody else becomes the owner. But since I did
not receive money for my child, my child is still mine.’234
Adoption is an international multi-million dollar industry. In ‘sending’ and ‘receiving’ countries,
numerous institutions exist thanks to the flow of adoptable children. The placement of adoptive
babies within Indian families is also lucrative for licensed NGOs235. The financial means to maintain
this flow mainly comes from the pockets of people with a wish or an urge to adopt a child. NGOs in
India as well as in the Netherlands are paid per baby by (prospective) adoptive parents. According to
a politically correct discourse, legal adoptions are represented as a non-profit undertaking. Money
transfers are only meant to cover the costs of procedures, maintenance, medical expenses, etcetera.
The transactions are not supposed to generate benefits. Yet, many people, both in sending and
receiving countries, earn their income from adoption and these jobs exist because of the flow of
adoptive children.
Adoption, as an internationally formalized intervention, is meant to provide children with the
care and protection they deserve according to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. Children
in institutions are deprived of affection and exposed to risks which are inherent to the circumstances of
institutional care. In the course of my fieldwork, I noted incidentally, without specifically assessing the
files, the deaths of over 25 babies and toddlers. While moving within institutions, to meet (expectant)
mothers, I observed in passing the transformation of healthy new born babies into passive and
neglected children. I am convinced that a majority of these babies would have survived in ‘normal’
family circumstances. Hence, I assume that a transfer of institutionalized children to foster or adoptive
families will significantly upgrade the quality of many of these children’s lives as well as saving lives.
In the Introduction, I referred to studies underscoring the improvement of the development of
adopted children as compared to children who stayed in institutions (Juffer 2002, Juffer & IJzendoorn
2005). My direct observations, noticing the deprivation of institutionalized children, underscore this
conclusion. Yet, this research proves how adoption, as an intervention meant to enforce an outflow
of children from institutions, simultaneously sucks children into residential care. My research focuses
on the biological mothers and, as far as they are concerned, adoption, in its contemporary legal form,
puts pressure on them as potential baby-suppliers. Hence, adoption, as it is legally organized, induces
a flow of children towards institutions.
Mothers who consider relinquishing a child are not supposed to receive money as that would
transform the transfer into a commercial transaction and child trade is forbidden by international
234	Quoted in Chapter 2.
235 In 2003, the amount of approximately Rs. 20,000/- per child was common. In 2007, Dutch couples pay
between €10,000/- and € 12,000/- for one Indian child.
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agreements. Relinquishment is not supposed to be driven by commercial interests. However, pregnant
women and mothers residing in institutions are aware of the amounts of money involved in in-country
and inter-country adoptions. This awareness triggers important consequences. Mothers increasingly
perceive their children as commodities and some mothers expressed indignation regarding the small
allowances they received for merely covering expenses such as the tickets for public transport. Others
resented the fact that rich people make a business out of the distress of poor people.
Simultaneously, and conversely, mothers also emphasized the fact that they would never accept
money for their children since selling a child is considered as immoral and associated with bad
motherhood. Furthermore, the fact that institutions refused to give mothers money for their children
impacted on how mothers experienced their status after relinquishment. Basically, as expressed
in a previous section, ‘Surrendering?’, it confirmed a mother’s feelings that her child is still ‘hers’.
Relinquishment as a financial transaction would reinforce the loss at the emotional level. Mothers
who legally surrendered their children in accordance with the law and formal regulations, do not
receive money. Hence, they felt as if they had not definitely lost their child. Since the child has not
been sold, it is considered as still ‘belonging’ to the biological mother and this perception influences
the expectations regarding reunions. It encourages the mother to believe in the possibility that her
child may return one day.

Reunions
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(..) after eighteen years, my child will come back to search for me.(..) I will wait for her, for
the day that she will come back to me.’ 236
I initiated this research with a focus on processes concerning the decision by mothers to relinquish
or retain their child. Hence, a prospective reunion of a mother with her child, probably years after
relinquishment, was not a topic I had in mind while entering the field. Yet, in my interactions
with mothers who considered surrendering, it was a recurrent theme. For this topic, in particular,
differences in the individual perceptions and processes of mothers emerged. Whereas one mother
raised the issue spontaneously as a consolation after surrendering her beloved baby; for another, this
was a worst-case scenario and she panicked at the idea.
With regard to prospective reunions, again time emerged as an influential factor. The
course of time shifts accents and transforms priorities related to the ageing of women. A reunion,
two or more decades after relinquishment, possibly after menopause has set in, and with a grown-up
adoptee, is expected to take place in a significantly different setting compared to the circumstances
at the moment of relinquishment. Adult offspring, having been disconnected from their mother for
some 20 years, is considered to have overcome the initial symbiotic mother-child relationship. As an
independent grown-up she or he is judged as a separate individual and also the mother has outgrown
her initial status of a young girl carrying the fruit of her forbidden sexuality in her arms. A woman after
menopause, symbolically considered as a grandmother, is not associated with sexuality and this new
social identity brings a different perspective to her past infringement of sexual morals. Concerns of
236
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her chastity are no longer very relevant. In case the woman married after relinquishment, her motherand father-in-law are probably deceased, her relationship with her husband, if still around or alive,
may be attuned to or armoured against adversities and hence the woman’s vulnerability is reduced.
Mothers who took such prospective circumstances into account did not immediately reject a future
reunion.
The married mothers who shared their experiences concerning relinquishment of their
children retrospectively revealed a particular urge to meet their surrendered child. Married couples’
motives of their past relinquishment, for instance in a reception centre of the CBS, are usually
gender and/or poverty-related (cf. Srinivasan 2006). As mentioned in the section ‘Different types of
shame’, married couples, especially married mothers, who relinquished one or more children, meet
with disdain: ‘What kind of mother are you? What mother sells her own child?’ Mothers explained
that people around them assumed that they had sold their child, since giving it away for free is
not imaginable. However, the return of an adult adoptee is perceived, and by some of them also
experienced, as a victory, confirming the appropriateness of a mother’s past decision. To these
biological mothers, the return of a usually well-nourished and well-educated son or daughter who
has grown up in prosperity but is seen as still connected to her or his parents, resulted in the mother’s
rehabilitation as a ‘good mother’.
Mothers shared their intense grief about losing a child, and Chitrapathi explained in Chapter
2 how, even before the formal relinquishment, she was already waiting for the day that her daughter
would come back. Most unmarried women expressed their desire to meet their children in the future,
regardless of the sex of the child: ‘I want to forget the bad things that have happened to me but I
cannot forget the fact that I gave birth to a child who is growing up somewhere else. I love to see my
child at any point of time.’ However, expectations with regard to reunions were also gendered. Selvi
made clear how she had particular gender-related expectations towards the reunion with her son,
presumably well-educated in the foreign country where he had been raised. He was her only son and
his return would imply that he recognized his economic responsibilities to take care of his mother in
old age. But most important, as indicated by her, was her wish for him to fulfil his religious duties at
her funeral.237
Increasingly, reunions are of particular concern for adoptees and apparently, biological
mothers also have an interest in possibilities to meet. Yet, employees working in and for adoption
agencies usually do not seriously cooperate in searching for biological families. Requests to trace
biological mothers or surrendered children are generally discouraged and as far as unmarried
mothers are concerned, actively obstructed. NGOs frustrate reunions because the work related to
roots-seeking or child-seeking is labour-intensive and reaches beyond priorities and interests. The
people working in or for NGOs habitually justified their lack of enthusiasm with the assumption that
secrecy about the past of biological mothers demanded a protective attitude as it might endanger
these mothers’ lives with their current husband and in-laws. This protection is unfounded in the case
of mothers who from the outset claimed a marital status and also unnecessary for mothers who
refused or failed to cover up the existence of their premarital child. Furthermore, the nuances in the
marital statuses of biological mothers are significant for adoptees since it falsifies the arguments of
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When his parents have died, a son can perform the last rites in order to unite them with their ancestors
and rescue their souls from hell. Chapter 2 elaborates on this aspect.
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NGOs. Hence, thwarting a prospective reunion without transferring a request for such a reunion to
the persons concerned, by people who have a key role but are not directly and personally involved,
is misplaced.

Fyke
‘The lady who sent me here, she said that I have to give the baby away. Even when I came
here, the main condition was that I should leave the child.’
In international policy as well as in Indian guidelines, unnecessary separation of mothers and their
children are stressed as negative. However, the priority to retain or maintain the relationship of
mothers and children in a legal, emotional and physical sense is not sincerely put into practice. I
concluded in Chapter 5 that, after I had entered the institutions and listened to the life stories of
mothers, the metaphor of a fyke238, a funnel-shaped net used to trap fish, regularly occurred to me.
A fyke is a metaphor to symbolize the trap that a woman ‘swims into’ after sharing the news of an
undesired pregnancy with others. From the very moment when a doctor, nurse or social worker
in a Family Planning Unit, Maternity Clinic, Government Hospital or Private Hospital confirms the
unplanned pregnancy, the (expectant) mother enters a one-way street. The panic of a woman and
her family results in one priority: to get rid of her unplanned child. Hence, if the pregnancy is beyond
the stage of MTP, refuge inside an organization appeals. In such a panicky situation, admission
to a short-stay home and the suggestion to relinquish the child sounds like the most convenient
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solution. It combines the possibility to hide and to deliver the child safely in medically-monitored
circumstances.
The transferor has a vested interest in the same outcome since transferring women to
licensed NGOs is lucrative. It is not unusual for the allowances covering bus tickets, car fares and
practical costs to exceed the true expenses by a great margin. Hence, not only babies but also
pregnant women are commodities. The result is that an inevitable and irreversible process towards
surrendering is completed within a very stressful and short period of time. In reality, the entire deal is
sewn up within a couple of hours and a prospective relinquishment turns into an actuality. From the
moment of admission in a licensed agency, the internal flows and forces, determined by prevailing
dominant discourses, isolation, hierarchy, loyalties and money are pushing her deeper inside the fyke.
She is trapped until the day she signs a surrender deed. On that day, the mother is released from the
institution and the child receives the status of ‘parentless child’ until it is placed into an adoptive
family.
The Hague Convention as well as CARA guidelines recognize the rights and interests of
biological mothers. It is commonly recognized, stated and even emphasized that a mother and her
child belong together. In cases where relinquishment emerges as an option, the rights of mothers to
be counselled and informed about the legal and emotional consequences are recognized; as is the
importance of her consent for adoption. It is also generally recognized that a mother needs to be offered
access to alternatives for care and maintenance of the child. Yet, my research show how these ideologies
and perceptions work out in adoption practice. Personally, I find this discrepancy shocking.
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While working in the field of adoption, I soothed my conscience with the idea that the
power of official documents would prevent malicious practices. I initially believed in monitoring
and regulation. International conventions and agreements appeared to be the right tools to me. But
after listening to the biological mothers, I am convinced that these Conventions, Regulations and
Guidelines are not the appropriate instruments because they do not address the main concerns.
The controlling and monitoring policy implies that the business component is under control. But
in practice, the formal controlling process is counter-productive. Instead of taking away threats, it
takes away transparency and causes a mystification of reality. The more adoption is regulated and
monitored, the more politically correct objectives get distanced from daily practices. Consequently,
implicit and hidden forces compel mothers to surrender their children. The transparency of surrender
and adoption procedures is obscured by the taboo on the financial component of adoption, which
is a reality in the legal adoption field since adoptive babies are not just ‘children in need’, but also
commodities. However, actors in the field, at all levels, deny or cover up the impact of financial
components and ‘politically correct’ aims are put to the fore.
The practice of adoption embodies conflictive aims and is ridden with ambiguities. This
reality jerks with institutional, national and international guidelines and regulations. Regulations and
guidelines based upon generalizations are not suitable for complex and ambiguous social realities.
Streamlining ambiguity is a contradiction in terms. With conventions and agreements at national and
international levels, we aim to make procedures transparent and control complexity. However, strict
guidelines, rules and regulations conflict with the ambiguity in the field (cf. Hüsken & de Jonge 2005).
Hence, employees in the field are transformed into gatekeepers, protecting dossiers and covering up
politically unwelcome facts.
Simultaneously, mystification and protectiveness induce suspicion and distrust. Occasionally,
the media in India as well as in the Netherlands erupt over abuses. Regularly, in (South) India, where
the freedom of press is celebrated, the ins and outs of adoption rackets are broadcast on television
or covered in magazines and newspapers.239 However, these eruptions in the South Indian media
probably say more about the freedom of press of this Indian state than about differences in adoption
ethics with other regions or other countries. Compared to many other countries that place children
abroad in adoptive families, India has developed a formal and critical policy. If the effects of these
well-formulated and refined regulations do not work in India, I shudder to think about adoption
practices in less transparent or less organized countries.

239 See for instance: 1. Cover stories in Frontline (Magazine from the publishers of THE HINDU) discussing and
presenting local and global effects of adoption on the commoditisation of children (Vol.22: No 11. May
21-June 03 2005).
2. ‘The baby harvest: scandal over Westerners ‘shopping’ for children in India’ by Gita Ramaswamy in
New Internationalist August 2003. Source: http://www.findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_m0JQP/is_359/
ai_107489447/ (2006-10-17).
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In the last week of my fieldwork, I approached the staff of one of the participating NGOs to bid farewell.
One of the team leaders had tears in her eyes and her voice was hoarse when she asked: ‘Pien, if you
have found anything wrong during your research, I hope you can forgive us.’ Her request took me
by surprise. She was aware of my annoyance with policies and practices regarding many mothers
and I felt her request to be rather rhetorical, since I was not in a position ‘to forgive’ as she was not
accountable to me. In addition, I also felt sorry for her. She had opened her doors to me because she
was convinced of the appropriateness of her social services and confident about her integrity and
her personal motivations. Despite all my criticism, I was also convinced about her sincere intentions.
However, policies are imbued with the spirit of the time and this research started in a different era as
compared to the period in which this licensed NGO, just like the other licensed NGOs, developed and
implemented their practices with regard to mothers’ decisions to surrender. For this reason, I wish
that new understandings emerging from my research would induce reconsiderations within the field
of adoption in India as well as in other countries which send or receive surrendered children.
As mentioned in the Introduction, the point of departure in international agreements and
Indian guidelines is the premise that biological parents and their children form a single unit. Legal
separation is perceived as a far-reaching decision and the protection of this unit is a priority. This
principle is generally recognized in both the Indian and the international field of adoption. Hence,
I highlighted the priorities of contemporary adoption in policies and also how these priorities are
put into practice. These aspects put the focus on the process before institutionalization and the
paths towards institutionalization are evidently directed by particular perspectives and interests.
Starting the discussion on adoption at a point halfway into the process, where children are already
Recommendations for further research and action

institutionalized, means denying the previous steps and subsequently, denying interactions of the
first stage in the path to adoption. My particular sensitivity was to capture rather than to ignore
signals from the mothers concerning ideas and possibilities to keep their children with them instead
of relinquishing them. As a researcher and sometimes as an advocate, I emphasized and probed
these particular aspects. I conclude that, even though surrender and adoption are two phases of one
complex process, significant interactions between both stages cannot be denied.
Evidently, sometimes children are left behind by unknown people and family members can
be untraceable. Other forms of violation of the integrity of children are alarming: neglect, abuse,
exploitation… For some of these children, foster care and possibly adoption would be a welcome
alternative to grow up in dignity (cf. George & Oudenhoven 2002). But my research targeted biological
mothers who were known and who were ‘mainstream’ in the sense that they were not addicted to
drugs, psychiatrically disturbed or suffering from any other affliction or defect that would disqualify
them from raising their children. This was not a study on women conceiving for the purpose of selling
their babies. The surrendering mothers who participated in this research were mothers who could
have raised their children if they had conceived in different circumstances. They were in a delicate
position, were submitted to the goodwill of counsellors and gave in to recommendations.
Chapter 5 reveals how employees working at or for licensed NGOs act upon mothers’
decision-making processes. It was not just mothers, but also individuals working within the field of
adoption, on the level of local policy and in NGOs, who turned out to be struggling with ambiguity
or ambivalence. International agreements as well as local guidelines, which conflict with their daily
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practice, have transformed policy-makers and employees in the field into counsellors with double
agendas and into gatekeepers. In order to cope with regulations and guidelines, they have to mystify
the politically unwelcome aspects of reality. I noticed their tensions and struggles with me as a
researcher as well as with themselves. Their conflicting roles, their personal struggles while dealing
with contradictory objectives and mutually exclusive interests are significant because they reveal
weak links in the adoption chain. The disclosure of their strategies brings to the surface significant
connections in the complex process of surrender and adoption. It is therefore urgent to gain a
better understanding of the perspectives of employees working in and for NGOs with a national or
international licence in ‘sending’ as well as ‘receiving’ countries.
Although this research covers a period of two years of fieldwork during which I established
an intensive rapport with various agents in the field of adoption, it represents only a snapshot of the
life of these women. Nevertheless, even such a limited period showed time to be a key factor. The
options available to the women were all time-bound. For instance, a decision on the termination of
a pregnancy has to be made within a legally determined period of time. The statutory period within
which a baby can be reclaimed after the surrender deed is signed is two months. Emotionally, the
time-continuum was marked by the delivery of a baby. Indeed, having a baby of flesh and blood in
their arms changed unmarried mothers’ perceptions and perspectives with regard to relinquishment.
However, my study stopped at the moment when these mothers left the institutions, while leaving
their babies behind.
The lives of these mothers continued with new dilemmas, setting different priorities and
evolving in a setting of new possibilities. But how will this crucial experience impact the course of
the rest of their lives? Clearly, more research must be devoted to the role a relinquished child plays in
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a woman’s life after she has returned home. Is the reality of her child’s existence openly faced by her
relatives or hushed up? Is she invited to express herself in this regard or is she expected to hide her past
experience from others? From herself? Regularly, counsellors advised mothers and their relatives to
reveal the truth to particular persons. Where marriage arrangements are concerned, in particular, the
denial of a woman’s lost chastity is perceived as dangerous and possibly life threatening. It is generally
assumed that the truth about her premarital sexual relationship will be discovered. Paradoxically, the
relinquishment of her child is meant to erase traces that may lead to the discovery of her premarital
child. Do women conceal the experience they have lived through, and if so, from whom? How does
this work out in the community? Who knows about the existence of her premarital baby and is the
subject openly discussed or transformed into a taboo?
Another important subject for further research is their prospects on the wedding market.
Staff members working at or for licensed NGOs emphasized quite bluntly that their priority was to
increase a woman’s chances of getting settled in a future marriage. But is this also the main focus
of the mothers themselves? Several unmarried mothers who participated in this research expressed
their intention to stay unmarried for the rest of their lives. They perceived marriage as risky. They
generally considered concealing the existence of a premarital child to be dangerous and unfeasible,
but they also feared that revealing the truth would result in disrespect and ridicule. The idea that
these women, with or without a hidden past, will enter new marriages is merely a presumption
underpinning a policy subscribed to by the counsellors. No studies are available about marriage
arrangements and experiences of mothers after relinquishment and therefore follow-up research is
important. Since time proves an important factor, a longitudinal study appears appropriate.
The starting point of my research, in the sense of identifying the issues and the approach towards
them, was action-oriented. I did not intend merely to research and describe lived experiences and
considerations of women, but I also wished to make sense of it all. From the outset, I endeavoured to
contribute to change and improve their circumstances. However, in a practical sense and to my own
embarrassment, I failed to do so. I observed mothers losing children, children losing mothers and children
losing their lives. I felt paralyzed and also unable to intervene effectively and adequately. Nevertheless,
I created a podium for mothers and I hope the findings and insights which emerged will inspire further
action. From this perspective, my endeavours could be labeled as a form of advocacy. I see advocacy as
an important part of action research. I aimed to foreground what I conceived to be the neglected angle
in the adoptive triangle. I succeeded in meeting mothers and I interpret my endeavours as an essential
step towards further action aimed at reducing unnecessary and inhuman interventions.
Within India, many women fight for their liberation and against oppression on individual,
organizational and academic levels and I believe it is up to them to shake up the conservative field
of adoption. What is needed first of all is the acknowledgement of the capabilities and powers of
women in India to assert themselves. Yet, putting changes and recommendations into practice will
inevitably go hand in hand with producing unexpected complications. The field of surrender and
adoption involves large amounts of money and sneaky pitfalls will lurk around many a corner. Hence,
a thoroughly monitored pilot project with unequivocal objectives and focusing on women with
unplanned pregnancies will be an important next step and provide a rich source of information for
further action research.
Recommendations for further research and action

245

It is beyond the scope of this research to provide a complete and detailed research
proposal. But my study can provide a number of starting points for follow-up action research. In the
Introduction, I made the case for informed decision-making on the part of the women themselves.
Having access to available and cumulative knowledge and being able to exchange experiences are
prerequisites to coming to such a decision. Hence, an exchange between mothers who did surrender
and those who decided not to and with mothers who are actively engaged in the decision-making
process will be a crucial element. This research reveals a lack of organized and monitored access to
such information and sharing. Mothers who relinquished their children went through an extremely
lonely process and could not share experiences or dilemmas with companions in distress; let alone
organize themselves in some way. Mothers could not communicate either as a collective or as a group
of people with specific and shared objectives. Every individual mother, with or without her family,
had to start from scratch.
Surrendering a child for adoption is an irreversible and irrevocable decision taken under
severe time constraints and the consequences impact many lives. Cumulative experiences and
knowledge found among women in comparable situations or collected by professionals working in
the field of surrender and adoption are prerequisites to coming to an informed decision. In all cases
of surrendering, mothers and their significant family members were denied valuable and essential
information or actively obstructed in their attempts to gain access to it. Counsellors merely coached
mothers towards a signature on a document by communicating conservative middle-class values,
and they were influenced or directed by personal and organizational interests.
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Counselling in this sense is probably not a word that covers this reality. In spite of the fact
that the word counselling has probably as many interpretations as there are counsellors, it generally
signifies the interaction with a person, or a client, in order to help her or him make sense of her or his
experiences. The counsellor is expected to offer a service in search of a positive change benefiting the
client. With regard to this research, counselling implies offering alternative options rather than forcing
women to swim into a fyke. As I see it, counselling women and their relatives in extreme distress is a
humanitarian necessity and an obligation a community has toward an individual. Hence, I recommend
that the women involved, along with their significant kin, be offered intensive counselling over an
extended period of time. But counsellors of licensed NGOs who are also in charge of satisfying the
urges of prospective adoptive parents are not fit to provide these women with adequate counselling.
In addition to conflicting priorities of counsellors, the institutional interest in adoptable babies has
a key influence. It is in the interest of the mothers considering relinquishment, the children being
relinquished, and the prospective adoptive families, that financially independent organizations are
set up to guide biological mothers in the decision-making process.
According to old Tamil customs, after marriage a woman leaves her home to live with her
husband and his kin. Usually, this new stage of life, in which a married woman enters an unfamiliar
environment, starts with difficulties. Hence, from a woman’s perspective as much as from a cultural
perspective, her first pregnancy is both a joyful event and one to be celebrated. Pregnant women
leave their husband and in-laws to return to their native home to complete their pregnancy. They
complete the last months of their pregnancy, the delivery and the first experiences as a mother under
the trusted supervision and care of their own mother and sisters.
The circumstances of the women who participated in this research contrast with these
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conditions. These women were driven out instead of being sent back to their mothers’ places. It is
not just regrettable and painful; it is fraught with dire consequences. Normally, a woman about to
go through her first delivery is supported throughout. Experienced women like her mother or aunts
prepare her and also keep an eye on her as labour sets in. This is completely different for the women
seeking refuge in institutions. Indeed, although they were given proper medical care, they were
deprived of any trustworthy preparation or comforting support. In the course of my interviews with
them, they shared their deepest fears; sometimes the upcoming delivery scared them to death. They
entertained clear misconceptions and sometimes lacked all fundamental knowledge with regard to
labour pains and childbirth.
In eight cases, I broke up the interview and started dealing with such issues since a continuation
simply would not make sense. Instead, I tried to comfort these young women and found myself
explaining delivery procedures under specialist scrutiny in a renowned clinic. I instructed them to inform
the staff as soon as particular pains started. I told them about the purpose of the womb’s contractions
and explained how certain labour pains come and go with intervals. I demystified misconceptions about
where the baby comes out and I told them to pay attention to the loss of amniotic fluids. I assured them
that this was not a life-threatening event, and I felt this was just my duty as a fellow mother.
In addition to this personal motivation, I was inspired by Ruth Cohn as she formulated it in her
method ‘Theme Centred Interaction’ (1983). Cohn states that, in order to have a useful interaction in
therapy, education, training courses, or interviews, precedence should always be placed on disturbances
like preoccupations, tensions or intense emotions. From a technical perspective, disturbances block
interactions concerning the intended theme. How can a woman share her feelings and ideas about the
impending relinquishment of her child, if she is entirely overwhelmed by emotions regarding a different
event, namely the delivery? Hence, I also had a methodological purpose in breaking down such barriers.
However, the crux of the issue is not that I intervened; it is that the counsellors at the NGOs did not. And
to the extent that they did, it was insufficient and inadequate.
In my research, mothers confided in me how they reached their decision to relinquish their child or
keep it and raise it. In an extended state of confusion, they were forced to make up their minds and
the consequences of either decision were incalculable for them and for the significant people around
them. The (expectant) mothers regularly expressed their wish to end their lives. Malar said: ‘I felt like
doing something to that man, pouring acid in his face, stab him with a knife or giving him poisoned
food. I wished to kill him and also myself. I wanted to commit suicide.’ Malar240 was raped by her uncle
and eventually deserted by her family who left her behind in a licensed NGO. There she grieved over
the relinquishment of her beloved baby boy. Nevertheless, she somehow found the strength to cross
several suicidal points. In the last lines of this book, I leave the floor to her: ‘I never thought that such
things would happen to me. I have only read such stories in books, but I never thought this would
take place in my life.’ Off the record, she explained that the idea that her troubles were going to be
published in a book gave her some peace of mind. Sharing her experiences helped her to make sense of
her traumas and she explicitly expressed her happiness about contributing to further action by telling
her story.
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Glossary
and transliteration of the
Tamil Words
Proverbs
1.

கல ்லானாYம ் கணவன ் Gல ்லானாYம ் GUஷன ்

kallāṉālum kaṇavaṉ pullāṉālum puruṣaṉ
Even if your husband is a stone or grass, husband is husband.
2.

ஊச ி இடம ் nfhLக ்காமல ் E}ல ் EைழயாJ
Ūci iṭam koṭukkāmal nūl nuḻaiyātu
Lit.: The thread will not enter into it without the consent of the needle.
Fig.: This expression points to sexual intercourse: The needle is a woman and the thread is a man.

3.

ஊரன ் ப ிள்ைளைய ஊட்b வளர ்த ்தால ் தான ் ப ிள்ைள தானா வளUம ்
Ūrāṉ piḷḷaiyai ūṭṭi valarttāl tāṉ piḷḷai tāṉā vaḷarum
If you feed and bring up another person’s (community) child, then your own child will grow
itself.

Glossary and transliteration of the Tamil Words
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Note on Transliteration:
a

as in cup

ā

as in father

i

as in meat

ī

as in need

e

as in get

ē

as in lake

u

as in put

ū

as in food

o

as in old

ō

as in hope

ai as in right

Abbreviations
CARA

Central Adoption Resource Agency

CBS

Cradle Baby Scheme

ICCW(TN)

Indian Council for Child Welfare (Tamil Nadu)

MTP

Medical Termination of Pregnancy

NGO

Non Governmental Organisation

S.C.

Scheduled Caste

VCA

Voluntary Coordinating Agency
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Appendix 1

GUIDELINES FOR ADOPTION FROM INDIA – 2006241
CENTRAL ADOPTION RESOURCE AUTHORITY (CARA)
Ministry of Women and Child Development
West Block-8, Wing-II,
2nd Floor, R.K. Puram
New Delhi
Guidelines for adoption from India – 2006
5.7 Surrender of a Child
The surrender document should be executed at the free will of the biological parents/parent
with no compulsion, payment or compensation of any kind by the adoption agency. If the
biological parent/s state a preference for the religious up- bringing of the child, their wishes
should be respected as far as possible. But ultimately the interest of the child should be the
sole guiding factor before the child is placed in adoption.
5.8 The parent/s should be informed by the agency of his/her/their right to reclaim the child
within 60 days from the date of surrender. He/She/They should be made aware that after
the period of 60 days the surrender documents will become irrevocable and the child will
be considered free for adoption and the RIPA will be free to place the child in adoption or
guardianship within or outside India.
5.9 The surrender document should be executed on prescribed stamped paper in the presence of
two responsible witnesses of whom one should be responsible person who is not an employee
of the organisation. The documents shall also be signed by a Notary/Oath Commissioner. The
recognized/licensed Indian placement agency should be able to produce these witnesses if
necessity arises. The responsibility for ensuring the authenticity of the surrender document
would rest on the agency. In case of a minor surrendering a child, the signature of parents/
relatives of the minor should be obtained, one of whom should be the person accompanying
the minor. The State Govt. may cross check all surrender documents. During the surrender
process, the RIPA should ensure that:
(i)		

If a child is surrendered, both parents sign the relinquishment document and in case a
parent/s is dead, proof of death is furnished. Where a death certificate is not available, a
certificate from the Sarpanch/Panchayat/Govt. Authority should be made available.

241
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(ii)

In case of a single mother, only she herself and none else, surrenders the child.

(iii) Where both biological parents of the child are dead, he or she cannot be surrendered
by relatives and will be treated as an abandoned child and the requisite procedure will
follow.
(iv) When a child is born to a married couple but is surrendered by one biological parent and
the whereabouts of the other are not known, it will be treated as an abandoned child and
the requisite procedures will be followed.
(v)

If the document of surrender is considered invalid/incomplete, the same procedure is
followed as for an abandoned child.

(vi) CARA will reserve the right to refer any Surrender Deed for the State Government’s
verification.
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Appendix 2
Surrendering Document
(Sundari’s Surrender document (2003) translated from Tamil into English)
This day, (date), I (name) by name aged (age), C/o (address) submit with my whole heart the
undertaking/assurance to (name and address of organization)
I unfortunately happen to have illegal relationship with a man (name not to be mentioned) and
became pregnant and delivered a female child on (date of birth of child) at (name and address of
hospital), and named the child as (name of child).
As I have delivered the child illegally I was not accepted by my family and the society. So, in this
critical circumstances, I can not keep the child with me and bring up the child properly. Taking into
consideration the future benefits and betterment of the child and also for seeking my livelihood I
leave the child under the care of the above mentioned organization, I hereby solely agree to give the
child for adoption either in India or abroad by the above organization under proper law.
The above said organization has informed me all the rules and regulations for the rehabilitation of the
deserted children. Among the various plans of the organization of the adoption of the neglected child
(according to law a adoption family is formed) I consider this as the best and the foremost. I therefore,
pray the organization to take my child for the rehabilitation and betterment. This decision is according
to my own will only and not out of any compulsion and inducement. I have not demanded or received
any money for offering the child. This decision is taken for the betterment and rehabilitation of my
child.
The organization advised me that in case I change my mind I have the right to take back my child
within 60 days from this date. In case failure of 60 days is exceeded I have to forgo my right of getting
back my child for ever. After fully understanding the above said conditions and rules I willingly offer
my child today. (Date) to the organization for adoption.
Yours faithfully,
(signature)
Sundari’s name + place
Appendix 2
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Witness:
1. (signature)
(Name + address witness 1)
2. (signature)
(Name + address witness 2)
In the presence of:
(signature)
(name + district of Head of
Youth Welfare Association)
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Appendix 3
The Indian Penal Code, 1860
Source: Government of India, Legislative Department; http://indiacode.nic.in (2007-07-20)
ACT NO. 45 OF 1860 1* [6th October, 1860.]
2* Sexual offences
375.
Rape
375. Rape.--A man is said to commit “rape” who, except in the case hereinafter excepted, as sexual
intercourse with a woman under circumstances falling under any of the six following descriptions:* First. -Against her will.
* Secondly. -Without her consent.
* Thirdly. -With her consent, when her consent has been obtained by putting her or any person in
whom she is interested in fear of death or of hurt.
* Fourthly. -With her consent, when the man knows that he is not her husband, and that her consent
is given because she believes that he is another man to whom she is or believes herself to be lawfully
married.
* Fifthly. -With her consent, when, at the time of giving such consent, by reason of unsoundness of
mind or intoxication or the administration by him personally or through another of any stupefying
or unwholesome substance, she is unable to understand the nature and consequences of that to
which she gives consent.
* Sixthly. -With or without her consent, when she is under sixteen years of age.
Explanation. -Penetration is sufficient to constitute the sexual intercourse necessary to the offence
of rape.
Appendix 3
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Exception. -Sexual intercourse by a man with his own wife, the wife not being under fifteen years of
age, is not rape.
376. Punishment for rape.
376. Punishment for rape.--(1) Whoever, except in the cases provided for by sub-section (2), commits
rape shall be punished with imprisonment of either description for a term which shall not be less than
seven years but which may be for life or for a term which may extend to ten years and shall also be
liable to fine unless the woman raped is his own wife and is not under twelve years of age, in which
case, he shall be punished with imprisonment of either description for a term which may extend to
two years or with fine or with both:
---------------------------------------------------------------------1. Ins. by Act 18 of 1924, s. 4.
2. Subs. by Act 43 of 1983, s.3 for the heading “Of rape” and ss. 375 and 376.
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Jaarlijks verlaten duizenden kinderen hun oorspronkelijke familie om te worden geadopteerd.
Adoptie zelf is meestal een blije en ontroerende gebeurtenis, maar hieraan is een andere ingrijpende
gebeurtenis vooraf gegaan: het afstand doen door de biologische moeder. Deze studie gaat over
dit proces vóór de adoptie. De “drie perspectieven van de adoptiedriehoek” hebben betrekking
op: de biologische ouders, het kind dat is afgestaan242 en de adoptieouders. Het perspectief van de
biologische moeders, hun ervaringen, belevingen, overwegingen, prioriteiten en uiteindelijk hun
besluitvorming over het wel of niet afstaan van hun kind, staan in deze studie centraal. Het is voor
het eerst dat hier – buiten Europa en Amerika – onderzoek naar is gedaan.
Mijn onderzoek richt zich op moeders in Tamil Nadu, Zuid-India. Al sinds mijn aantreden
in het adoptieveld werd over adoptiekinderen uit India gezegd dat zij voornamelijk werden
afgestaan door ongehuwde moeders. De website van de Vereniging Wereldkinderen vermeldt243:
‘De kinderen uit India die voor adoptie in aanmerking komen zijn in de meeste gevallen kinderen
van ongehuwde moeders. Ongehuwd moederschap is in India een grote schande en in vrijwel alle
situaties is afstand doen van de baby voor de moeder de enige mogelijkheid.’244 De vraag drong
242 In dit onderzoek staat ‘afstaan’ als werkwoord centraal. Echter niet iedere geadopteerde is afgestaan ter
adoptie. Sommige kinderen zijn bijvoorbeeld ‘achtergelaten’, soms door onbekenden, andere kinderen
zijn ‘achtergebleven’ door bijvoorbeeld het overlijden van ouders en/of andere belangrijke familieleden.
243 2007-6-24 www.wereldkinderen.nl in de sectie ‘Adoptie uit India’.
244 Stichting Meiling, een andere Nederlandse adoptieorganisatie die kinderen uit India plaatst in Nederlandse gezinnen vermeldt: ‘Buitenechtelijke kinderen worden vaak voor adoptie afgestaan. Ook komt het
vaak voor dat een van de ouders is overleden (of weggelopen). Als de overgebleven ouder opnieuw gaat
trouwen, dan worden de kinderen uit een eerder huwelijk / relatie vaak afgestaan.’ (2007-6-24 www.mei-
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zich aan mij op, wat de vrouwen hier zelf over te zeggen hebben.
Ik zocht contact met NGOs in en rond Chennai (Madras, Zuid-India) die tijdens mijn periode
van veldwerk - in 2002 en 2003 - een vergunning hadden om kinderen ter adoptie te plaatsen in
buitenlandse en/of Indiase adoptiegezinnen. Via deze tehuizen wilde ik toegang krijgen tot moeders
die voor het dilemma stonden om hun kind wel of niet af te staan. De eerste verrassing, na het
betreden van deze instituten, was dat het merendeel van de kinderen was afgestaan door getrouwde
ouders. Dit verklaarde tevens dat de baby’s in de instituten veelal meisjes waren – die in veel gevallen
minder gewenst zijn dan jongetjes.
Tijdens mijn veldwerk koos ik er toch voor om me te richten op de ‘categorie’ moeders die al
sinds enkele decennia werden aangemerkt als de biologische moeders245 van ter adoptie afgestane
kinderen: de ongehuwde moeders.

Inductief, reflexief, activistisch
Er was, behalve de bovengenoemde oneliners, geen informatie over motieven van moeders om
hun kind wel of niet af te staan. Inductief, kwalitatief onderzoek was daarom de meest aangewezen
methode. Het vroeg veel tijd om contacten te leggen en vertrouwen te winnen. Om deze reden
besloeg het veldwerk een periode van twee jaar.
In mijn ontmoetingen met de moeders en ook tijdens het schrijfproces, maakte ik keuzes: ik
interpreteerde, analyseerde, benadrukte, confronteerde, vroeg door, of juist niet. Deze beslissingen
zijn mijn verantwoordelijkheid en het expliciet maken van deze keuzes was een vereiste bij het
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beoefenen van deze vorm van reflexieve antropologie (Nencel 2001: 74).
Ik wilde de omstandigheden van vrouwen veranderen en bijdragen aan verbetering.
Meestal kon ik echter geen rol van betekenis spelen of effectief interveniëren. Onder mijn ogen, en
in mijn ogen vaak onnodig, verloren moeders hun kinderen, kinderen hun moeders en kinderen in
tehuizen zelfs hun levens. Desondanks creëerde ik een ‘podium’ voor moeders. Ik probeerde de derde
en meest onderbelichte partij van de adoptiedriehoek, de biologische moeders, voor het voetlicht
te brengen. In die zin kan mijn rol worden gezien als een vorm van ‘advocacy’; advocacy zie ik als
onderdeel van actieonderzoek.

Hoeveel vrouwen?
In totaal deden 52 vrouwen mee in dit onderzoek. 29 Moeders terwijl ze, zwanger of net bevallen, nog
midden in het proces van afstand-doen stonden. De interviews met deze vrouwen vonden plaats in of
rond de setting waar de vrouwen op dat moment verbleven, (de NGOs met een adoptievergunning).
Ik ontmoette negen moeders die zichzelf als ‘ongehuwd’ bestempelden maar hun kind niet hadden
afgestaan. Ook ontmoette ik zeven moeders die, na een formele of informele echtscheiding, hun
kind(eren) als alleenstaande ouder grootbrachten. Daarnaast sprak ik zeven moeders die terugkeken
op hun besluit, van jaren daarvoor, om afstand te doen.

Ambiguïteit
De (aanstaande) moeders die bereid waren om hun levensverhalen en ervaringen te delen, lieten
ling.nl in de sectie ‘Achtergronden India’)
245 Ook wel natuurlijke moeder, afstandsmoeder, oorspronkelijke moeder of geboortemoeder genoemd.
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een enorme diversiteit zien in feiten en accenten. Hun verhalen zijn onmogelijk te generaliseren. Een
wel generaliseerbaar gegeven was het feit dat elke individuele vrouw ambiguïteit toonde. Waaruit
bestond deze ambiguïteit? Met deze vraag als uitgangspunt zal ik hieronder de institutionele sfeer
samenvatten waarin vrouwen tot hun besluit moesten komen.

Onderhandelbare huwelijkse staat
‘De tāli maakt het verschil,’ legt Florina, mijn assistente, me uit. ‘Als een man bij een
vrouw een tāli heeft omgeknoopt, dan zal deze vrouw zichzelf beschouwen als getrouwd
met die man.’ ‘Zo werkt het niet’ nuanceert Meenaksi. ‘Iedere man kan, waar dan ook,
zijn minnares een tāli omknopen om haar op haar gemak te stellen en haar schaamte te
beperken, maar dat wil nog niet zeggen dat ze getrouwd zijn.’ (citaat uit Hoofdstuk 1)
In de literatuur, maar ook in het dagelijkse leven, zien mensen zichzelf meestal hetzij als ongetrouwd
hetzij als getrouwd. Een huwelijksritueel, waaronder het omknopen van de tāli, markeert de overgang
naar de gehuwde status. Voor Hindoes is het huwelijk een sacrament246 met ingrijpende gevolgen
voor het huidige leven maar ook voor volgende levens.
Het grootste deel van de volwassen Indiërs is onomstreden gehuwd of ongehuwd. De
schande van ongehuwd moederschap werd benadrukt als reden waarom Indiase moeders hun
kinderen afstaan ter adoptie. Verschillende moeders interpreteerden hun “huwelijkse status” echter
op een flexibele en praktische wijze en zo kwam een grijs gebied tussen gehuwd en ongehuwd
in beeld. Deze vrouwen beschreven hoe zij een dergelijke status hadden bereikt, die niet in de
dichotomie gehuwd - ongehuwd in te passen viel. Deze ambiguïteit in de “huwelijkse” status bood
onderhandelingsruimte aan vrouwen, hun familie en ook aan de maatschappelijk werksters die hen
begeleidden.

Afstand doen?
Selvi, twintig jaar nadat ze een afstandsverklaring ondertekende:
‘We hebben hetzelfde bloed door onze aderen stromen. Ik weet zeker dat hij nog steeds
de geur van Madras bij zich draagt.’ (citaat uit Hoofdstuk 2)
Bloedverwantschap, en vooral het bloed dat een moeder met haar kind deelt, heeft voor Tamils heel
veel betekenis (Kapadia 1995). Het bloed dat moeders en kinderen delen staat bij uitstek symbool
voor een unieke relatie en deze betekenis, opgeteld bij de culturele betekenis van de notie ‘moeder’
in bredere zin, impliceert dat een moeder onvervangbaar is en dat moederschap levenslang duurt.
Moeders ervaren, ook nadat ze een afstandsverklaring hebben ondertekend, dat het betreffende
kind nog steeds hun kind is. In hun beleving staan ze slechts de zorg voor hun kind af, niet het kind
zelf, omdat moederschap niet overdraagbaar is.
Het Haags Adoptieverdrag (1993) stelt dat de mogelijkheid voor een kind om op te groeien
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bij de oorspronkelijke familie de voorkeur verdient. Nog voordat dit internationale verdrag van kracht
werd in India247, was het Indiase adoptiebeleid al expliciet over deze prioriteit. 248 Als een moeder
mogelijkheden ziet om zelf haar kind groot te brengen, verdient die mogelijkheid de voorkeur. In
de praktijk krijgt het behouden van deze relatie echter geen prioriteit als het vrouwen betreft die
geclassificeerd worden als ongehuwd. Tijdens het veldwerk drong zich in toenemende mate de
metafoor ‘fuik’ aan me op. Wanneer een ongehuwd zwangere vrouw zich eenmaal binnen de muren
van een NGO bevond, leek er geen weg meer terug. Een onomkeerbaar besluit tot het doen van
afstand, met ingrijpende gevolgen voor minstens twee mensenlevens, werd soms in een paar uur
genomen.
‘De vrouw die me doorverwees naar deze organisatie zei me al meteen dat ik de baby
zou moeten achterlaten en toen ik hier aankwam werd bevestigd dat afstand doen een
voorwaarde was.’
De heersende opvattingen buiten en binnen de muren van de NGOs worden gedomineerd door een
seksuele moraal die inhoudt dat ongehuwd moederschap getuigt van zedenloosheid. Als een moeder
afstand doet van haar kind, heeft zowel de moeder als het kind kans op rehabilitatie. Deze boodschap
wordt helder en onmiskenbaar gecommuniceerd binnen het instituut. Dezelfde organisatie die voor
adoptie bemiddelt biedt de vrouw, zolang ze zich conformeert aan de geschreven en ongeschreven
regels, rust en een vriendelijke sfeer. Loyaliteit, afhankelijkheid en dankbaarheid blijken vaak van invloed
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op de besluitvorming. Het afstaan van haar baby is de prijs die een moeder betaalt voor haar opvang.
Moeders zien tijdens hun verblijf dat de baby’s naar rijke mensen gaan en ze weten dat deze
mensen voor een baby betalen. De moeders veronderstellen dat ze een aanzienlijk bedrag zouden
moeten betalen om zelf hun kind te kunnen houden, vergelijkbaar met het bedrag dat adoptieouders
betalen voor een baby. De stafleden van de betreffende NGOs ontkenden dat moeders moeten betalen
om hun kinderen te houden. Het feit echter dat moeders veronderstellen dat ze moeten betalen en
het gegeven dat dit niet wordt ontkracht, is van grote invloed op het besluitvormingsproces.

Geld
‘Als je iets verkoopt, dan ben je het kwijt en wordt de koper de eigenaar. Ik heb nooit
geld gekregen voor mijn kind, dus is mijn kind van mij.’ (citaat uit Hoofdstuk 2)
Adoptie is een miljoenenindustrie. Talloze NGOs, in zendende en ontvangen landen, kunnen bestaan
dankzij adoptie. Het plaatsen van baby’s in adoptiegezinnen is zelfs lucratief.249 In het politiek correcte
debat presenteren NGOs met een adoptievergunning zich als non-profit organisaties. Het geld dat
247
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adoptieouders betalen wordt verondersteld slechts de gemaakte onkosten te dekken. Dat neemt niet
weg dat veel mensen, in zendende en ontvangende landen, in hun levensonderhoud voorzien door
te bemiddelen in adoptie. Goede adopties zijn, zo staat geformuleerd in internationale afspraken en
verdragen, een interventie uitsluitend gericht op het belang van het kind. 250 Mijn onderzoek toont
echter aan dat adoptie als interventie om kinderen uit de tehuizen te halen een aanzuigende werking
heeft. De moeders die meewerkten lieten zien hoe het hedendaagse legale adoptiesysteem druk
veroorzaakte op hun besluit om hun kind af te staan.

Moeders als actoren
Vasuki, een ongehuwde moeder die haar tienjarige dochter zelf grootbrengt:
‘De mensen respecteren me omdat ik het aandurf om mijn kind zelf groot te brengen. Ik
voed mijn kind goed op. (..) Ik aborteerde het niet en doodde mijn kind niet met vergif
of op andere wijze. De mensen zijn blij dat ik mijn kind houd en omwille van mijn kind
bij haar blijf. Ze respecteren me omdat ik deze uitdaging in mijn leven aanga.’ (citaat uit
Hoofdstuk 4)
Moederschap maakt vrouwen kwetsbaar en is tevens een bron van macht (Schrijvers 1986, 1993,
Steenbeek 1995, den Uyl 1992). De betekenis van moederschap bleek een belangrijk instrument
in het rehabilitatieproces van vrouwen die ervoor kozen om hun kind – tegen de dominante
sociale en culturele normen in - zelf op te voeden zonder getrouwd te zijn. Het benadrukken van
hun onvoorwaardelijke, vanuit cultureel perspectief heilige, moederliefde, zelfontkenning en
zelfopoffering waren hierbij cruciale elementen.
Waarom verkozen deze ongehuwde moeders een dergelijk ingewikkeld bestaan boven
andere beschikbare mogelijkheden zoals abortus of infanticide? Een belangrijke factor bleek dat zij
onder ogen zagen dat hun gemeenschap, familie en/of dorps- of wijkgenoten, op de hoogte waren
van de ‘verboden zwangerschap’. Een belangrijk gegeven met betrekking tot deze moeders was ook
dat zij nooit in aanraking waren gekomen met een instituut waar ze hun kind ter adoptie hadden
kunnen afstaan. In die zin was het grootbrengen geen bewuste keuze geweest, maar een gevolg van
een niet beschikbare optie.
Als moeders presenteerden zij zich zelfverzekerd en met trots. Uit hun houding sprak een
diepe overtuiging over de juistheid van hun beslissing. Dit is niet wat ik observeerde bij moeders
die hun kind afstonden. Behalve pijn en verdriet bespeurde ik bij hen weliswaar opluchting over
het feit dat ze het kind konden achterlaten, maar deze opluchting kwam regelrecht voort uit de
panieksituatie waarin zij verkeerden. Moeders die hun kind grootbrachten bleken de belangrijkste
actoren in hun eigen rehabilitatieproces. Moeders die hun kind gingen afstaan, of in het verleden
hadden afgestaan, waren defensief naar mij toe, naar mensen in hun omgeving (als deze mensen op
de hoogte waren), naar hun afgestane kinderen (die nog steeds in hun gedachten waren) en wellicht
nog het meest naar zichzelf.
Ongehuwde moeders die hun kind, tegen de stroom in, zelf grootbrachten benadrukten
250

Het Haags Adoptieverdrag is gebaseerd op de Universele Rechten van het Kind.

Nederlandse samenvatting

275

met regelmaat hoe zij het slachtoffer waren geworden. Als kuise jonge vrouwen werden ze, indertijd,
geacht om naïef en afwachtend te zijn. Dit verklaarde waarom ze de seksuele intenties van de
mannen niet hadden doorzien en zo werd hun onschuld er de oorzaak van dat onbetrouwbare
mannen hen hadden kunnen misleiden en verraden. Deze vrouwen presenteerden zich dus als
slachtoffer van hun kuisheid, wat voor hen effectiever bleek dan het benadrukken van hun eigen
assertiviteit en autonomie. Slachtofferschap werd gebruikt om onderhandelingsruimte te creëren.
Naar de buitenwereld toe verkleinden deze vrouwen hun aansprakelijkheid en verantwoordelijkheid,
zij vergrootten begrip en respect en reduceerden daarmee de kans op ridiculisering.

Schaamte
Ongehuwde moeder met een baby van een week oud:
‘[B: mijn vader zei tegen me:] “Ik liet je vrij en dat moet ik nu met deze schande bekopen.
Wat kan ik tegen de mensen zeggen? Ik durf niemand meer onder ogen te komen. Ik had
niet verwacht dat je me dit zou aandoen.” Hij moest huilen nadat hij dit tegen me had
gezegd.’ (citaat uit Hoofdstuk 3)
Een voorhuwelijkse zwangerschap is een catastrofe voor de moeder en haar verwanten. Dit gegeven
werd bevestigd in alle interviews met ongehuwde moeders. Een voorhuwelijkse zwangerschap
beschadigt het familieprestige (kauravam). De vrouwen zelf benadrukten niet zozeer schaamte
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over hun seksualiteit: ‘Het enige wat me zorgen baart is hoe ik mijn familie weer onder ogen kan
komen. Zullen ze nog evenveel om me geven als voorheen? Ik voel me zo schuldig dat ik hen dit heb
aangedaan.’ Schuldgevoelens waren dominant en duidden op de schaamte voor wat ze hun naaste
familieleden hadden aangedaan.

Proces van besluitvorming
Een zwangere vrouw, in de periode dat ze zich voorbereidt op het doen van afstand:
‘Ik vertelde mijn moeder dat ik het kind zelf wilde houden, maar ze zei: “Nee, nee, geef
het weg. God zal ons bijstaan”.’
Moeders die meewerkten aan dit onderzoek waren ingebed in sociale, familiale en/of institutionele
netwerken. De gevolgen van hun zwangerschap, evenals de gevolgen van de beslissing om een
kind af te staan of zelf groot te brengen, reikten verder dan individueel belang. Dit is een belangrijk
gegeven, omdat deze moeders hiërarchisch gezien over weinig macht beschikten.
De moeders lieten zien hoe hun familieleden, de staf van een NGO, of een combinatie van
beiden, het proces van besluitvorming beïnvloedden, aanstuurden of helemaal overnamen. Feitelijk
is het ook een beslissing als een moeder bewust voor deze passieve rol kiest. Ik ontmoette echter
moeders die, helemaal tegen hun wil, tot het besluit werden gedwongen om hun kind af te staan. Het
opofferen van individuele belangen, inclusief het belang van haar kind, was bedoeld om de relatie
met familieleden te kunnen behouden of te beschermen.
In een proces van afstand en adoptie conflicteren in veel gevallen de belangen van de
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moeder en haar (andere) familieleden. Een goede communicatie tussen deze partijen is van groot
belang. Ik observeerde echter weinig contact. De zwangere, of net bevallen, vrouwen leefden
gedurende hun verblijf in de NGO geïsoleerd van familie. Zij doorleefden hun situatie in eenzaamheid
en overwogen de pro’s en contra’s van het doen van afstand grotendeels zonder afstemming of
overleg. Familieleden kwamen incidenteel op bezoek, maar tijdens bezoeken werd overleg en
contact tussen belanghebbenden niet adequaat geïnitieerd en werden besluitvormingsprocessen
als regel niet gedeeld of op elkaar afgestemd. Familieleden hielden vaak hun pasgeboren verwant
op afstand en ontweken de mogelijkheid om hun dochter, zuster of nicht in haar rol van moeder te
observeren en te ervaren. Een confrontatie met de realiteit werd dus uit de weg gegaan juist door de
personen die vaak een groot deel, zo niet het hele proces van besluitvorming, hadden bepaald.

Ontmoeting met afgestaan kind
´(..) over 18 jaar zal mijn kind bij me terugkomen(..). Ik zal op haar wachten. Ik zal wachten
op de dag dat ze bij me terugkomt.´ (citaat uit Hoofdstuk 2)
De reacties van individuele vrouwen bij het onderwerp ‘toekomstige ontmoeting’ liepen uiteen.
Veel moeders spraken de wens uit om hun kind in de toekomst terug te zien. De adoptiedossiers
van ongehuwde moeders en hun kinderen zijn en blijven echter gesloten. Zoekacties worden op
deze manier door zowel de Nederlandse als de Indiase bemiddelende organisaties ontmoedigd en
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gedwarsboomd.

Beschouwing
Ondanks internationale verdragen, en nationale wet- en regelgeving op het gebied van afstand
en adoptie gelden in de dagelijkse praktijk andere regels. Binnen de NGOs blijken conventionele
overtuigingen over “de seksuele moraal” en financiële belangen een doorslaggevende rol te spelen bij
de begeleiding van ongehuwde moeders. Afstand doen wordt zo voor veel moeders de enige optie.
Deze studie laat de vrouwen zelf aan het woord over hun uiterst complexe besluitvormingsproces.
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