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The Demand for Dowries and Bride
Characteristics in Marriage:
Empirical Estimates for Rural
South-Central India

Anil B. Deolalikar and Vijayendra Rao

INTRODUCTION

Househelds in many traditional socicties exchange cash, valuables,
consumplion goods and land at the time of marriage. When these ox-
changes are made from the bride or her family to the groom or his fam-
ily, they are broadly classified as dowries. A transaction made in the
opposite direction—that is, from the groom's family to the bride’s—is
generally called a bride-price. Both kinds of transactions are wide-
spread intraditional, non-Western socictics all over the world (Schlegel
and Eloul 1988). While pecuniary exchanges of both types were com-
mon in the part of India covered by this study, dowry transactions have
become extremely pervasive all over South Asiain recent times—es-
pecially after 1950—and the amounts involved have increased to the
pointwhere they often cause severe destitution of houscholds with mar-
rizgeable daughters.!

We wish to thank R. I Singh and Tom Walker at ICRISAT, and Mark Rosenzweiz for
allowing us use of the VILS data and for providing the retrospective data, We are grateful
to participants at the MacArthur-NCAER conference on *Gender Perspectives in Popu-
lation, Health and Development in India’, held in New Delhi in January 1996 for valu-
ahle suggestions. Deolalikar gratefully acknowledges funding from the Royalty
Research Fund Grant (No. 65-9764) of the University of Washington.

! Unfortunately, this is not a problem that is confined cnly to rural and traditional com-
munities in South Asia. Despite a government ban on dowry, it figures prominently in
& large majority of middle-class marriages in urban India as well,
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Surprisingly, while marriage transactions clearly have a great deal
of economic content, they have rarcly been studied by economists. One
theoretical exception is Becker (1981), whose model of marriage de-
rivesthe groom- and bride-prices as shadow prices related to the surplus
of the joint value of the marriage over the single utility of one of the
spouses. The potential spouse with the most to gain from the married
state pays the surplus to the spouse who gains less. The surplus paid
is a groom price if the less eager spouse is male, and a bride-price if
the less eager spouse is female. Other models (Nugent and Walther
1983) adapt this to the developing country context, assuming that mar-
riage decisions are made notat the individual but at the household level,
and hypothesize that payments of dowry and bride-price equalise the
value of marriage services exchanged by the households of the bride
and the groom.?

Marriagein ruralIndiais largely an alliance between two households.
Most rural Indian marriages are typically arranged by the parents of the
bride and the groom, with neither of the potential partners having much
of a say in the matter. The family backgrounds (c.g., wealth, caste, and
parcntal occupation) of the partners are given as much consideration
as—if not more than—their personal traits (e.g.. beauty, youth and
schoaling) in the partner selection and dowry/bride-price negotiation
decisions. For example, parents might prefer to marry ‘up’, thatis, they
might ceteris paribus prefer to have wealthier and more educated fami-
lies as in-laws and be willing to pay a premium for this privilege.?

Toour knowledge, none of the models of marriage transactions have
been subjected to an empirical test. An obvious reason for this lacuna
in the literature is the unavailability of data; information on marital
transactions, if and when they oceur, are not easily revealed by respon-
dents. In this paper, we use unique retrospective data on marriage trans-
actions and on the personal and family traits of murital partners,
collected from six villages in South-Central India, to test a simple mar-
riage medelrelevant to the conditions of the rural Indian marriage mar-
ket. This is to our knowled ge, the first paper that empirically explores

! Another economic study of marriage for & developing country that is empirical s
Boulier and Rosenzweig (1984), wha analyze the marital search of women in the Phil-
ippines. Presumably because armanged marmiages and dowry trensactions are not very
common in the Philippines, they focus exclusively on the assortative mating and mar-
riage timing decisions.

* Of course, the motivation for selecting wealthier in-laws might be to insure oneself
financially during periods of adversity (Rosenzweig and Stark 1989).
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TABLE 6.2
OLS Demand Equations for Bride Characteristics and Net Dowry Payment by Groom Houscholds, Rural South-Central India
(Groom's Age at Marriage not included a5 an Independent Wariable)

Independent Variable Bride’s age at Bridels Height Bride's Dy Land Owned Wet Land Owned  Net Diowry
Marriage (yrs.) fin cms.) Schooling Years by Bride by Bride (incl. expenses)
' Heusehold ar Household at Paid by Bride

Age 15 Age 15 Household

Co-effi- T Co-effi- I Ceefi- T Cogffi- T Coefic T Coefii T-
clent  Ravie  cient  Raio  ciens  Ruatio ciemt  Rarie  cient  Ratio  clent  Ratio

Intercept (+ 1,000) 0.003 0z 0.123 104 0001 04 0025 11 0125 -5 116 16
Ciroom's height (in cms,) 0013 02 0.037 1.9 0003 0.1 0128 09 0,662 13 -89 20
Groom's scheoling years 0126 08 128 o0& 0234 5D 705 25 2850 27 528 06

Diry land owned by groom
household at age 15 0033 03 0045 04 0307 33 007 05 0200 03 -159 -D3

Wet land awned by groom
household at age 15 0022 <13 0047 3 0.003 0 0039 =13 0362 33 473 50
Year of mamiage 0,280 06 0.051 1.3 0035 2.8 0.070 08 0.342 1.2 442 1.8
Whether low caste 0o72 .0 1.221 09 0146 -03 -1.525 D6 -1Z5B6 -13 1,158 01
Whether medium-low caste -LIEl 08 0261 02 0200 0.5 -L094 08 -TESE DB 2189 03
Whether medium-high caste =AI27 <24 1.460 12 0279 D7 1493 06 50506 -0 a6l 0l
Whether groom's father cultivator 0,506 05 0.371 04 0489  -L6 1.550 09 7813 Ll -1%% 03
Table 6.2 Continued

Table 6.2 Continued

j ide's Hei. il Land Chwned Wet Land Owned  Net Dowry
i Bride's Age at Bride's Height Ande's Dry \ . ]
ndppomiiees ke Marriage (vrs.} fin crs. ) Schoaling Years iy Bride by Bride [‘mc_i. experl:rles,l
) Household ar Howsehold ar Paid by Bride
Age 13 Age 15 Household
Co-effi- T Co-gffi- T Co-effi- T Co-effi- T Co-effi- T-. Col-(m- T-.
cient  Ruatio  ctent  Ratia  clent  Ratio cient  Rurio  cfemt Rarto  clent Ranio
's father
“F:;f::]gwrgrfn;u:m -1.967 -0 0580 03 02 04 0,095 00 =277 02 11,30 .0-9
Whether proom’s father had any s et it
i i 1 =140’ B 0294 =05 1134 0.3 2. .2 ! 5
primary schooling 2.163 1. -{1)2 e s ey il s e Ap

Whether groom's father completed  -1.709  -1.2 1.515
primary schooling
Whether groom's father completed
middle or secondary schooling  -1.704 07 3630 1.7
F-Ratio 4.84 - 323 - 10,72 =
R-Square 333 - 0250 . - 0525 - 0.132 -

1,340 19 4003 1.0 3339 26 25040 L9
147 - 604 - 520
0.388 - 039




TABLE 6.3

OLS Demand Equations for Bride Characteristics und Dowry Payment by Groom Households, Rueal South-Central India
(Groom's Age at Murriage Included as an Independent Variable)

Independent Variable Bride's Age ai  Bride’s Height Bride’s Dry Land Owned  Wer Land Owned Net Dawry
Marriage {yrs.) (i ems.) Schooling Years by Bride by Bride fincl expenses)
Household ar Howsehold ar Paid by Bride
Age 13 Age 15 Household
Esimate T Estimate T- Fxtimate T- Euimate  T- Eimate T Estimate T
Ratia Ratio | Ratia Ratip Ratia Ratio
Intercept (+ 1,000) 0001 01 0123 04 0001 03 0024 -0 122 -4 1% 16
Groom's age at mamiage
{years) 0626 75 0052 06 DME -5 0147 08 -0.5060 0.8 =532 -09
Groom's height {in cms.) =004 =07 0,140 1% 0000 a0 4137 1.0 0,651 L3 ] =Z.0
Groom's schooling years 0.089 0.7 0131 0% 0247 5l 0.713 2.5 2880 27 559 06
Dry land owned by groom
household at age 15 0026 03 0040 04 0103 32 -0 06 0155 02 209 03
Wet land owned by groom
household at ape 15 0008 13 0047 3l 0.003 05 0 -13 0.35% 33 T4 50
Year of marriage 0.209 57 0057 L4 000 il 00587 L1 0,400 1.4 503 20
Whether low caste =0.00% 0.0 1227 09 0040 03 1507 06 12525 -13 1,222 0.1
Whether medivm-low caste 0995 03 0276 D2 087 04 2133 03 -E048 -0 2,031 0.2
Whether medium-high caste  -1.492 -3 1.324 Ll 0395 -0 -1878 08 =718 08 127 =01
Table 6.3 Continued
Table 6.3 Conrinued
Bride’s Height Bride’s  Dry Lund Owned Wet Land Owned  Net Dowey

Bricles Age af

bt St i in o Schooling Years by Brigde By Bride finel, expenses)
e firemad e .Ho;;-;-.ﬁn!d at Houerehold at Putd by Bride
Age 15 Age 15 Howzehold
Fiimate T Estimage 1o Esimare T- Esimare T Eavienare T Extiencite T-.
o Rusio ) Rutio Rutier Hutro Rutia Riitio
WHEI"!" tgo[:’nm‘s et 0.309 0.4 0,303 (VT T 1 A B 1.399 0§ 7.255 1.0 -2638 =04
cultival X ) .
om's fathcr ) . i
m;;l"::lf& labourer -1.216 -6 0.518 02 -0 05 D02 iK1} 3385 0.2 10,663
Whe *s father had . . " " s
an:m;ril::uuu:'“:chc'\\o[ing 1228 07 =133 -7 -028 04 1,354 4 R o 1876
Whather proom’s father
ml?oﬂ;mt ey 153 -3 1.500 1.2 2037 4.9 4612 1.9 13,845 15 15,85% 0
s ing -1.5] i o
Whether groom's father
d middle or e
::::il:::; ;:woling -0.892 05 W07 -7 1.283 L& 3812 0w 358;;0 2;5 2:.;:0 ;
F-Ratio 1053 - 30 - w2 - Ll S ofB o5 &EC -
R-§ d 0.541 = 0.252 - 0534 - 0,137 - . .
-Sguare . X
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