























My Family, oil on
plywood (1.22 x 1.22 m) by
the Soviet painter
Aleksandr Grigorievich
Sitnikov.

n many myths, cosmogonies and religions the human age begins with the creation
of a couple—Apsu and Tiamat, Yama and Yami, Adam and Eve. Is this image of
the primordial family unit comprising a man, a woman and their offspring on the

way to becoming a universal model today?

When we look back into history, however, we find larger and more complex family
structures: hordes, clans, tribes, lineages, urban and village communities where several
generations lived and worked together, where the example set by the ancestors
continued to inspire their distant descendants, where the same customs were

perpetuated down the centuries, and where religious cults were deeply rooted.

The family, in the widest sense of the term, is the source and the refuge of its members,
an institution with codes and hierarchies which may be oppressive to some but which
provide a sense of security for all. For thousands of years it has been society’s most
durable link and the most effective means whereby the distinctive

characteristics of a people’s culture have been maintained and transmitted.

But today this link is tending to slacken as the family is increasingly confronted
with the disintegrating forces of modern life. The existence of the small nuclear family
and the single-parent family raises the questions of whether the basic units of society
are everywhere being stripped down to their simplest form of expression and whether
the cultural diversity which they have hitherto vehicled is inexorably yielding ground

to uniformity and monotony.

. A certain tendency for the family to contract is apparent, but the need for community

persists. Perhaps humanity, eternally creative and unpredictable, is engaged in the
painful process of exploring new ways of living in society which will at last reconcile

family solidarity with individual liberty.
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the group. This arrangement may have reflected
a specific mentality that was far removed from
the individualistic tendencies of the West. Other
historians believe that this institution may have
been a form of organization imposed on peasants
by the authorities for administrative or fiscal
reasons. Whatever its origins, among the Russian
peasantry the mir developed a community spirit,
the individual’s attachment to the social group,
in particular the immediate family, and solidari-
ty between different members of the community.

The head of the family was designated in ac-
cordance with the male line of succession. The
responsibility passed from a father to his son or
to the eldest brother, and usually fell to the oldest
man in the household. A matriarchal system
might exist on a provisional basis in the case of
a widow with no adult men in the house.

As his family’s representative at the village
assembly, the domokboziane was responsible for
paying taxes and providing recruits for military
service. His domestic role was to manage com-
mon property and to use the household’s man-
power to work the land, keep the stove supplied
with firewood, repair old buildings and construct
new ones, and maintain tools and equipment. He
was also the arbitrator in family quarrels.

In the early nineteenth century the “big fami-
ly” commonly comprised between twenty-five
and thirty people. The dwelling, which together
with the outbuildings was known as the dvor
(literally, the “yard”), was also home to sons and
their families, unmarried daughters, and various
relatives and friends of the family.

By the end of the century, however, this kind
of arrangement was much less common. Married
sons, after living with their parents for a few
years, would leave the family home and set up
their own “hearth”. Between 1880 and 1890, the
typical village had only seven or eight people in
each dvor. The 1897 census for European Russia
gave an even lower average of 5.9 persons per
household in the countryside.

Marriage as a means
of access to common lands

The authority of the head of the household over
his family was similar to that of the emperor over
his subjects, a relationship cast in the image of
divine power. The autocratic power of the head
of the family is evoked by an ancient proverb
which says, “The master in his house is like the
Khan in the Crimea”. The obedience due to the
head of the family was an extension of the respect
shown to old people. “Where there’s white hair,
there’s reason”, says another proverb.

The power of the domokhoziane was not,
however, absolute, for it was customary for him
to consult the “family council” before taking par-
ticularly important decisions. This council, con-
sisting of the married men of the household,
could in certain exceptional circumstances have
him deposed for incompetence or unworthiness.

As in all hierarchical societies based on
patriarchy, it was the norm for men to dominate
women, older members to dominate younger,
and married people to dominate the unmarried.

The unmarried were not considered to be
people in the fullest sense, as indicated by some
of the words used to describe them: a single man
of whatever age was called malyi (a lad), an un-
married woman was known as deyka (a girl). On
marriage they formed part of the adult domestic
community.

Marriage itself was a prerequisite to the use
of communal land. It could be said to replace a
coming of age ceremony, as indicated by the term
muzh, which was formerly used to refer to both
“man” and “husband”. A bobyl, that is a peasant
with neither land nor family, was seen as an un-
fortunate being overwhelmed by fate.

It is not surprising under these circumstances
that Russia had the highest proportion of mar-
ried people in Europe. The 1897 census shows
that in the countryside, only 4 per cent of women
and 3 per cent of men aged between 40 and 50
years remained single. And people married
young. For a first marriage, the average age was
21.2 years for women, and 23.5 years for men,
at least two years younger than in France at the
time. Only those who entered monastic orders,
or the physically or mentally disabled, did not
marry.

The high mortality rate meant that widows
and widowers were common, but most men
remarried. A widower needed another wife to
take care of his motherless children and to help
out with the farming. A widow was unable to
benefit from her deceased husband’s land and
became a heavy responsibility for the family. Left
alone, she was condemned to a life ¢f poverty.

The rituals surrounding a proposal of mar-
riage show that matchmaking was a collective
rather than a private affair, masterminded by the
head of the family and supervised by the village
community. In taking a wife, a man furnished the
community with an extra pair of hands. The
young bride would leave her father’s house and
move in with her in-laws. The ideal woman was
first and foremost a good worker.

Custom dictated that the suitor’s parents send
svaty (matchmakers), relatives or friends of the
young man, to his proposed fiancée’s mother and

Tbe wall where icons were
bung in an isba, the
traditional wooden

dwelling of the Russian
peasant.
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Marina, Sarab, Michel

‘Conventional’ marriage in Europe
today is facing competition from new

forms of family life shaped by the aspira-
tions of both partners 1o an equal chance

of fulfilment.

MARINA is thirty-three years old and is the
mother of five-year-old Sarah. She is expecting
a baby boy. Starting off with no money, no in-
fluential contacts and relying solely on her own
courage, tenacity and intelligence, and on some
limited funding from the French Ministry of
Culture, she has created her own theatre com-
pany which she runs singlehanded, selecting the
repertoire, organizing tours both in France and
abroad, and hiring and training the members of
the troupe.

Marina is not married, but when she goes off
on tour she entrusts Sarah to the care of Michel,
Sarah’s father, or to Jean, her lover and the father
of the child she is expecting, but who does not
live with her. The friendship between Marina and
Michel has survived not only the ending of their
period of cohabitation but also the new liaison
with Jean. There is no jealousy between the two
men and they take turns, in perfect harmony, to
look after Sarah during her mother’s absences.
Whenever they are free to do so, they give Marina
a hand when she is putting on a show in Paris
or in a town in the immediate suburbs that is
close enough for them to get to after work.

How many couples are there in Europe that
have had the same kind of success in finding fulfil-
ment while breaking the conventions which
make cohabitation the criterion of existence as
a couple and the sacrifice of her professional life
the condition of 2 woman’s personal happiness?
Their number seems to be increasing. But before
we examine these new family life-styles let us take
a look at the general situation of the family in
Europe.

Research carried out in twelve countries of
Eastern and Western Europe shows that, in
families where the parents are married, the wife
always spends more time than the husband on
domestic tasks and the education of the children.
In France and the United Kingdom, for exam-
ple, the women of the household devote four or
five times more time per day than their husbands
to these tasks. Even when the women have a pro-
fessional activity, the gap is still three times
greater. Similar discrepancies are to be found in
many East European countries.

The time spent on domestic and educational
tasks increases, of course, when couples have
children. But the wife always spends much more
time on domestic duties than the husband. When
his wife has a professional activity, the husband’s
participation is greater, but it remains only
“help” and can in no sense be seen as equal
sharing.

The busband as breadwinner

Although 43 per cent of married women in
Europe are gainfully employed, the proportion
falls far short of that of gainfully employed men,
which ranges from 78 per cent to 90 per cent ac-
cording to the country concerned. Husbands are
more often the family breadwinners than wives,
who, when they do work outside the home,
generally earn much less. Wives work part-time
much more frequently than husbands. In some
countries (the United Kingdom, Ireland, the
Netherlands and the Federal Republic of Ger-
many), the presence of young children in the
home reduces by ten times the likelihood that a
woman has outside employment. In other coun-
tries (France, Belgium and Denmark), the number
of children rather than their age is the determin-
ing factor.

Despite the progress noted in recent years,
attitudes towards role-sharing within the family
are evolving only slowly. In 1987, 41 per cent of
Europeans said that they were in favour of
families in which both parents had an occupation
which both found equally absorbing and in which
domestic tasks and child care were equally shared.
Some 29 per cent preferred a situation in which
the wife had a less demanding activity than the
husband and 25 per cent preferred a family in
which only the man went out to work.

The search for bappiness and
new family life-styles

The traditional division of tasks between the sexes
does not seem to please all Europeans. A grow-
ing number of men and women are looking for
life as a couple outside conventional marriage.

Throughout Europe the decrease in the mar-
riage rate is offset by an increase in the number
of unofficial unions. In France alone, which is
still far behind the Scandinavian countries, 10 per
cent of all couples (that is to say about one million
couples) live together in these free unions.
Among young couples living in the Paris conur-
bation and in which the male partner is under
twenty-five years of age, the proportion is as high

Stmall Family (1986), a
Lithograph by the Greek artist

Arghyro Paouri.
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S
‘OUR HOME IS YOUR HOMFE’

A French journalist specializing in family questions
describes a recent visit to Soviet Uzbekistan.

MY husband and I stayed in an Uzbek household
comprising a couple, both university teachers, whose
second daughter lived with them. Their elder daughter
was already married. Despite its European
characteristics, this family of intellectuals is firmly at-
tached to a traditional way of life that reveals the vigour
of an ancient culture and religion.

Like all visitors, we had to leave our shoes in the
hallway. The apartment was a blend of east and west.
Modern furniture was set among an array of rugs and
cushions.

Uzbek hospitality is legendary. Throughout our
stay, we were showered with kindness and copiously
fed. “Our home is your home,” the mistress of the
house said time and again, her hand on her heart as
a sign of respect..

We were offered a wide range of national dishes,
including the celebrated plov, a rice and mutton dish
traditionally eaten with the fingers from a vast earthen-
ware platter (see Unesco Courier, December 1984). We
were never given pork, which is prohibited among
Muslims.

Most of the time it was the daughter of the house,
Rano (“Rose-Red”), who served the meals, without sit-
ting down herself. She followed a particularly graceful
ritual when serving the green tea, slowly pouring a little
of the hot liquid into red and gold porcelain goblets
which she offered to us, held in the tips of her fingers
without touching the rim, palm upwards.

Her mother, Ferouza {*“Turquoise”), confided to
me how important it was that her daughter should have
good manners and be a skilled housekeeper, for these
are the qualities which will be most appreciated by her
future in-laws.

Rano was twenty years old. Matchmakers had
already been calling on her parents for two years, but
the latter were in no great hurry to give her hand in
marriage, partly because they wanted her to finish her
economics studies at university, and partly because
weddings are very expensive and it was not long since
Rano’s elder sister had been married. “With us,” they
explained, “it is usual to have a large number of guests
at the wedding—one or two hundred, sometimes even
three hundred, and the celebrations go on for at least
three days. People often run up huge debts.”

The bride’s dowry also had to be constituted.
Rano’s parents, who enjoy a comfortable standard of
living, must provide the furnishings for two rooms:
all the carpeting, bedding and crockery for a bedroom
and a dining room. Their daughter’s trousseau would
include around forty outfits and a dozen pairs of shoes.
Ferouza was extremely concerned about this. “We
can’t do less for the younger one than we did for her
sister,” she said with a sigh, “otherwise we shall be
criticized.”

A wvisit to an

Custom dictates that a young couple should go to
live with the husband’s family. The in-laws must
therefore provide their son with two rooms, even if
this entails moving house.

Lengthy preparations are made before an Uzbek
marriage is celebrated. In Tashkent, the capital of the
Uzbek Soviet Socialist Republic, marriages are normal-
ly contracted only between natives of the city. “There’s
no chance,” explained Ferouza, “of a city girl marry-
ing a provincial, and a Muslim girl wouldn’t usually
marry a non-Muslim.”

When a young man has reached marriageable age,
his mother looks for a wife for him. Generally accom-
panied by one of her female relatives, she pays an in-
itial visit to the family of a suitable girl. The two
women note the conditions in which the potential in-
laws live and ask about future prospects. If this
preliminary meeting is considered satisfactory, the
women will come back again and the two families will
get to know one another better. Each side does some
detective work. If the two families eventually reach
agreement, an informal rendezvous is arranged between
the two mothers, accompanied by the young people.
The meeting occurs as if by chance—when leaving
work, for example.

“I don’t want to marry Rano off against her will,”
Ferouza explained. “Nadir, my husband, had to resort
to trickery in order to marry me. After turning down
several girls which his mother had picked out for him,
he finally pretended to give in to her reluctantly when
she suggested my name. In fact he had already chosen
me. But she was convinced that she had chosen her
son’s wife herself.”

Ferouza abides by family traditions but finds them
onerous. “There are a lot of family reunions and
festivities,” she said, ““and I always have to serve a dish
that I've made myself, which means that I have to stay
up late to prepare my lectures. On top of the prepara-
tions for Rano’s wedding, I also have to prepare for
my grandsons’ circumcision feast, which is coming up
soon. New clothes will have to be bought for them
and there’ll be lots of guests—it will be very expen-
sive. After Rano is married, there will be more children,
more family festivities and more expense. I'm a bit tired
of it,” she admitted.

Her husband seemed more relaxed. A high-spirited
man, he organized entertainment for us. It will be a
long time before I forget a trip we made into the coun-
tryside, with the beautiful mountain scenery, the warm
welcome we received everywhere, the eastern-style
dances, open-air barbecues and traditional pastries. All
Nadir’s relatives would have been asked to contribute.
“We’ll do anything he asks of us,” said his brother-in-
law Farkhad, who is slightly younger than Nadir.
“He’s the head of the family because he’s the oldest.”
Much respect is shown to the elders. To put elderly
relatives in an old people’s home would be unthinkable.

They are looked after, we were told, by the family.

Respect for older people and the extent of Uzbek
hospitality were the things that most impressed us dur-
ing our stay. After wishing us a safe journey home,
Ferouza, Nadir and Rano, hands on their hearts, said:
“Come back. Our home will always be yours...” R

Marriage of an Uzbek
couple at the madrasab of
Shirdar, Samarkand.
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