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16th century, the samurai class introduced arranged marriages to Japanese society to form military alliances. Over 

time, the tradition of arranged marriages moved towards people of other social and economic classes and all of these 

different societies.  

 

I also want to make a distinction between arranged marriages and forced marriages. This distinction is really important 

because in some cases, young people, including children and young adolescents have historically been betrothed to 

each other by their families for a number of different reasons, sometimes, even before they were born. These alliances 

between families have often superseded the wishes of the young couple. In many instances, they are forced to marry 

either due to a promise made by families or because of poverty or other economic circumstances and that persists to 

some extent today.   

 

However, most arranged marriages today are not forced, even if they there might be pressure from family members to 

proceed with marrying a particular person. But in most contemporary arranged marriages, two people are introduced 

each other by their parents or their grandparents or other elder members of a family, sometimes siblings. They're also 





we're trying to move away from. Yet there are aspects of wanting to find someone who fits into our world - our 

psycho-psychological world, and not just a physical matching. Part of bringing someone into our psychological world 

and entering theirs is finding some kind of compatibility with the rest of our world, and not just in the context of that 

particular relationship. We might want for that partner to be someone who fits in, blends in with our family, with our 

friends, with our larger networks, with our worldviews. All of these things are parallels to what we might find in a 

more typical or mainstream American dating system. If we think about setting somebody up on a blind date, for 

example, we might say, “Well, what are some of the criteria that we consider?” When we're trying to set somebody up 

on a blind date, we might think of very similar things that a family member might consider in an arranged marriage in 

the contemporary sense. For example, we might think about their interests, their habits, whether they're looking for a 

more committed relationship or if they're more interested in a casual dating situation. Even our online dating sites 

reveal things like interests and professions. Profiles include pictures and photos that reveal something about what 

someone or who someone might be attracted to physically. So, beauty and attractiveness are a part of the profiles that 

we see. In fact, the dating profiles that we see on websites are similar to matrimonial ads you will find in newspapers 

that are in various different communities where arranged marriage is common practice.  I remember growing up with 

a newspaper that's still in circulation called “India Abroad.” It was meant for Indian immigrants in the U.S. and 

elsewhere in the Indian diaspora. There was a section of that newspaper for matrimonial ads. If you read these ads, 

they read very similar to what you might find on a profile in a dating website. So, it's interesting to see these parallels 

and maybe not to see them necessarily as so foreign or different. But they are a different permutation of what we're all 

seeking as human beings in intimate relationships, including wider family networks, as well as a part of those intimate 

relationships rather than as separate. 

 

Stanton Wortham  18:08 

Yeah, that makes sense to me. Part of what you're arguing here is that there's something quite reasonable about these 

alternative practices of arranged marriage. I once had someone explain to me that, “Why on earth would you leave the 

crucial decision of who someone is going to marry who up to these young people who are inexperienced and blinded 

by passion, when other people see much more clearly than they do? What's going to sustain a relationship over the 

long term?” That makes it seem a lot more sensible than what we've got. Tell me a little bit about the implications 

once we recognize there is this alternative way of setting up marriages through arranged marriage. Once we see that it 

is quite reasonable in its own term - in some ways, it does better than the systems we have - how do we think about 

that? What can we learn for our own life?  

 

Usha Tummala-Narra  19:02 

One of the things to keep in mind in terms of an implication of this idea of arranged marriage and exploring a 

different system, I would say in everyday life, it has a great deal to do with how we think about people from cultures 

other than our own, cultures that we're less familiar with. Rather than assuming that these systems are less evolved, I 

think we first have to educate and inform ourselves about the contemporary way that the system works, and the 

diversity and heterogeneity that exists within any particular system of marriage. Just as we can't assume that all 

Western marriages or mainstream American marriages happened in one way, or that the quality of those marriages are 

all the same, we can't assume that about arranged marriages either. There is this common stereotype of arranged 

marriages as not involving love, as if these are just practical contracts. That's not always the case. In fact, in most 

cases, the idea is that there's this larger framework that sets the stage for a couple falling in love over the course of 

time. So, you see all kinds of variations: you will see happy marriages and unhappy marriages in either system. We tend 

to romanticize love, and any system that appears to make it secondary seems either foreign or even primitive to us. 

We have to think about the ways in which this system is stereotyped.  

 





the way we think about romance and love in our Western, Americanized way and then how that intersects with this 

tradition. Maybe you could just speak a little bit about that tension. 

 

Usha Tummala-Narra  27:04 

Sure. Thank you for your comments. And Becca, I will get to your question, but I really want to chime in about 

Unorthodox. I watched that documentary too, and it's just an excellent, important documentary. Absolutely, this issue 

of choice becomes central to any system of meeting someone and how a community can help with that or actually 

impede that choice. How personal choice sits with a broader group’s choice often lies at the tension of the question 

you're raising around bicultural context, because for many people who are children of immigrants, they are making 

difficult, sometimes impossible choices around what they actually identify with. It's not always a conscious level choice. 

Often, it's not just like, “Okay, I will choose to be more American now or more Indian today.” It's not quite like that. 

There's so much that goes into the complexity of cultural identifications when you're bicultural. As much as a person 

might like to locate one's personal wishes in their parents or their family members or their community, the 

complication comes when unconsciously, that's also your own wish and not only the wish of someone else. It could 

be both in some cases. In some cases, it could be that I have a personal wish that really does contrast with those of my 

parents or someone else's in my family. These tensions are often invisible, and they're not spoken about. They're not 

processed. One of the things I loved about Indian Matchmaking… though 



in the U.S. and how just only recently has it evolved to include be more inclusive of gay marriage, for example. So that 

gives me hope that this practice could also evolve in that way, to become more inclusive of a wider range and maybe 

be able to help push against some of those stereotypes and biases that you're saying is currently part of that practice. 

 

Usha Tummala-Narra  32:41 

Yeah, I think certainly in India and the Indian diaspora, there's a long way to go in terms of openly discussing issues 

of sexuality and sexual orientation. Yet at the same time, I do remain hopeful about the growing awareness. We do see 

among the South Asian community, particularly with the younger generations and children of immigrants, a real 

wrestling with tradition and more contemporary, modern ways of thinking about relationships. So that's really where 

some of the tensions still lie today. It doesn't mean though, that we don't still have tensions within the United States, 

where we might have marriage equality in terms of policy, but in terms of people's hearts and minds, there's a lot of 

diversity with how much acceptance there is around same sex marriage or same sex relationships more broadly. I 

think that there's something to this show around Indian matchmaking and thinking about arranged marriage that 

might help us think about not only what's happening out there in another country or in another culture, but what's 


