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• Transfers of resources at marriage (marriage payments) are/were a universal 
element of societies at present and in the past. 

• There is no elaborated theory on the causes of particular forms of marriage 
payments. 

• There is only a small number of comparative, quantitative studies on marriage 
payments. 

• Focus on marriage systems and marriage payments 
‣ Polygyny – bridewealth, monogamy – dowry 

Motivation



Different forms of bridewealth
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Commerzialization of bridewealth



The down side of bridewealth



Marriage payments

Donor
Beneficiary Bride’s family Groom’s family Bride Groom

Bride’s family

Groom’s family

Bride

Groom



Marriage payments: bridewealth

Donor
Beneficiary Bride’s family Groom’s family Bride Groom

Bride’s family Bridewealth

Groom’s family

Bride

Groom

• Transfer of substantive amounts of resources to the bride‘s parents. 
• Motivations 
‣ Rights on female fertility and domestic/agricultural abilities, legitimation of marriage 
‣ Economic exchange 
‣ Social exchange 
‣ Rotating fund enabling marriages of sons



Marriage payments: dowry

Donor
Beneficiary Bride’s family Groom’s family Bride Groom

Bride’s family

Groom’s family

Bride Dowry

Groom

• Wealth, items, jewelry, often no income-generating properties 
• Brides have different rights of ownership and utilization 
• Motivations: 
‣ Pre-mortem inheritance 
‣ Maintenance of bride’s social status, attracting wealthy grooms 
‣ Pooling of ressources in neolocal households



Marriage payments: groomprice

Donor
Beneficiary Bride’s family Groom’s family Bride Groom

Bride’s family

Groom’s family Groomprice

Bride

Groom Groomprice

• Transfer of substantive amounts of resources to the groom and/or his parents. 
• Motivations: 
‣ Shortage of marriageable men 
‣ Maintenance of bride’s social status, attracting wealthy grooms from higher strata 
‣ Increasing value of men’s work (income), decreasing value of women’s work



Marriage payments: dower

Donor
Beneficiary Bride’s family Groom’s family Bride Groom

Bride’s family

Groom’s family

Bride Dower Dower

Groom Dower

• Motivations: 
‣ Direct support of son’s family 
‣ Wife’s insurance in the case of divorce or husband’s death



Marriage payments: brideservice, groomservice

Donor
Beneficiary Bride’s family Groom’s family Bride Groom

Bride’s family Groomservice

Groom’s family Brideservice

Bride

Groom

• Groom/bride works for the bride‘s/groom‘s parents over a longer period. 
• Motivations: 
‣ Compensation for the loss of a son’s or a daughter’s work 
‣ Screening of marriage candidate 
‣ Signaling by marriage candidate
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• Ethnographic Atlas 
‣ Ethnological information from 1,267 societies (kinship-structure, settlement pattern, 

marriage systems, subsistence economy, kind of stratification, etc.) 
‣ Data were published in Ethnology between 1962 and 1967 and afterwards extended 

and corrected particularly by Murdock (1967) and (Gray 1999).  
‣ Data are from different ethnographic sources (publications, reports, original 

documents). 
‣ Oldest source: 800 BC; youngest source: 2000 AD. 
‣ Societies are only considered if they are adequately described.

Data
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Geographical distribution of marriage payments
08.11.17, 12)00
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Bride-price or bride-wealth, i.e., transfer of a substantial consideration in the form of livestock, goods, or money from the groom
or his relatives to the kinsmen of the bride

Bride-service, i.e., a substantial material consideration in which the principal element consists of labor or other services
rendered by the groom to the bride's kinsmen

Token bride-price, i.e., a small or symbolic payment only

Gift exchange, i.e., reciprocal exchange of gifts of substantial value between the relatives of the bride and groom, or a
continuing exchange of goods and services in approximately equal amounts between the groom or his kinsmen and the bride's
relatives

Exchange, i.e., transfer of a sister or other female relative of the groom in exchange for the bride

Absence of any significant consideration, or bridal gifts only

Dowry, i.e., transfer of a substantial amount of property from the bride's relatives to the bride, the groom, or the kinsmen of the
latter

Missing data

Symbolic bridewealth 	 (n = 68, 5,5%)

Bridewealth 	 (n = 646, 51,8%)
Groomservice 	 (n = 123, 9,9%)

Reciprocal gift exchange 	 (n = 63, 5,1%)
Exchange of women 	 (n = 39, 3,1%)
Dowry 	 (n = 33, 2,6%)

No marriage payments 	 (n = 276, 22,1%)

© D-PLACE (www.d-place.org)

http://www.d-place.org


Descriptive results: 
Marriage systems and marriage payments
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Descriptive results: 
Marriage systems and marriage payments



Multivariate logit analysis I
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Multivariate logit analysis II
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• Q. E. D.: Positive associations between bridewealth and … 
‣ … polygyny 
‣ … animal husbandry, extensive agriculture 
‣ … inheritance of real property to men 
‣ … simple but fixed stratification by wealth 
‣ … patrilineal descent 

• Positive associations to be explained: 
‣ Intensive agriculture 
‣ Inheritance of movable property to women 

• Further steps 
‣ Consideration of arranged marriages 
‣ Application of a more general theory of social institutions 
‣ Multilevel analyses (societies are clustered in cultures, language families) 
‣ Structural equation model 
‣ Analysis of dowry and groomservice

Conclusions




