
 

          S u s s e x  M i g r a t i o n  W o r k i n g  P a p e r  n o .  1 7     U n o r t h o d o x  S i s t e r s :  G e n d e r  R e l a t i o n s  a n d  T r a n s n a t i o n a l  M a r r i a g e s  a m o n g  M a l a y a l i  M i g r a n t s  i n  I t a l y       E s t e r  G a l l o  U n i v e r s i t à  d i  S i e n a  A u g u s t  2 0 0 3     



 
Abstract 

 
The present paper deals with migration from Kerala to Italy and explores the way in which 
marriage – as one of the most important life-cycle rituals – intertwines with experiences of 
geographical and social mobility. Particularly it explores the way in which migration 
contributes to a redefinition of marriage’s symbolic and material meanings – in terms of 
spouse’s selections and marriage payments - as well as of family and affinal relations. 
In the first part of the paper I will reconstruct the history of Malayali migration to Italy, 
showing how peculiar socio-political and religious relations between sending and receiving 
contexts have deeply contributed to the formation of a transnational community. Within this 
process women have constantly played an important and active role in developing a wide 
network of kinship ties and in stimulating further female migration from Kerala during the last 
decade. I will then turn to explore the way in which marriage becomes one of the field in 
which migration experiences and transnational ties play an important role in the redefinition 
of gender relations. I will therefore show how marriage and dowry arrangements, far from 
being confined to the sending country, become subject of material and symbolic negotiations 
between the two contexts of migration and often reflect different desires and expectations 
between migrants and their families in India. 
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1.  Introduction 
 
The present paper deals with migration from 
Kerala – a South Indian State – to Italy, and 
focuses particularly on women’s experiences and 
discourses on marriage and dowry. I am 
interested in analysing the way in which this 
important life-cycle ritual intertwines with 
experiences of geographical and social mobility, 
and the way in which migration contributes to a 
redefinition of marriage’s symbolic and material 
meanings and of family relations.     

In the first part I will briefly give some general 
information about Indian migration to Italy and I 
will then turn to explore the development of 
Syrian Christian migration from Kerala to the 
particular context of Rome. The formation 
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how the importance of kinship ties in the case 
studied can be partly explained with reference to 
the restrictive migration roles promoted by the 
Italian Government during the 1990s.  

Second, the concept of “transnationalism” is 
particularly significant in the context of the 





maintaining links between places and social 
connections for men abroad, allowing successful 
migration strategies (see Gardner, 2002b: 1169). 
Without denying the risk of women’s positions 
becoming weaker within households and the wider 
society as a result of their husbands’ migration 
(Chant, 1992), some scholars have underlined 
how this tendency co-exists with potential 
empowerment of women in relation to the 
relatively “new” activities they start to be involved 
with (see Gulati, 1991) and how ethnicity can 
contribute to shaping women’s heterogeneous 
experiences of migration (Kurien, 2002, in relation 
to the particular context of Kerala). 

Malayali Christian women’s involvement in 
migration reflects the heterogeneity of  
experiences and the different migration stages of 
households. During the colonial period Malayali 



Malayali migration seemed to take place following 
the legal possibilities offered by the Italian 
regulation laws. Among Malayali in Rome “having 
all the documents” is often considered a matter of 





The majority of these women were in their early 
twenties when they left the convent. Most of them 
undertook a training course in nursing, others 
found jobs as domestic assistants.  

Mary’s story – which I am going to present below 
- is particularly revealing of the ambivalent 
experiences faced by the women who came first, 
as well as their feeling towards their country of 
origin.    

Mary 

I met Mary during my first month in Rome. Among 
the Malayalis who often came to the Syrian 
Christian parish in Rome, Mary seemed to enjoy a 
particular popularity since she had been settled in 
Rome for the past thirty years and managed to 
“bring” to Italy a lot of her relatives. In 1980 she 
married an Italian man, who comes from a high 
class family 



taking up possibilities offered abroad, often 
stimulated by criticism of their society.      

Mary’s words are particularly interesting in relation 
to the role played by migration in constructing 
one’s identity. In this context, Mills’ emphasis on 
migration as an experience through which people 
engage in a process of self-construction - where 
people claim and negotiate different aspects of 
their identity – is particularly revealing (Mills, 
1997). Mary was very much concerned in showing 
the continuity of her relations with her relatives  in 
her village and expresses her being Malayali 
through her commitment towards her family in 
India, through remittances and sponsoring a lot of 
relatives to come to Italy. This feeling coexists 
with the sense of being abandoned by her family 
in Kerala during a difficult period of her life in 
Rome and with the feelings of being “too 
different” to go back t6g2 89sdned by her 



be married, once they had achieved a better life 
and better economic conditions in the new 
context, and subsequently brought their husbands 
to Italy. The wedding was in some cases arranged 
by their parents in India, while in others the 
migrants themselves had met their Malayali fiancé 
in Italy and had decided to marry back home. In 
both cases marriages were celebrated in Kerala. 
Their marriage was often the first occasion for 
them to go back home after years of separation 
from Malayali society and living in Italy in a 
context where the presence of Malayali was very 
limited.  

Generally, going back for marriage gave these 
women the opportunity to find new social 
recognition and to widen their kinship network. 



carers in Italy. Indian women in Italy often 
encourage their female relatives in India to come 
to Italy because they know that in Italy it is easier 
for 













matter of family pride and a basic condition of 
finding a good job in Kerala as well as abroad.     
I do not therefore 







Migrant women and men are often worried about 
the reaction their spouse might have once they 
arrive in Italy, since their expectations are in most 
cases in deep contrast to the real job possibilities 
offered locally.  

Malayali migrants marriage aspirations and 
choices often express different expectations from 
those of their families. While the latter seem to be 
often much more concerned with status priorities 
and social mobility in the local context, Malayalis 
who have years of experience as migrants abroad 
often emphasise more their interest in finding a 
spouse with whom to share similar experiences. 
Malayalis who have never migrated are often 
described  as “backward” and “traditional”, not in 
terms of their economic and status position in 
India, but in relation to the difficulties and 
resistance they might have in accepting difficult 
situations in the new context. Different marriage 
aspirations are linked to the different knowledge 
people have of transnational migration, which vary 
according to the places people have experienced. 
In Kerala families are often not aware of the kind 
of job available in Italy, and migrant 
preoccupations in marrying a MalayaliMwho hav 
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the way in which women perceive their relations 



and their relatives in Italy. I would not therefore 
see the conflicts which might arise between the 
two contexts of migration in terms of a clash 
between “tradition” and a “modern” life style and 
values, but in terms of different interpretations 
and desires regarding social mobility strategies 
and the symbolic recognition of  renewed status. 
As I have tried to show, different interpretations 
of “modern achievements” – such as education, a 
good marriage, dowry, consumption – vary 
according to gender, generations and the different 
access to knowledge and material resources that 
migrant households have experienced according 
to the context.         
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