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ABSTRACT The shape and character of farnily life un-
dergo change or ransformation to a large extent throwgh
sacial networks, specifically afier traumatic life events like
widowhood. Widowhood destabilises normal life m the
absence of the core supporier and siability is restored by
substitutive networks. Under these circumsiances ihe type
of network supportive or disruptive, or loss of network has
a wital rele in the well-being of widows. Though informa-
tion pertaining io supportive network and ns fregght m vari-
ous dimensions has been well documented i the lieratune,
prevalenee of kin relations and the issue of conflict par-
tizularly with available obligatory kin - affinal and consan-
guineows kin in rural communities remaing unexplored. The
paper focuses on the patterns and processes of conflict pre-
vatling berween rural widow's and their affinal and con-
sanguineous kin, An atiempd is also made to identify the
impariance of finer distinctions in the measures of confhict.
The data utilised for the paper is drawn from a larger stady
an* Rural Widow's Social Suppor and Metwark®. The $tudy
was camied out in bwo rural blocks of Western Tamil Nadu
with multicrop farming. By asimg purposive sampling wech-
nigue 307 widows wene identified and interviewed with the
help of a sehedule. Village Administrative Officials and
Agriculiural Extension workers were the main source of
informants for identification.

Conflict permeates personal relationships
with kin, both affinal and consanguineous, usu-
ally arising out of a gap between the perceived
and received support. The processes involved
in the manifestation of conflict and the major
antecedents of antagonism between widows and
their affines, usually relating to sharing common
property and resources and their inheritance of
duc share, are described. In assoziation with
proximity, denial of cooperation vis-a-vis shar-
ing common resources entails conflict with their
affines frequently. On the other hand, once the
widows demand property from the parental side,
a serious reconsideration of traditional obliga-
tions to widows on the part of consanguines,
particularly brothers, is observed as a major is-
sue underlying strained relationships. A gradual

shift from gencralized reciprocity to balanced
reciprocity is also noted among them.

Increasingly social scientists acknowledge
the fact that the shape and character of family
life undergo change or transformation to a large
extent through social networks, specifically af-
ter traumatic life events like widowhood. The
specificity of life events and the reciprocal ef-
fects of personal networks and life events are
mast evident in the area of social support (Cohen
and Mckay, 1984; Pearlin, 1985). The commu-
nity within which widows reside - rural or ur-
ban, is important in determining the status and
life of widows. Mot all aspects of the society and
culture are available as resourees for the com-
munity. The type of family lineage, including
mate selection, nature of marmiage, parental roles,
and the manner in which the marital unit is em-
bedded in a larger kin network and in other so-
cial units influence widowhood and the support
systems. The ways in which the widows cope
with life event depends on changes within rela-
tionships and networks. Some relationships are
likely to diminish or end completely while oth-
ers may become more satisfying. Although in-
dividuals may differ in how much their network
is affected by widowhood almost everyone ex-
perience some degree of change.

Eecent investigations have established that
social support promotes well-being, while inter-
fering or rejecting networks as well as loss of
networks are likely 1o create distress. Networks
may be categorised into (a) effective - monitor-
ing , maintaining and wheén necessary restoring
the well-being of its members and their families
(b} those which are ineffective in these functions
for a variety of reasons and (c) those which can
be shown 1o be actively destructive on the well-
being of the individuals and their families. A
varying pattern is also prevalent with the
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duplication of potentially and antagonistic ties
which are more common among close kin. If re-
lationships tend to be exclusively conflictual it
might be relatively easy for an individual to ex-
tricate oneself from such relationships, However
relationships are more complex than that among
kin in rural communities. If a relationship pro-
vides support as well as antagonism and proxi-
mate then exit from such relationships may be
more difficult.

In earlier studies antagonism refers to those
individuals who are demanding, disappointing
and upsetting. On widowhood, society and indi-
viduals change their definitions on needs and re-
sources. To meet these needs, support systems
mst remain flexible. Social and individual prob-
lems develop a person and his or her associates
differ as to the support each needs and as to the
best way of meeting these needs, Conflict be-
tween expectations and reality can be a problem
in all social interactions, but it becomes more
acute in situations where a person sees them crifi-
cal enough to warrant special attention. This is
often the case with persons recovering from a
shattering experience, such as the loss of a sig-
nificant other. Problems with support systems
can also arise when changes in outlook or
disorganising events in one’s life make past sup-
ports and the way they are organised seem un-
satisfactory or dysfunctional. Finally problems
with support exchanges can anse il the person
is seen by associates as somehow different or
unable to participate ‘normally’ in conventional
interaction, The social discrimination of widows
in terms of stigma attached to widowhood, in-
heritance rights, privileges etc., are vulnerable
areas of conflict for rural farming widows.

A few research questions are raised here to
have a deeper understanding on conflict. Arc
there broader measures of conflict? Alternatively
are they ‘normal’ aspects of interaction result-
ing in indifferent or neutral feelings? Earlier re-
search findings have stressed the importance of
finer distinctions of antagonistic relationships
which may provide precise conclusions regard-
ing the role of ‘conflict” in social networks. Are
antagonistic ties kin related? Affinal or consan-
guine? However due to the prevalence of kin
relations in social networks, this remains an un-
derstudied vet a potential avenue for research.

Though information peraining to supportive ties
and its freight in various dimensions has been
well documented in the literature, predominance
of kin relations and the issue of conflict particu-
larly with available obligatory kin- affinal and
consanguineous kin in rural communities re-
mains unexplored. The paper focuses on the
patterns and processes of conflict prevailing
among rural widows and their affinal and con-
sanguineous kin. An attemnpt is also made to iden-
tify the nuances of such conflict processes.
The data utilised for the stady is drawn from
a larger study on ‘Rural Widow's Social Sup-
port and MNetwork'. The study was carried out
between Jan - Dec 1996 in two rural blocks of
western Tamil Nadu with multicrop farming. Re-
spondents were spread in 48 revenue villages
and by using purposive sampling technique 307
widows who were predominantly cultivators
were identified. Information pertaining to wid-
owhood, support and network were collected
through personal interviews with the help of a
schedule. Village Administrative Officials and
Agricultural extension workers were the local
informants in identifying the respondents.

Patterns of Kinship Association

The paper has examined the primary kinship
networks of the widowed. Compared with affi-
nal kin, consanguinecus Kin are involved to a
greater extent of support exchanges to widows
based largely on obligation, In general reral com-
munities are still in the midst of traditional Kin-
ship system where obligation are buttressed by
specific rules on rights and obligations. Whereas
the relationship with husband's kin are allowed
to disintegrate and are often characterised by the
potential for tension and conflict. Strained rela-
tionships are specific to certain subnetworks of
the consanguineous kin. The type of problem
experienced by widows with different catego-
ries are largely dependent on the areas in which
they deal and where mutual exchanges takes
place.

Property Disputes '

Prior to widowhood the affinal kin occupied
& primary position in the activities of the family
which were anchored mainly by the husband. A
majority of the problems with afflines center
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Table 13 Canflicting and passive thes of aflinal and consanguinecus kin

Affines Consmaguines

Sl Network  Comflicring ties Pagsive Hes Sl Nerwork  Conflicting tiex Pazgive ties

M 2% Ni ] N % M k-
Fil 14 1.57 13 1.83 Fath 4 0.36 17 1.54
=56 N=0d
il I8 5.36 e 3 195 Math 7 0.64 38 144
N=102 N=174
il &7 12.27 73 10,30 Broth 4% 4.36 o1 827
N=176 =424
Husi &6 12.13 144 20.59 Sist 14 1.27 1é& 10,54
W=175 =
Taotal Ties Available = 709 Total TiesAvailable = 1101
Fil - Father-in-law Fath Father
Mil = Mother-in-law Moth Mother
Bil - Brother-in-law Biroth Brothes
Husi - Hushand's Sister Sist Hister

around the partitioning of land and economic
transactions usually arising out of gap in the
perceived and received support. Frictions in
legal division of land with in-laws persist in a
few families even before widowhood. On wid-
owhood the pending  problems might get inten-
sified for a few while some widows initiate steps
to receive their due share only after widowhood,
In course of such dealings widows end up strain-
ing their relationships with in-laws as a result of
prolonged controversies regarding inheritance of
property, receipt of poor share of land or on fil-
ing legal suit for want of share, Generally the
widows who have problem with the in-laws feel
that they try to ‘suppress’ and *deceive’ them
‘unsympathetically’.

Widows expect their in-laws to be generous
and fair in parting with the traditional property.
In majerity of cases the widows are not satisfied
by the process and type of property received and
they feel deprived. A few childless widows and
widows without male issues have reported that
they have been denied ownership to property.
Repeated attempts at their level for amicable
solutions usually fail and they are forced o seek
other remedies. They usually represent it to their
primary kith and kin in the initial stages. Nego-
tiations and mediations are carried out through
the first and second degree lineage'clan mem-
bers. During disputes antagonistic groups have
their respective primary groups as supportive
members to express their sirength and solidar-
ity. When the problems seem acute, community

leaders and village heads cutting across villages
are invited for settlement. While those who can
afford or who have supportive persons to afford
seek legal remedies. Long after the settlement
of disputes the members of each group keep in
mind the grudges and mutual exchanges between
the groups become non-existent.

In cases where property disputes have been
the cause of spouses death, the widows and her
primary kin avoid any close relationship with
affinal kin and the ties are viewed only as active
negative ties, Consequently widows are not
given any share, forced to leave the house or
sell the property and denial of decuments etc.,
and few claim that they have invested large
amount in land and only on clearing the debis
the land could be partitioned,

In such instances, the widow and her chil-
dren may withdraw themselves totally from af-
final kin and wait for the children to grow be-
fore they venture to claim the share again, While
some settle down in the in-laws place either alone
or along with the consanguineous kin though the
in-laws continue to be a constant source of prob-
lem. Disputes persisting for long have enabled
sufficient time for the in-laws to tamper with the
records.

In a few cases the in-laws accused the wid-
ows as responsible for her hushand’s death and
quuote it a5 a reason to ‘deceive” her of the prop-

Widows who had been married to distant
places and experienced short span of marital life
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dispose of the land and migrate to natal place.
In due course they lose contact with the affines.

Al times problems are serious only between
few members of the primary affinal kin. Prob-
lems are likely to arise between male siblings of
the deceased and widows in sharing the subsis-
tence amount paid to the elderly parents in law,
Though the parents in law are not inclined to
receive direct financial support from the wid-
ows, the male siblings in law insist on their con-
tribution since they also form part of the share
holdings. Similarly occasional consideration by
patenis-in-law to give extra or better share to
widows in meted with serious opposition. Vio-
lation of such refusals may end up in conflict
within them.

Problems in Sharing Common Resources and
Co-operation for Joint Activities

Many affinal kin are residentially proximate
and joint owners of common resources due to
segmentation of traditional property. Conflicts
over petty issues is almost a day to day phenom-
enon and joint ownership are a fiertile ground to
trigger such problems. Common areas of dis-
putes involve demarcation of common bound-
arics, path, felling of trees in common border,
grazing of livestock, maintaining common
fences, lack of flexibility in sharing commuon
resources etc.

In joint dealing occasions may arise in which
widows enlist co-operation of conflicting ties
such as geiting a signature for loans or for dis-
posing land. When sifuations are conducive
strained ties become disruptive and possibility
of receiving support from such ties are rare.
Disputes over inberited debts are also common,

Demands and Interference

On widowhood many widows either wish to
stay with consanguineous kin or as a subnuclear
unit but some in-laws insist the widows to stay in
joint families along with them. Generally after
widowhood the widows are under the grip of un-
due fear that may be ‘exploited” in terms of ser-
vice and “property”. Based on these widows refuse
to comply with their wish which is likely to cre-
ate strained relationships among the affines.

Imstances are common where in-laws inter-
fere and exercise authority in the day to day ac-

tivities of cultivation, rearing children and their
life style. Certain relationships turmn negative
when they are not consulted for important deci-
510N5.

At tirnes when demand for labour is high and
essential strained in-laws stop the labour force
and play a role in increasing their labour charges.

In circumstances where consanguineous kin
stay with the widows for support, the affinal
kin accuse them of surviving on the deceased
persons resources. Often the widowhood sta-
tus becomes handy for verbal abuse and utilize
it to subdue the widows whe often become emo-
tionally sensitive to such situations. Direct
problems with sister's in law are few but nega-
tive relationships with other members of affines
influence the relationship between widows and
their sister in law's. Instances are liberally
quoted where the sister in law’s are also part of
those who spread rumours and unnecessary
BOSsip.

MNegative relationships with menfolk are fo-
cused on property and economic fransactions
while verbal abuse and issues over petty matters
like evoking instances and larger utilization of
some products find a place in conflicts among
WOmen,

Oceasional overlaps of support and antago-
nism are also evident, Though negative relation-
ships prevail among the affines, security for
young children and emergency support are fre-
quently provided.

Though, the problems quoted in various di-
mensions are vital in influencing the well-be-
ing of widows, the source and nature of prob-
lems are not totally unique to the widows. The
dimensions and potential problems come into
open and persons take liberty in victimising the
widows in the absence of a core supporter. In
intact families, the problems would have been
faced by the husband and direct involvement
by women are generally low. In the absence of
hushand, widows expect their hushand's kin to
be ‘considerate’, ‘empathetic’ and provide a
minimum level of services which could be per-
formed by any ‘unrelated” person. When they
are perceived to fail even in providing mini-
mum support expected of someone not related
ties concerned in this circle become strong
negative ties.
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Table 2: Major arcas of confict with affines and
consanguines

Areas of conflics Affines Consanguires
M. H Mo H

Econornic Dispute 13 6178 24 128E

Traditional

Obligations A .22 5 26.03

Reciprocity 4 1.7 15 20.55

Interpersonal

Relationships 55 1444 ] .22

Megativity along with

Anchorage Persons 22 978 9 1233

Total 225 T

Fit Between Perceived and Received Support
from Consanguines

Consanguineous Kin are tied to the respon-
dent by the bond of obligation and relationships
are governed by reciprocity. While affines are
the most common problematic ties, consanguin-
eous kin are the primary source of support, more
appropriately claimed as obligatory ties. The
presence or absence of consanguineous kin is
itself a major factor associated with measures of
well-being. It is the culture of the society and
general expectation of the widows to consider
the consanguineous kin as the primary source
of support. The norm of obligation is fostered in
agrarian communities due to short marriage dis-
tance and cross cousin marriages.

Problems with consanguineous kin revolve
around situations in which they fail to fulfill
obligatory functions. Frictions with available
parents are generally infrequent but they arise
in situations when they are *inconsiderate’ and
refuse to function in cerfain core roles where they
are expected to perform in the first category.
Relationships were strained when parents re-
fused to join their living arrangements nor took
any imitiative for providing alternative arrange-
ments, particularly when they had young chil-
dren, daughters even if not very young and wher.
they reside in farm houses. In some families
though the parents stay with the widows for
sometime they constantly express their inclina-
tion to join the son which they feel prestigious
in confarmity with the cultural orientations. The
relationships undergo changes with parents when
they visit the widows infrequently or show less
concern,

The wsual conflicting relationships among
consanguines are with their own brothers, Wid-
ows expect high level of support from the brath-
ers and local cultural idioms like proverbs also
reinforce the importance and rights and obliga-
tions of male siblings. In reality when contra-
dicting activities are observed gap persists in
perceived and received support.

The reduced visits by brothers following wid-
owhood for fear of being burdened with respon-
sibilities or support 15 a noted phenomenon for
strained relationships, parents generally gift
daughters on various occasions like marriage of
their children, house warming ceremonies etc.
and with their death or ageing the traditional
obligations are passed on to the male sibs and
widows also take liberty to seek such gifts from
them. In such situations when the male siblings
explicitly refuse cordial relationships become
strained. With legal provisions for property rights
to daughters, a serious reconsideration on tradi-
tional ohligations has been set in motion by male
siblings. When widows are not in a position to
receive any support or gifts they resont to claim-
ing a share in the parental property either alone
or with other female siblings and such situations
turns out to be a potential area for conflict,

Megative relationships are minimum among
sisters since the relationships are not governed
by the norm obligation. Extension of support op-
erates more on a voluntaristic principle as among
friends.

Morm of Reciprocity

Different types of reciprocity operate be-
tween parent-child dyvad and sibling-sibling
dyad. Generalised reciprocity or pure gift is the
operating principle between parent-child dyad
where by hospitality and aid are given withowt
conscious consideration of an equal or time
bound return. On the other hand, balanced reci-
procity- a more or less direct and equitable form
of reciprocity is operational between siblings,
In this precise accounting, there is less tolerance
of a one way flow of benefits, hence relation-
ships are more easily disrupted if the flow be-
comes inequitable. If inequities arise, failure to
reciprocate not only violates social expectation
but also provides the rationale for dissolving the
relationship. It could also be observed from the
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findings that parents and siblings well fit into
the respective principles of reciprociry. Failure
to reciprocate and inequal reciprocity on the part
of widows is a major area for loss of support
and strained relationships.

In societies practicing cross-cousin alliances
exchange of brides and bridegrooms between
brothers and sisters is also a potential area for
conflict, A few cases of strained relationships
were gited when male siblings sought the wid-
ows children as marital partners for their chil-
dren or for themselves. Refusal to oblige to such
proposals often evoke criticism and strained not
only among the male sibs but also among the
parents. Cross cousin marriages are viewed as a
long term support for the widows and are gener-
ally wished and mooted by the parents. Such
disapprovals are followed by discontinued sup-
port and criticisms that widows should have
some sense of gratitude.

Sometimes, the reverse is also true when wid-
ows seck alliance for her children from the broth-
ers family. Acceptance of such proposals are
only few while many express their refusal indi-
rectly due to the lower status of the widows or
due to availability of better suitars for their chil-
dren from outside as result of which the widows
feel offended and harmonious relationships may
become strained.

Expectations of economi¢ support and ser-
vices or calculativeness by the male sib also
hinder the cordial relationships. Provision of un-
conditional support by siblings is only a myth.

Problems in Transactions

Widows generally trust primary kin, particu-
larly brothers for routine transactions due to the
approachability without cultural prescriptions
and proscriptions and act as potential supporter
in place of the husband, Many widows entrust
the total management and vital issues to their
brothers, Sometimes the male siblings utilise this
opportunity and spend the money extravaganily
and draw the widow into debiz and misuse the
trust. Breach of trust by primary obligatory ties
become a trivial issue emotionally and materi-
ally.

Problems in Interpersonal Relationship

With changes in living arrangement to

consanguines place many widows express that
they are treated with lower dignity and they lack
freedom to be on their own in certain issues and
few regret for resorting to such an option. They
are expected to comply with their directions and
some widows state that their resources and ser-
vices are “exploited’ and such a situation has led
to the suicide of a widow.

Spouses of supportive members also play a
vital role in the smooth conduct and maintenance
of relationships. Nature of treatment by the broth-
ers wife and the indirect expression of not wish-
ing the widows presence along with them and
adjustment problems pose a serious threat to the
cordial relationships among the family members
which ultimately lead to other structural changes
in the family. Widows generally avoid discuss-
ing such problems with their primary kin mem-
bers for fear of creating problems within their
family.

Crther causes though less common, some ex-
press that almost every widow have atleast one
consanguine kin as a core supporter and if such
supportive ties have negative ties, the widow also
turn to be negative towards the group as mark of
closeness towards their supportive members,

CONCLUSION

There are stereotypic ideas in the role of both
consanguines and affines in general and with
respect to support to widows, In reality while
the consanguines tend to be major providers of
positive support, it is the affines who are the
major sources of conflict and social strain, Con-
flict with affines usually revolve around eco-
nomic issues in the process of sharing common
resources or emanate from close proximity, On
the other hand, dissonance in interpreting the
traditional obligations of consanguines is a prin-
ciple source of disruption of these ties. The type
and degree of conflict experienced by rural farm-
ing widows due to gap in perceived and received
support, transformations occourring in traditional
obligation and reciprocity, problems in interper-
sonal relationships, ete, extend far beyond those
reported in literature. Though the conflict assume
a normal aspeet in interaction, the widows are
under constant stress which ultimately affect
their social well-being, Conflicting situations
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play a vital role in altering the composition, strc-
ture and content of network because of close
relationship provided by some ties and joining
of one clique inorder to ensure conlinuous sup-
port. While social intéraction may promote well-
being, a feeling of well-being in itselfl is likely
to increase one's capacity for social interaction
and adaptation to widowhood. More empirical
queries are required in this area. Which group
of widows are closely linked to conflicting net-
work? What are the survival strategies adopted
to cope with conflict? To what extent does con-
fict influence the quantity and quality of sup-
port from network members?
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