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From Cross-Cousin Marriage to Sister Exchange Marriage:
Analysis of Puberty and Marriage Rituals in a Tamil Fishing Village, Sri Lanka

ABSTRACT

This article aims to understand the performative functions of puberty and marriage
rituals in a Tamil fishing village on the western coast of Sri Lanka, where fieldwork was
conducted from June 1982 to November 1983. R.Needham proposes to analyse
prescriptive marriage systems in terms of category, rules, and behaviour. Category refers
to the specific kinship (relational) terminology. Rules tell us whom to marry and whom not
to, and are relevant to the organization of kin. Behaviour is the observable marriage
pattern, which is the object of statistical analysis. Furthermore, Needham emphasises that
there is no internal connection among these three. What seems to be lacking in his
proposal is the dimension of ritual practices. How do they fit in? According to the analysis
of data, puberty ritual alone shows a strong preference towards cross-cousin marriage,
while marriage ritual tells us the significance of the consanguineous bond between a
bridegroom and his sister, and between a bride and her brother, or the affinal bond
between a bridegroom and his wife’s brother, and between a bride and her husband’s
sister. The marriage ritual does not tell whether their marriage is a cross-cousin marriage
or not. Rather it expects a future sister-exchange marriage. So rituals do not mystify the
real situation or transform it into the ideal marriage expressed by the kinship terminology,

but remain vague about the levels of behaviour.

Key Words: rite of passage, Dravidian kinship terminology, marriage



