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ABSTRACT 

This thesis challenges the notion that China was a dowry 

society. The majority of the population before 1949 practiced 

indirect dowry, which is the goods originated from the groom's 

family as brideprice and terminated in the new conjugal 

household as dowry, after a possible deduction by the bride's 

father. In post-revolutionary China the brideprice component of 

indirect dowry was elaborated as a result of change in social 

and economic structures. 

In post-revolutionary China, brideprice prevails in rural 

areas and "thoussaou" dominates in urban areas. Household 

structure, unit of production, patrilocality in addition to 

women's labor value contribute to the different practices. 

Household structure may determine the form of marriage 

transaction in spite of the existence of other factors. The 

strong correlation between women's high labor value and 

brideprice does not hold true every time. Neolocal residence 

and nuclear family should be advocated if brideprice is to be 

eliminated. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Marriage transactions exist not only in pre-industrial 

societies, but also in industrial societies. They can be 

affected by the social and economic structures, yet they can 

reflect the social and economic structures within which they 

operate. This thesis views marriage transactions within the 

context of social and economic structure of one complex 

culture—the Chinese Han culture, and attempts to reclassify 

this culture in terms of forms of marriage transaction, explain 

the change in marriage transactions over time—from pre-

revolutionary to post-revolutionary China, and differences in 

forms of marriage transaction between urban and rural areas in 

post-revolutionary China. The differences are obvious when 

forms of marriage transactions are considered with not only 

economic and social structure, but with household structure as 

well. 

When Asian peasants and townsmen became the subjects of 

anthropological investigation, Freedman (1966) discussed 

briefly dowry among the aristocracy in traditional China and 

regarded dowry as the ideal form of marriage transaction. 

Hence he classified China as a dowry society. Dowry is also 

regarded as characteristically accompanying Eurasian marriages 

by Goody (1973). Since then, China is classified as a dowry 

society (Freedman, 1966; Goody, 1973; Schlegel & Eloul, 1988). 

I tend to disagree with Freedman's notion that China is 

a dowry society. In my point of view, dowry may be the ideal 
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form of marriage transaction, but what was actually practiced 

in China was indirect dowry in pre-revolutionary period. 

Reclassifying China as an indirect dowry society is more 

accurate and will achieve an objective understanding of 

traditional Chinese society as well as the changes in forms of 

marriage transaction over time. 

Furthermore, during 1960s, anthropology has shifted away 

from a structural to a process orientation and attempted to 

break away from static to dynamic views of culture. Within 

kinship studies, households assumed greater importance, as 

processes of decision-making and resource allocation brought to 

the notice of researchers the minutia of daily life. Since the 

unit of analysis is no longer lineages but households, property 

transfers among households rather than lineages are more of a 

focus (Schlegel & Eloul, 1988). 

When discussing marriage transactions, anthropologists 

have concerned themselves mainly with property transfers among 

households, assuming women's labor, when high in a patrilocal 

society, will be beneficial to the groom's family no matter 

what the household structures are. Actually, one factor that 

has not been discussed ever is the role household structures 

play in the formation of marriage transactions within the 

•context of patrilocal structures. Household structure can 

alter forms of marriage transaction regardless of the existence 

of other factors. It should be considered in addition to 

factors such as female's labor value, female's fertility value, 
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and social and economic structures. 

What I attempt to do in this in this thesis is: (1) 

attempt to explain the existence of indirect dowry in China; 

(2) illustrate the implication of indirect dowry in explaining 

the change of marriage transactions from pre-revolutionary to 

post-revolutionary China; (3) most importantly, bring in the 

role that household structure and patrilocality have played in 

maintenance of and change in marriage transactions when 

explaining the differences between rural and urban areas; and 

finally (4) raise questions about data that do not agree with 

existing hypotheses and merit research in future studies. 
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CHAPTER 1 

MARRIAGE TRANSACTIONS IN GENERAL AND 

CHINA AS A DOWRY SOCIETY 

Anthropological studies show that marriage is often 

accompanied by some transfer of goods or services. The forms 

and patterns of marriage transactions are interpreted within 

the context of social and economic structure. Marriage 

transactions, in turn, can help us understand the social 

structure within which they are analyzed. 

1.1 STATEMENTS AND CONCEPTS OP MARRIAGE TRANSACTION AND THEIR 

DISTRIBUTIONS 

Anthropologists have devoted extensive effort to define, 

describe and analyze marriage transactions, their global 

distributions and attributable factors from different angles. 

Studies done by Murdock (1949) and Ember (197 3) discussed 

marriage transactions from the individual point of view. 

Schlegel and Eloul (1988) focused on the property balance among 

households. I follow Schlegel and Eloul, using household as the 

unit of analysis. However, I view household not only as the 

initiator or recipient of property through marriage 

transactions (Schlegel & Eloul,1988), but also as a variable 

itself to determine forms of marriage transactions together., 

with other variables. 

Among various marriage customs involving some exchange 

of goods, services, or people, several common ones are 

discussed and defined by anthropologists as major types of 
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practices of marriage transaction. Murdock (1967) categorized 

several major types of marriage transactions in his 

Ethnographic Atlas. They include brideprice, dowry, women 

exchange, brideservice and gift exchange. In addition to these. 

Goody (1973) added the significant new term "indirect dowry". 

Brideprice, dowry and indirect dowry are the focuses of this 

paper. 

Brideprice functions to circulate women and goods to 

balance the economic transfer between two households, even 

lineages. It is defined as goods given by the groom, or usually 

by his kin, to the kin of the bride. They can be symbolic as 

well as productive in nature and are used to obtain wives for 

men of the household. The effect of brideprice on household is 

that a counter-circulation of women and goods exists so that no 

household ends up with fewer women than it produced, thus 

ensuring that the economic investment that parents make in 

daughters is not lost but is paid off through daughters-in-law 

(Schlegel & Eloul,1988; also see Goody,1973). It is the 

dominant form of marriage transaction in Africa. 

Dowry is defined as goods to the bride from her family. 

In China, sometimes it is a form of pre-mortem inheritance. As 

Schlegel and Eloul (1988) pointed out, instead of circulating 

goods, the effect of dowry on household is to concentrate them. 

By contributing dowry, the bride in a patrilineal society, 

where female labor does not have the same high value it does in 

brideprice societies, pays for her claim on her husband's 



11 

houseroom and hence balances the economic claims (Schlegel & 

Eloul, 1988). Dowry was regarded by Goody (1973:22-23) as a 

Eurasian form found in monogamous, stratified society. 

Goody (197 3) has added indirect dowry to refer to the 

presentation of goods from the groom's side to the bride, 

directly or to her father who in turn passes it on as dowry to 

her, or at least a major portion of it. Schlegel and Eloul 

(1988) discussed the nature, effects distribution of brideprice 

and dowry intensively. Different from Murdock (1967) and Goody 

(1973), they proposed their property hypothesis and included 

indirect dowry in their discussion. Indirect dowry is regarded 

as intermediate between brideprice and dowry, containing 

features of both. It tends to exist in societies where social 

status and economic status are unstable, and can be achieved 

rather than ascribed (Schlegel & Eloul, 1988). 

In "Marriage Transactions: Labor, Property and Status" 

(Schlegel & Eloul, 1988), Schlegel and Eloul proposed the 

property hypothesis based on cross-cultural studies, that is, 

marriage transactions are means by which households attempt to 

maintain or augment their resources, these being labor, 

property, or status, and that property relations underlie the 

type of marriage transaction employed. Using this hypothesis, 

Schlegel and Eloul (1988) explained the distribution of 

marriage transactions along with social and economic 

structures, and conclude as the followings: 

Brideprice characterizes mostly patrilocal societies at 
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the middle-range of complexity, namely in societies where 1) 

there is wealth but not much private property; 2) there is 

relative equality in the use of productive resources, (namely, 

where productive property is communal rather than private); 3) 

women contribute heavily to subsistence. 

Dowry exists in societies 1) where there is private 

property, in terms of land, money or marketable herds; 2) with 

stratification (there is usually private property in 

agricultural societies); 3) where the women's contribution to 

subsistence is relatively low. 

Indirect dowry exists in the world regions "characterized 

by differences in social status (class or rank) and wealth, 

absence of urban centers, and some residential mobility. 

Typically, there is the patrilineal clan or cognatic descent 

group, which allows for differentiation by rank by does not 

exclude the lower-ranking members for the possibility of moving 

up" (Schlegel & Eloul,1988:303). 

To explain in more detail, brideprice and dowry practices 

have been understood by Schlegel (1988) and Goody (1973) as 

dependent variables related to women's economic roles and 

status. Cross-culturally, bride prices tend to be dominant 

where women play a relatively active role in subsistence 

agriculture, and are thought to reflect women's economic worth. 

On the other hand, dowry tend to be dominant where women's 

economic role is more restricted. Indirect dowry solves the 

competition of status, when status is negotiated rather than 
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ascribed. The flexibility of indirect dowry allows for either 

the brideprice or the dowry aspects to be emphasized (Schlegel 

& Eloul, 1988). 

It is this correlation between women's participation in 

subsistence activities and marriage transaction.patterns that 

is challenged by the role household structure plays and some 

variations found in China. I will discuss role of household 

structure in chapter 3 and raise questions about variations in 

chapter 4. 

1.2 STATEMENTS OF CLASSIFYING CHINA AS A DOWRY SOCIETY 

China is usually categorized as a dowry society or at 

least where the dowry system is dominant. Studies of the global 

distribution of marriage transactions indicate that Asia is 

characterized by dowry rather than brideprice. Jack Goody in 

his Brldewealth and Dowry (197 3) stated that: "The dowry is 

virtually confined to Europe and Asia.... In other words these 

major Eurasian states are characterized by dowry, or by 

diverging inheritance, while Africa is characterized by 

bridewealth, or rather by the absence of dowry" (Goody 1973:22; 

Freeman 1966:22-23). 

Goody (1973) claims that dowry, including indirect dowry 

rather than bridewealth, is the dominant pattern in Eurasian 

kinship systems because it facilitates the sharp class-

stratification patterns characteristic of these societies. 

Bridewealth, which circulates wealth, is prevalent, he claims, 

in more egalitarian societies, such as prevailed in much of 
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Africa (Goody & Tambiah,197 3; Schlegel & Eloul,1988). 

Freedman (1966) points out that dowry is used among the 

aristocracy class and what he called "bride price" applies to 

the poor. "A poor woman going out on marriage is equipped with 

small items of personal property, some or all of which may have 

been paid for out of the bride-price received from her. A 

daughter of a rich family can expect to be sent off with a 

substantial dowry in the form of jewellery and cash in addition 

to the bedroom furnishings that form a standard part of a 

bride's trousseau" (Freedman,1966). 

"This endowment of the bride by her rich family 

represents for the men in it a considerable economic sacrifice. 

They make it not because the girl has any specific economic 

claims on them (she is not a member of the property-owning 

unit) but because their own status is at stake.... This is not 

only a picture of Fukien and Kwang-tung, but a picture of Cjtiina 

as well" (Freedman,1966). Hence, in Freedman's point of view, 

although bride price exists in the lower and poorer class, its 

flexibility determines that dowry is greatly emphasized. 

In sum, the preferred form that is publicly recognized 

is dowry and that is how marriage transactions have been coded 

for China (Schlegel 1988). 

1.3 QUESTIONS ABOUT THE CLASSIFICATION OF CHINA AS A DOWRY 

SOCIETY 

In my term paper "Marriage Transaction in Rural Areas in 

China", I agreed with Freeman (1966) that dowry was dominant in 
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China, yet I think it was so only before 1949, when the 

Communists came into power and changed the country1s whole 

social and economic structure. Since then, bride price seems 

to be dominant all over China, especially in the rural areas, 

as a result of the changes in national-level social structure. 

However, there are several questions that I think are 

important in terms of both theoretical clarity and our 

understanding of Chinese society. 

First, what was the real situation in pre-revolutionary 

China? What were the majority of the population practicing? 

Was it real dowry or bridewealth or indirect dowry that had 

been practiced and discussed? If it is indirect dowry, does 

it function more as bride price than dowry or vice versa? 

Second, if Chinese society was really a dowry society, 

then why was the fostered daughter-in-law so popular? 

Third, are there any differences in the practice of 

marriage transaction between the urban and rural areas? In 

post-revolutionary China, the term "brideprice" is constantly 

used to refer to marriage transaction practiced. Is prideprice 

really given in urban areas? Or is just a modified continuation 

of indirect dowry? Is what being practiced in the rural areas 

real bride price? Are there any differences in the practice 

between the rural and the urban areas? 

Fourth, are there any social class differences in the 

practice of marriage transaction? Do we have enough evidence to 

answer this question? 
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CHAPTER 2 

CHINA, AN INDIRECT DOWRY SOCIETY 

So, what was the real situation in pre-revolutionary 

China? What were the majority of the population practicing? 

As more and more evidence accumulates, I began to doubt 

Freedman's (1966) classification of China as a dowry society. 

China, which had a mixed system of dowry and bride-price, only 

partially matches Goody's and Freedman's descriptions. There 

were many illustrations of bridewealth and the co-existence of 

bridewealth and dowry among the poor during the pre-

revolutionary period in southeast China where Freedman did his 

investigation. In addition, the phenomenon of foster daughters-

in-law in the same areas at the same time and the existence of 

pure bride price in post-revolutionary period causes us to 

rethink China's status as a dowry society. All the evidence is 

pointing to the.occurrence of indirect dowry instead of dowry. 

Jack Goody in his Bridewealth and Dowry claims that:"The 

dowry is virtually confined to Europe and Asia", but he also 

adds "Even in Europe and Asia, it (dowry) is not very common. 

But it would certainly appear much more common in the 

Ethnographic Atlas ... if we include "indirect dowry' which is 

often described as bridewealth" (Goody 1973:22). 

Freedman also classifies China as a dowry society, but 

in his Chinese Lineage and Society, he stated :" A poor woman 

going out on marriage is equipped with small items of personal 

property (her trousseau), some or all of which may have been 
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paid for out of the bride-price received for her" 

(Freedman,1966:55). It is evident that what Freedman was 

describing is what we call "indirect dowry" today, it is just 

that this term was not employed at the time when Freedman wrote 

his book. 

It seems that we may need to consider the possibility 

that China is, at least in part, an indirect dowry society. 

2.1 CO-EXISTENCE OF BRIDEPRICE AND DOWRY INDIRECT DOWRY 

The birth of a girl in traditional China was a 

disappointment. Daughters were goods on which one lost money. 

They could contribute little or nothing to their natal families 

in the way of enhancing their status because as members of 

their husbands' families, they could not bear the ancestor's 

name and hence glorify their natal families; They could not 

increase wealth because they did not do valuable labor, 

especially in north China; Nor could they provide for parents' 

care in their old age, for they were living with their 

husbands' families. When they married, most of the bridewealth 

had to be spent on their dowry if their families were not to 

lose its social standing within the community (Wolf, M, 

1985:2). 

The bride price a girl's family received is not used to 

acquired a wife for the son or a wife for the father in the 

family as in brideprice societies. Part of it is used as and 

returned in the form of dowry (Wolf, M 1985). Here, what Wolf 

has noted is actually what we classify as indirect dowry. 
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The co-existence of brideprice and dowry in China is 

supported by data from Buck's early survey (Buck,1934:468 

table). According to the survey, for China as a whole, peasants 

generally had male wedding expenses about 50 percent higher 

than female expenses. The average female expenditure, including 

dowry, was 96 yuan. The ratio between these two quantities 

varied by region: the highest, 305 yuan for male expense to 169 

yuan for female expense was in the double-cropping rice region 

(which includes Kwang-tung and Fukien where Freedman did his 

survey) and the absolute amount of the groom family's expense 

was the second highest in the country. The lowest ratio was in 

the winter-wheat-kaoliang regions and in the Szechuan rice 

area, where female wedding expenses exceeded those of males. 

Buck's 1930 survey covered 35,976 farm families in 101 

localities. It basically covered the major areas in China. 

Given the extensiveness of the survey, the data from the survey 

are thought to be reliable. In all areas where the data were 

drawn, they showed the co-existence of bride price and dowry. 

It is evident that throughout China, it is not easy to find a 

area with solely bridewealth or dowry. It is always a 

combination of the two for the peasantry. 

My literature review also indicates the co-existence of 

both forms of marriage transaction. This literatures discusses 

the traditional customs of marriage transaction in China before 

1949. Because it is written more for general reading about 

customs than for detailed research, it only provides general 
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information for certain areas. In southeast China, both dowry 

and bridewealth exist in Hangzhou in Kiangsu province, Taixing 

of Zhejiang province, Mazu and Putian of Fukien province (Lou, 

1970:107); In the southwest of China, dowry and bridewealth 

both exist in Yuechi of Szechwan province, Guangxi province and 

Shuibaiyi of Yunnan province (Lou, 1970: 159), and in the 

central areas of China, they both exist in Hanchuan, Wuchang 

and Guangji of Hupei province (Wu, 1986). 

Since indirect dowry usually arises when both dowry and 

bridewealth appear, the co-existence of both dowry and 

bridewealth in the vast areas surveyed by Buck and recorded in 

subsequent literature suggest that indirect dowry was likely 

present. 

Let us look at some of the detailed accounts of indirect 

dowry as the co-existence of bridewealth and dowry. Parish 

(1982:181-183), who conducted extensive investigations in 

southeast China where Freedman did his research, proposes that 

indirect dowry was existing widely in pre-revolutionary China. 

The survey was done using old people as informants and 

concluded that "Traditionally (pre-revolutionary China) Chinese 
« 

peasants practiced a system that was part bride price and part 

dowry...." "...the valuables delivered by the groom's family 

in many cases did not serve as the true bride price in Goody's 

terms. Instead they were used to pay for a dowry, which 

returned with the bride on the day of the wedding". 

One detailed account of a particular "middle class" 
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marriage in a village in Yunnan in 1940 was recorded :" The 

groom's family sent a series of betrothal and marriage gifts 

to the bride's family totalling 2,700 yuan. The bride's family 

ceremonially returned 10 percent of each preliminary gift, or 

245 yuan, and then spent 4,250 yuan in all on the dowry. In 

this case there was a net movement equivalent to 1,795 yuan 

from the bride's family to the groom's family, so it clearly 

qualifies as a case of indirect dowry" (Parish 1980:182). If we 

consider the origin and the destination of the valuables, 

evidence clearly points to the existence of indirect dowry. 

Wolf's research shows that in pre-revolutionary China, 

some of the high marriage cost included a cash payment to the 

bride's family, part of which was returned with the bride in 

the form of dowry. Out of concern of her future in her new 

home, most parents made their daughters' dowries as extravagant 

as possible (Wolf,M, 1985:6). Here again, what Wolf has 

referred to is indirect dowry. 

Although systematic information on marriage finance 

customs for all of China prior to 1949 is lacking, data 

concerning southeast China should, following Preedman's logic, 

at the most general level show that China had primarily an 

indirect dowry system rather than a dowry system. Formal 

negotiations about the brideprice to be paid by the groom's 

family and the gifts to be included in the wife's dowry were 

crucial to any marriage agreement. "Bride prices were strongly 

correlated with class; but ever larger brideprices among not-
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so-poor and middle, and upper-middle peasants primarily went 

to pay for ever larger dowries which were returned at the time 

of marriage" (Parish,1980). 

2.2 FOSTER DAUGHTER-IN-LAW BRIDEPRICE 

Another phenomenon in the Kwang-tung and Fukien area 

suggests bride price existed together with dowry, that is in 

the form of foster daughter-in-law. If Chinese society was 

really a dowry society, then why was foster daughter-in-law so 

popular? We would not be able to explain this phenomenon. Why? 

Because for the poor, who formed the majority of the population 

in pre-revolutionary China, the most important reason to rear 

a daughter-in-law was to save bride price. This fact 

contradicts the claim that China is a dowry society. 

The view that minor marriage (the term for marriage 

involving a "foster daughter-in-law") was a common feature of 

the Chinese social landscape receives some support from field 

studies and census reports. In Lan-Ch'i county in western 

Chekiang, an apparent stronghold of the minor marriage system, 

Feng Tzu-kang found 97 foster daughters-in-law in a total of 

538 families (Feng,1935:54). Since it is unlikely that these 

families averaged more than one unmarried son old enough to 

have been matched with a foster daughter-in-law, these figures 

suggest that minor marriages accounted for approximately 20 

percent of all first marriages. The survey was completed in 

1931. In 1936, Fei Hsiao-tung found approximately the same 

incidence of minor marriages in Kiangsu, also in south China. 
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Pei's evidence suggests that the incidence was rising and may 

have approached 40 percent in the following decade : "The number 

of siaosive (foster daughter-in-law) has increased during the 

last decade. Among the married women, 74 of 439, or 17 percent, 

had been siaosive before marriage. But among the unmarried 

girls, there are 95 siaosive against 149 non-siaosive. This 

amounts to 39 percent . On the average there is one siaosive 

for each 2.7 households" (Wolf & Huang 1980:8). 

In Wolf's survey of southeast China, including Kwang-

tung, Fukien and Taiwan, she concluded that.minor marriage 

were concentrated in the continued area along the South China 

coast, reaching their highest density in southwestern Fukien, 

and northern Kwangtung (Wolf & Huang, 1980)". 

There are several competing arguments for the rational 

behind rearing daughters-in-law. One is that in choosing the 

minor form of marriage, people resolve domestic tensions 

created by the introduction of a bride from outside the family. 

But I think this is so mainly for the wealthy families. I feel 

that there is a difference in the primary motivation to have 

foster daughter-in-law between the wealthy and the poor 

families. 

In my opinion, for the poor, the primary reason to rear 

child brides is to save the lump sum brideprices in the future. 

Poverty and the high cost of marriage are the major reasons for 

the poor to choose this alternative. People did not choose 

minor marriages when they had a choice; they adopted a child-
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bride only when they were forced to do so by economic 

necessity. Marion Levy (1949:96) describes the minor form of 

marriage as "one expedient used by the very poor to provide 

wives for their sons"; Morton Fried (1953:41) attributes the 

spread of minor form of marriage in Ch'u hsien to "adverse 

economic conditions"; and with reference to farmers in Kiangsi, 
i 

in south China, Mao Tse-tung (1949:45) wrote, "Since in the 

old days it was impossible to obtain a wife without money, many 

poor farmers did not marry at all. One had either to raise a 

t'ung-yang-shi (foster-daughter-in-law) or wait until an 

advanced age". 

The most elaborate version of the argument and the best 

evidence is offered by Pei Hsiao-tung, who claims that in 

Kiangsu, the practice of rearing a son's wife is "despised, 

since it develops at times of economic depression and is 

usually practiced by poor families" (Fei,1939:54). 

Wolf and Huang (1980) cast doubt on this argument when 

they found that among both the poor and the wealthy in Taiwan, 

foster daughter-in-law was common. In my opinion, Wolf and 

Huang (1980) failed to distinguish the different motivations of 

the poor and the rich. As they realized, "the fact that wealthy 

families commonly chose to raise their sons1s wives does not 

mean that they did not appreciate the advantages of the major 

form of marriage. After adopting and raising a child bride for 

their son, some families sent the girl home a few days or weeks 

before marriage and then brought her back as though she was a 
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bride marrying in the major fashion, which, so far as 

appearance were concerned she was "(Wolf & Huang, 1980:264). 

Ikeda Toshio described the custom as follows: 

"Exceptionally punctilious families send the girl back to her 

natal home before the wedding then conduct it as an ordinary 

wedding. The groom's family sends pig's feet, noodles, and 

sweets to the bride's family; they prepare some furniture and 

clothing for their daughter to take with her on the wedding 

day. ' " ..." Elderly informants in San-hsia said that in the old 

days wealthy people sometimes sent a child-bride home and then 

brought her back in a sedan chair because it looks better" 

(Wolf & Huang, 1980:264). 

Obviously, when the wealthy rear a daughter-in-law, 

finances are not a concern. They still spend money and conduct 

the marriage as if it is a major marriage, the only reason left 

to explain their motivation is the reduction of the tension 

between the girl and the family, especially the mother-in-law. 

For a woman in a patrilineal society in a wealthy family, her 

son is her only bond to the family. If she wishes to control 

the son even after he gets married, rearing his wife and 

controlling her becomes the effective way of fulfilling this 

goal. 

For the poor, without the financial strength of the rich, 

it would not make sense for a poor family to rear a daughter-

in-law only for the purpose of reducing the tension between the 

daughter-in-law and the mother-in-law, because it costs money 
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to do so. There are only two reasons left to explain this 

motivation. One is to gain the labor of the girl, the other is 

to save the lump sum of the bride price. 

In a poor family, the foster daughter-in-law can serve 

as valuable labor. But if the girl's labor is valuable, it 

follows that by the time she is married, a bride price will be 

required. Even though the money to rear a daughter-in-law is 

no less than the money accumulated for the bride price, Chinese 

people want to avoid the lump sum expense at the period of 

marriage and would rather spend the same amount gradually. "The 

decision to adopt a sam-pa (a child bride) was usually taken 

when the prospective groom was no more than three or four years 

old. His parents still had fifteen years to raise the money 

needed for a brideprice and a grand wedding. Their decision 

reflected planning with respect to long-range goals..." (Wolf 

1980). They would not rear a girl without considering the 

economic benefit they get by saving the future bride price. 

Hence, there is no economic advantage, especially for a 

poor family, to rear a child-bride if there is no bride price 

required, for otherwise, they end up sacrificing more than they 

receive. 

Wolf's study of foster daughter-in-law in southeast 

China and Taiwan suggests-that in 1950, people feel that they 

see fewer advantages in minor marriages. " While they had 

previously raised their daughters-in-law to save the brideprice 

and the costs of the wedding, they now preferred to wait and 
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marry their sons in the major fashion, in part because this was 

one way of translation their new income into prestige and 

social status" (Wolf & Huang 1980:194). 

2.3 THEORIES ABOUT FOSTER DAUGHTER-IN-LAW AND ITS IMPLICATION 

One competing argument suggests that foster daughters-

in-law are popular because the girl's family can not afford to 

rear her, and therefore they find her a place to live as a 

child bride. But this only happens when the economic situation 

is severely deteriorated and evidence suggests that once the 

family's economic condition gets better, usually, the girls are 

sent back to their natal home (Wolf & Huang, 1980). This 

argument does not deny the existence of bride wealth and it 

also fails to explain the popularity of foster daughters-in-

law among the wealthy. 

Another competing explanation is that the girl's family 

gave her up because she could not contribute to the family and 

would, in fact, cost the family in the form of a dowry when she 

married. The social and economic position of women was low in 

traditional China, however, parents would not do so to their 

daughters if there were ways of avoiding it. For most foster 

daughters-in-law among the poor, their positions were no better 

than that of child slaves. Parents would sent their daughters 

away to be foster daughter-in-law when there is an economic 

depression; Or if they have sons, they do so to be able to 

adopt a wife for their son. Hence, this argument does not offer 

more insight than those I have discussed. 
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Therefore, the above analyses suggest that there is a 

direct relationship between popularity of foster daughters-in-

law and brideprice. The practice of rearing a daughter-in-law, 

in parts of China, seems to have been found most often among 

the very poor who could not afford the expense of a major 

marriage and it apparently increased during difficult economic 

times. This class is exactly the same class where brideprice 

rather than dowry is dominant (Wolf & Huang,1980). This 

correlation further disagrees with the notion that China is a 

dowry society. 

Judging from the co-existence of brideprice, dowry, the 

existence of indirect dowry as noticed by Freedman and 

described by other researchers and the phenomenon of foster 

daughter-in-law, I propose that there is direct relationship 

between the popularity of minor marriage and the underlying 

high brideprice among the poor. All the above suggests that 

indirect dowry is the actual form of marriage transaction 

there. 

In the case of China, we may categorize a society as a 

dowry society because dowry is the visible or the ideal form of 

marriage transaction. Brideprice, however also existed or was 

transformed into minor marriage. 

Theoretically, brideprice is the money or goods given to 

the bride's family by the groom's family. It functions to 

augment or maintain resources, mainly labor (Schlegel & Eloul, 

1988). Poster daughters-in-law are, in every aspect, means of 
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avoiding bridewealth. 

2.4 IMPLICATION OF CLASSIFYING CHINA AS AN INDIRECT DOWRY 

SOCIETY 

As the above analysis shows, Freedman's (1966) notion 

that China is a dowry society may need to be modified to state 

that China is actually an indirect dowry society traditionally. 

Classifying China as a dowry instead of a indirect dowry 

society ignores the widely existing bridewealth side of 

indirect dowry. 

If Freedman studied the area of Kwang-tung and Fukien, 

why did not he find that bride price is so widespread and claim 

that the southeast as well as China as a whole is mainly dowry 

society? The fact is that Freedman did notice that dowry was 

popular only among the rich. For the majority of the 

population, the poor, bridewealth plus dowry, which is actually 

indirect dowry, rather than dowry alone was the dominant form 

of marriage transaction. The reason he still classified China 

as a dowry society is that, dowry, which the elites were 

practicing, is generally preferred for those who can afford to 

do so. 

This idea is acceptable if what is ideal complies 

generally with what is the reality. Since the ideal form and 

reality differ greatly from one another, in this case, then 

what is regarded as the ideal can hardly contribute to our 

objective understanding of the society. Hence, to employ dowry 

to classify, to illustrate and to help understand the social 
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structure, marriage customs and kinship relationship of China 

could be very misleading. So to sum up, it seems safe to say 

that dowry may be the ideal form of marriage transaction in 

China, but it is indirect dowry that was widely practiced in 

pre-revolutionary China. In order to achieve an objective 

understanding of Chinese society, it is necessary to clarify 

the real situation and to reclassify China as a indirect dowry 

society. 

Theoretically, it also makes a difference whether one 

classifies a society as a dowry society, indirect dowry society 

or a bridewealth society. Since indirect dowry combines 

characteristics of both dowry and bridewealth, dowry reveals 

only one side of the situation. It does not reveal the fact 

that in addition to goods and cash a bride brings with her at 

marriage, there are goods and cash flowing from the groom's 

family to the bride's family as well. 

To recognize only dowry as the ideal form of marriage 

also fails to distinguish the differences in origin and the 

destination of indirect dowry from those of bridewealth and 

dowry, as well as the different effects each type of marriage 
« 

transaction has on a household. 

What,. then, is dowry and bridewealth in terms of 

function, origin, and destination? How do these two forms 

related to indirect dowry? What does indirect dowry tell us 

about a society? 

As Goody (1973) pointed out, bridewealth and dowry are 
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not mirror images of one another, even though the groom or his 

family provide the first and the bride's family provides the 

second. As discussed by Schlegel and Eloul(1988), the functions 

and final destinations of these forms of marriage transaction 

are quite different as well. 

Bridewealth circulates laterally among households; what 

is given for one women is used to acquire a wife for her 

brother or an additional wife for her father (of 54 societies 

with bridewealth, 50 are polygynous, including token 

bridewealth, this total is raised to 56-61) (Schlegel & 

Eloul,1988). In doing so, families are ensured of ending up 

with no fewer women than they started out with, because there 

are always daughters-in-laws or secondary wives to replace 

daughters. Bridewealth ends up in another household and 

functions to balance the property transfer between households. 

Dowry, however, moves property down a generation into 

the household of the daughter, thus keeping it with a family 

member (Schlegel & Eloul,1988:12-13). It serves to maintain the 

social status of the bride's family, in the case of China, it 

saves face for the bride's family. For the rich, the display of 

dowry help them maintain and improve their social status. For 

the poor, they need not bear the guilt of "selling their 

daughters". 

Indirect dowry has characteristics of both bridewealth 

and dowry. It proceeds from the groom's side as bridewealth 

does; it stops in the conjugal household as dowry does. In 
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societies with patrilocal residence, goods or their equivalent 

end up in the household that initiates them, although a certain 

proportion of them may be taken off by the bride's family to 

pay for the wedding (Schlegel & Eloul, 1988:15). 

Because of the significant theoretical and practical 

differences among "dowry", "bridewealth" and "indirect dowry", 

the important role indirect dowry played in interpreting 

changes in marriage transactions in post-revolutionary China 

and in our understanding of Chinese society, I feel that we 

need to correct the use of possibly inappropriate terms so as 

to enhance our understanding of China. 

It would not make much difference if the goods and cash 

from the groom's side, namely the bridewealth aspect of 

indirect dowry is not so crucial and widespread. However, quite 

to the contrary, the bridewealth side of indirect dowry in 

China is so crucial that it results in foster daughters-in-law 

and women exchange in pre-revolutionary as well as in post-

revolutionary China. 

To recognize the existence of bridewealth and to classify 

China as an indirect dowry society is not significant if what 

happened in pre-revolutionary China, which was indirect dowry, 

does not help explain some of the puzzles we have, such as why 

there is a drastic change from pure dowry in pre-revolutionary 

rural China to pure bride price in post-revolutionary rural 

China, and what is the practice in the urban areas? 

The following chapter will examine the existence of pure 
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bride price in the rural area and practice of marriage 

transaction in the urban area in post-revolutionary China. I 

will compare the forms of marriage transaction between rural 

and urban areas. 
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CHAPTER 3 

COMPARISON OF DIFFERENT PRACTICES OF MARRIAGE 

TRANSACTIONS IN URBAN AND RURAL AREAS 

In this chapter, I intend to address the question of 

differences in the practice of marriage transaction between the 

urban and rural areas? The term "brideprice" is constantly used 

in China to refer the marriage transaction practiced in cities. 

Is brideprice given in urban areas? Is it real prideprice? Or 

is just a modified continuation of indirect dowry? Or it is 

something new? Is brideprice given in rural areas? If so, why 

there are differences in the practice between the rural and the 

urban areas? 

3.1 BRIDEPRICE IN RURAL AREAS 

Bride prices is widespread in rural areas in post-

revolutionary China, although there is probably considerable 

regional variation in the practice today as there was in the 

past. 

Parish and Whyte's (1980) study on marriage transaction 

practices provides extensive data collected in the late 1970s 

and finds that the payment of bride prices was nearly universal 

in the 48 Kwangtung villages for which they had information, 

the average amount perhaps equivalent to a family's annual 

income. 

Currently :" ... only five cases of marriage from 48 

villages surveyed did not involve a brideprice, and these were 

offered as unusual exceptions to local practice. In every 
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village for which we have information, virtually all marriages 

involve a bride price (Li-chin, or Pin-chin), though the amount 

varies.... "( Parish & Whyte, 1980:183). 

"Most of the cash is saved and in many cases forms part 

of the bride price used to marry off a brother of the 

bride...." Several quotations from their interviews illustrate 

the current uses of these payments, one informant said...: 

*Those who had daughters to marry off saw their daughters 

become money trees-they could get as much as 200 yuan in bride 

price, and the average was even over 100 yuan.... If one has 

both a boy an a girl, the custom is that one first marries out 

the daughter, thereby getting a bride price, and then with this 

newly attained money one has the price to get one*a son a 

wife....1; "It cost me 2,000 yuan to marry.... If I am a poor 

or lower-middle peasant and my son will be getting married, I 

start saving two years in advance You can use the money 

from marrying off daughters to help..." (Parish & Whyte, 

1980:185). 

Furthermore, they found that the ratio of bride price to 

dowry expenses has increased considerably as the dowry has 

become an insignificant part of marriage exchanges. They 

cautiously conclude that :"rural Kwangtung now has a purer 

bride-price system, with valuables circulating around the 

community, received for daughters and expended for sons" 

(Parish & Whyte, 1975:185). Bride price has also been reported 

to have been prevalent in some Fukien villages. 
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My own research reveals that bride price is common in the 

rural areas outside the southeast. In Pinglu county in Shanxi 

province, the increase of bridewealth is obvious from the 

following figures: in the 1950s, the usual price was 500 yuan, 

in the 1960s, it rose up to 1000-1200 yuan; in the 1970s, the 

usual price was 1230-1500; and during the 80s, bridewealth has 

reached 5000-10000 yuan. In an another county in Jiangxi 

province, by 1985, the bride price has risen to 5686 yuan. 

In sum, this information points to the emergence of a 

pure bride-price custom, with dowry and indirect dowry becoming 

much less important and disappearing. Parish and Whyte's (1980) 

accounts of marriage customs in southeast China are accurate, 

not only for the southeast but also for other areas of China as 

well. 

Because of the great expense of acquiring a wife for a 

son, the marriage of a son might depend on obtaining 

bridewealth from the daughter, or the exchange of a sister. 

Daughters, directly or indirectly, are means of obtaining wives 

for sons. 

"One traditional way to avoid brideprice in the 1980s 

countryside was to *exchange relatives' — that is, to marry 

the daughter and son of one family to the son and daughter of 

another. In such cases the families nearly had to pay the cost 

of a banquet and household equipment they saved the brideprice. 

Many other families married off daughters to the highest bidder 

in order to make enough money to pay for wives for their sons. 



36 

For hard-pressed rural households, this was one way to cope 

with the rising cost of bride prices. Young women who resisted 

the strategy were often ill-treated, and some chose suicide 

rather than comply" (Honig & Hershatter 1988:96). 

This evidence suggests that pure bride price is extremely 

common in post-revolutionary China, especially in the rural 
« 

areas, and dowry is disappearing. 

3.2 DOWRY IS DISAPPEARING 

Dowries are now considered negligible in rural Kwangtung 

and in other areas as well. They seem invariably to be much 

smaller than the cash and gifts sent to the bride's family from 

the groom's family. 

The decline of dowry may reflect a reduced salience of 

status differences based on landholding in the countryside of 

China. As land reform eliminated differential landholding as a 

basis of inequality, the importance of dowries as a way of 

protecting the status of daughters through a sort of 

inheritance-in-advance presumably declined. Thus one reason for 

the decline of dowry may be that the rural social structure is 

now more equal in terms of property. The equality of access to 

productive resources fostered the widely-existing bride price 

and helped eliminate the use of dowry. (Parish & Whyte 1975; 

Pang 1987). 

Another reason for the decline of dowry is the criticism 

of the Communist party. Dowries were traditionally displayed 

ostentatiously in a procession to the groom's home. Since the 
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Communist ethos advocates equality in wealth and a simple life

style, any display of wealth is considered to favor inequality 

and thus is politically inadvisable. 

Why, then, is this so? If China was a dowry society as 

coded by anthropological literature, why is there such a 

drastic change from dowry to bride price given all the evidence 

drawn from the rural areas of China? 

3.3 EXPLANATION OP BRIDEPRICE IN RURAL AREAS 

In my term paper, Marriage Transaction in the Rural Areas 

in China, I made an attempt to explain this wide-existing pure 

bride price as a result of the change in social and economic 

structure. 

Pang (1987) and Parish and Whyte (1985:181,188) attribute 

both this increase in bride prices and diminishment of dowry to 

the increased value of women's labor in agriculture, with the 

bride price signifying the transfer of rights to the woman's 

labor from one family to another. 

I followed Goody's (1973) and Schlegel and Eloul's (1988) 

argument that the decline of dowry may reflect a reduced 

salience of status differences based on landowning in overall 

rural areas in China. Since the Communists came into power in 

1949, subsequent land reform eliminated differential landowning 

as a basis of inequality, the importance of dowries as a way of 

protecting the status of daughters through a sort of 

inheritance in-advance presumably declined. The rural social 

structure is more equal in terms of property, everybody has 
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equal access to productive resource and this change gives dowry 

no environment to exist and function. 

But, we need to take into consideration the rate of 

cultural change as a result of social structure change, and the 

fact that Chinese people tend not to deviate from their customs 

drastically. They would rather modify, when necessary, their 

customs to changes in social structure than change the customs 

completely. Hsu (1953) gives us very insightful remarks about 

Chinese weakness in this regard. According to him, being 

situation-centered, the average Chinese accepts life as he 

finds it. "... This means not only that the Chinese have no 

desire to make the world safe for ancestor worship, neither do 

they exhibit any determined zeal to reform their own society or 

the lives of their neighbors.... *Sweep the snow in front of 

your own dwelling1 says a Chinese maxim, Nbut do not bother 

about the frost on the roof of other homes'" (Hsu,1953:355). 

Before Western influence penetrated into Chinese life, it was 

almost impossible to interest the Chinese in attacking any 

specific social ills such as infanticide, opium addiction in 

pre-revolutionary China, let alone marriage customs. In post-

revolutionary China, changes in social structure have helped to 

eliminate many of the social evils, but people's attitude 

towards cultural customs such as marriage transactions remains 

more or less unchanged. The fact is that there is practically 

no individual or group effort "to alter the behavior or beliefs 

of others and little impetus from any direction to upset 
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existing institutions or usages" (Hsu, 1953:359). Pootbinding, 

which is far more visible and cruel than marriage customs, had 

persisted for more than 1000 years before someone condemned it. 

As pointed out by Hsu (1953), the persistence of footbinding 

reveals " the unwillingness of Chinese to initiate or become 

involved in a fight for or against any cause" (Hsu,1953:360) 

including marriage customs. 

If we take into account these factors, it is hard to 

comprehend a drastic change from dowry as Freedman (1960) and 

other researchers claimed, to brideprice, which exists today. 

However, all will begin to make sense if we realize that 

it was indirect dowry instead of the claimed dowry system in 

pre-revolutionary China that was most widely practiced. This 

realization helps to explain the apparent change. I propose 

that, since indirect dowry has long existed, and since it 

combines the characteristics of both dowry and bridewealth, 

what has happened in post-revolutionary China is not a complete 

change from pure dowry to pure bride price. Rather, it is the 

bride price aspect of indirect dowry that has been elaborated 

and has become the dominant form of marriage transaction in 

rural areas. Given the social environment, there is not much 

necessity for dowry to exist or function, for there is no 

longer any reason to maintain status differences. 

3.4 BRIDEPRICE ABSENT IN URBAN AREAS 

What, then, is the situation in urban areas in post 

revolutionary China? Since the labor value in the urban areas 
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in China is as high as their counterparts in the rural areas, 

we would expect high bride prices in urban areas. 

Yet, the fact is that there is high expense on marriage 

but that is not really bride price, though in every written 

form, it is called bride price. It is actually a modified form 

of indirect dowry as I will illustrate. 

As in earlier times (and as in the countryside in the 

1980s), many urban families understood the bringing of goods to 

the marriage as being of symbolic value with regard to the 

social status of the bride and the groom. In the 1980s, the 

cost of goods to be provided by the groom exceed that provided 

by the bride's family. 

In most cities, the groom provides the so-called 

"hardware". This consists of primarily furniture, referred to 

as the "forty-eight legs" - a bed (4 legs), two bedside stands 

(4 legs each), a dining table (6 legs), four chairs (4 legs 

each), a wardrobe (6 legs), and two chests of drawers (4 legs 

each). In addition to the "forty-eight legs", the "hardware" 

provided by the groom ideally includes various household 

appliances such as a television, sewing machine, radio, tape 

recorder, electric fan, watch, desk lamp, and camera. The 

bride's family is responsible for the "software" : four to 

eight cotton quilts (and preferably one down quilt as well), 

bed sheets and pillows, kitchen utensils, a washbasin, and 

toilet articles. In addition, the bride is expected to own a 

set of new clothes. No rigid rules govern the quantity of 
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goods. Furthermore, as new items became available, the 

components of the "hardware" and "software" continued to 

change. We can tell from the above illustration that almost 

everything is for the new conjugal household, not for anybody 

else. 

While waiting for housing, both partners were usually 

busy collecting the goods they were expected to contribute to 

the new household. The expectation that each would provide 

certain goods is reminiscent of dowry that characterized 

marriages in pre-Liberation China. 

To purchase and prepare these items in post-revolutionary 

China, the expense can run up to 2000-3000 yuan. By 1985, goods 

for a marriage ordinarily cost 3,300 yuan, and some couples 

spent as much as 5,000 yuan-several times the average urban 

worker's annual salary, which in 1985 was about 1,000 yuan. 

"Usually the young couple had saved up for their marriage 

themselves and used their individual savings to provide for the 

furnishings. In one family, the bride and groom had used their 

joint savings to buy some furnishings and clothes..." 

(Croll,1981:116). Young couples often exhausted the savings 

they has accumulated over three or four years of work in order 

to get married" (Honig & Hershatter, 1988:143). 

In 1987, a major national project, " The Study of the 

Chinese Urban Family," was undertaken. 4385 families located in 

five major Chinese cities have been surveyed. The survey 

concludes that one third of the wedding expense is paid from 
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the savings of the young couple and two-thirds of it comes from 

the parents. Eighty percent of the total is for the purchase of 

goods for the conjugal household, the other 20 percent is used 

for entertaining friends and making clothes (Liu & Xue, 

1987:61-62). This survey represents the situation for the 

majority of young people in the urban areas of post-

revolutionary China, especially in the 1970s and 1980s, when 

there was the least political influence on people's daily life. 

Parents can and normally will help, but they are not obligated 

to do so. This is different from both bridewealth and dowry, 

in which the goods and money are provided by parents or the kin 

of the bride and the groom. They are obligated to do so because 

otherwise their own status or needs are at stake. 

The goods and money originate primarily from the saving 

of the bride and the groom, and they terminate in the new 

conjugal household, rather than in the groom's family or the 

bride's family. No matter where they come from, they serve 

primarily for purchasing goods for the new couple. None of them 

is used by the bride's family to get a daughter-in-law for 

their son. Goods and cash from the groom's family to the 
« 

bride's family are used by the bride's family to gain a 

daughter--in-law if they have a son. Rather, the money and goods 

come mainly from the savings of the couple themselves with help 

from both families. Judging from the origin and destination as 

well as function of the money or goods in cities, we can see 

that they are neither bride price nor dowry. It is not clear 



43 

whether the groom may send some goods or cash for the bride to 

bring back, and here is where we need some first-hand data to 

determine whether there is indirect dowry involved. My 

suspicion is that since both the girl and the boy are 

contributing to the conjugal household, it is likely that the 

boy's expense is more than that of the girl's to assure the 

male's position as the bread winner. 

So, what the Chinese people called "bride price" is 

actually not the bride price in the anthropological sense. It 

is rather "trousseau". In rural areas, pure bride price 

dominates and in urban areas, dowry is disappearing. Why is 

there a difference in terms of marriage transaction practices 

between urban and rural areas, when the economic labor value of 

women is high in both areas? One of the factors that comes to 

mind is continued patrilineality and household structure, which 

explains more than the higher economic value of women does. 

3.5 EXPLANATIONS OF THE DIFFERENT PRACTICES PATRILOCALITY, 

UNIT OF PRODUCTION, AND HOUSEHOLD STRUCTURE 

In the case of China, patrilocality and the unit of 

production contribute to explain the presence and the absence 

of pure bride price in rural areas and urban areas. 

Except in duolocal . societies, marriage involves the 

movement of an individual from one household to another. Most 

commonly, as virilocal residence outnumbers other forms 

worldwide, it is a daughter going to her new husband's home. As 

a result, households lose female labor (if the daughter's labor 
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is valued) when they lose daughters and gain it with daughters-

in-law. 

China is a traditionally patrilineal society. Patrilocal 

post-marital residence is not only the ideal form but also the 

real practice in rural China. The nature of marriage exchanges 

between patrilineal families both reflected and reinforced the 

balance of transfer of property, being labor and money between 

households. 

Although the rural economy had been collectivized in the 

1950s, rural people managed to retain important elements of the 

patriarchal family economy within the collective order in the 

post-revolutionary period. The continuation of a patrilocal 

marriage system is one of the most important elements because 

the male household head is also head of the productive unit. 

Preservation of patriarchal authority within the collective 

order rests on even stronger structural supports. 

"Rural China has experienced major changes in its 

traditional system of arranged marriages. Parents did not 

recapture the absolute authority they once exercised over the 

marital destinies of the young. But "free marriage" almost 

never means that rural youth have independent control over 

their marital destines" (Stacey, 1983:218). 

A structural fact that helped the continuance of 

patrilocality is housing. Housing, the last important patrimony 

in rural China, is inherited through the male line. Housing 

sites are generally available through the collective, but the 
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cost of new housing is high. Sons wishing to marry will either 

live together with their wives, with the natal family if the 

original house is big enough, or are dependent upon parental 

willingness to add a room or to shoulder the cost of new 

construction. But in any event, patrilocality is assured 

(Stacey, 1983:218). 

The continuation of patrilocality in post-revolutionary 

rural China contributes to the existing pure bride price and 

women exchange derived from indirect dowry in the pre-

revolutionary period. 

The nature of marriage in rural China continues to be an 

exchange of rights and property, being labor and fertility 

value of women, between two households. The fact is that 

regardless whether females became as productive economically as 

males, the continuance of patrilocal post-marital residence, 

and especially village exogamous patrilocal marriage practices 

made women only temporary members of their parents' families 

(Johnson, 1975). 

Embedded in the meaning of "marriage" was the transfer 

of female's labor value from one household to another. The 

bride's family will be losing a laborer and wishes both to 

ensure their daughter's welfare and to receive reasonable 

compensation. Bride price, both symbolizing and reinforcing the 

transfer of women's labor and obligations from one patrilineal 

group to another, is more emphasized than ever, and it is 

actually derived from the traditional indirect dowry that had 
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long been in existence. 

Therefore, "Virilocal marriage, or the recruitment of 

wives to the domestic group in which the husband resided prior 

to marriage, was widely practiced in traditional China and it 

is still the case in the rural area where there is no housing 

shortage like in the cities. The allocation of new housing to 

young couples in the urban areas, where there was no acute 

shortage of supply, seems to assume the establishment of a 

neolocal household rather than the incorporation of the new 

marriage partners into the larger economic unit of the joint 

family. Indeed, anthropologists who have studied the family, 

domestic group or household in contemporary China have argued 

that there has been a rise in the number of households of 

conjugal type" (Goode 1963; Croll 1981:90,143). 

The urban pattern of marriage involves more freedom, 

limited arranged betrothal in matchmaking and late marriage 

age. Urban people are more likely than villagers to accept 

simple wedding ceremonies. In fact, urban youth save their 

income to meet their own marital expenses as I have discussed 

earlier. But the most dramatic change is the shift away from 

patrilineality toward bilateral kin relationships. "The 

preference for patrilocal marriage has diminished in the 

cities"(Stacey,1983:236). 

The discontinuance of patrilocality is one of the factors 

that explains the absence of pure bride price in the cities. 

Without patrilocal post-marital residence, female labor is not 
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transferred from the bride's household to the groom's 

household. The establishment of a separate conjugal household 

means that women's labor is not an economic benefit to the 

groom's family. As I will illustrate, it is not a loss to the 

bride's family either. Neither the groom's family nor the 

bride's family gain or lose anything in terms of labor, money, 

and status. 

I agree with Goode (1963) and Croll (1981) that the 

housing allocations make conjugal or nuclear households more 

common in the urban areas. But Goode (1963) and Croll (1981) 

thought that there was no acute housing shortage, and I 

disagree with them. I think it is actually the housing shortage 

that causes the allocation of residential space which in turn 

encourages a nuclear household structure. 

For every work unit, it is usually the case that the unit 

Is only responsible for their male workers' housing needs, not 

that of the female workers, for the latter should have houses 

provided through their husbands. Unless one is of considerable 

authority, normally every man can get a one-bedroom apartment, 

and this makes it increasingly unlikely for any household to 

extend. Sons and their wives cannot live with their parents, as 

is the case in rural areas. The father can not request another 

apartment for his son because the father's unit is only 

responsible for the father. The son has to request housing from 

his own work unit. This makes it very likely that a nuclear 

household is going to be established as a result of the housing 
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allocation regulation. 

Hence, the fact that patrilocality can not really exist 

in urban areas makes it impossible to realize the benefit of a 

daughter-in-law. Daughters-in-law contribute to the family 

economically in rural areas by adding their working points to 

the whole family. This cannot occur in cities. 

However, if patrilocality can be fulfilled for some city 

people, will this mean that, among these people, brideprice is 

likely to occur? The answer is "not necessarily". One important 

structural factor that has been ignored by studies of marriage 

transactions is the household structure. Household structure 

can alter the form of marriage transaction, despite the 

existence of other factors, such as high female labor value. 

When we discuss the correlation between female's high economic 

labor value and brideprice, the underlying assumption is that 

female's high economic labor value is beneficial to the groom's 

family under any circumstances, thus, brideprice is employed as 

a payment for the transfer of valuable labor in patrilocal 

societies. The fact is that household structure, such as 

nuclear family household, may prevent female's high economic 

labor value from being beneficial to the male's family, even 

when female labor is of high economic value as it is in both 

rural and urban areas of post-revolutionary China. As a result, 

the household structure provides no condition for brideprice to 

occur. 

In the case of China, even when the girl does move into 
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her husband's family, the bride price is still not encouraged 

in urban areas because the unit of production in cities is the 

nuclear family household. Women's labor value is high, but it 

can be beneficial only to the couple, not to the groom's 

family, for the production unit is the nuclear household and 

not the stem household as in rural areas. 

It is true that the male's family gains a daughter-in-

law, but they do not benefit economically from her valuable 

labor as in rural areas. For the family that loses the 

daughter, they only do so in the emotional sense, not in terms 

of economic sacrifice. This is because a daughter's earning is 

in the form of wages or a salary and she can actually control 

it separately from the earnings of other family members. 

An unmarried girl in the city is not obligated to give 

her earnings to her parents or to the household. If she does, 

part of the money will compensate for her living expenses in 

her parents' apartment or as a token for her contribution to 

her parents' pension. She has the final say over her money, 

and she has the right to keep it to herself. 

After she is married, a small proportion of her earnings 

will go to her parents as a pension, the rest goes to her 

nuclear household. Her husband's family usually will not 

receive any money or regular contribution from her, although 

they will from their son. 

Therefore, the male's family gaines only a daughter-in-

law without gaining much economic benefit. For the girl's 
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family, they no longer have a daughter with them all the time, 

but do not lose anything in terms of economic value. What they 

get from their daughter after she marries is same as before she 

marries. There is no need or condition for bride price to 

dominate, because without this form of marriage transaction, 

both families have already achieved a balance in terms of gain 
t 

and loss. 

In comparison with urban areas, in the countryside in 

contemporary China, continuance of patrilocality provides the 

condition necessary to realize the high economic value of 

women, and women's labor here is beneficial to the household in 

which she lives, because her earning is not in the form of 

wages or a salary but in the form of working points, which are 

incorporated with those of other family members. The whole 

family is paid in cash by the state at the end of the year 

without distinguishing who earned how much in terms of cash. 

In rural areas, before a girl is married, she works in 

the fields of her natal home, and her contribution is important 

to her family because of her high participation in the 

subsistent activity. Her family gains economic benefits for 

having her around. After she is married, through patrilocal 

post-marital residence, and working with the members of the 

family, her contribution to the family can not be separated 

from other family members. Most likely, it is an extended 

household where parents and married children as well as 

unmarried children live together. The girl's working points 
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will now be counted together with those of the other members in 

the male's family and her labor is valuable to the male's 

family. 

So, here, to gain a daughter-in-law means to gain 

economically valuable labor; to lose a daughter means to lose 

some economic benefits. Pure bride price is the perfect 

marriage transaction to reflect the realized high labor value 

of women and hence flourishes in the rural areas. 

In sum, the extended household as the unit of production 

in rural areas, unlike the nuclear household in urban areas 

which contribute to the absence of pure brideprice, encourages 

the use of pure bride price as the dominant form of marriage 

transaction. 

Consequently, solely to emphasize the economic labor 

value of women without considering household structure is not 

enough. Even when women's economic value is high, if the unit 

of production is nuclear household, the benefit of high labor 

value of women does not go to the husband's family. Therefore, 

bride price, which is payment for the high economic value of 

women will, not occur when this benefit can not be transferred. 

This may suggest that when we talk about marriage transaction 

and its distribution, we may need to look at more than women's 

labor value, their fertility value, and the social structure in 

which they operate. Households may be one more factor we need 

to consider when discussing marriage transaction, because 

women's labor value may not be realized in different household 



52 

structures. Anthropological research on marriage transaction 

using household as unit of analysis has focused on property 

transfer among households (Schlegel & Eloul, 1988), but if we 

look from another angle, we find that the role household 

structure plays in altering forms of marriage transaction 

regardless of other factors is too significant to be ignored. 
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CHAPTER 4 

UNANSWERED QUESTIONS 

During my research, some questions are raised that beyond 

my current capacity to answer. Some first-hand investigation 

may be the key to answering these questions. 

Generally, brideprice tends to be directly correlated 

with one variable—women's economic participation. In Africa, 

fertility value is another important variable that strongly 

correlates with brideprice (Schlegel and Eloul, 1988). As I 

pointed out, household structure is another important variable 

to consider. But there are some puzzling statistics that shows 

the opposites. 

Ester Boserup "(1970:35) states that: "1) In very sparsely 

populated regions where shifting cultivation is used, men do 

little farm work, the women doing most. 2) In somewhat more 

densely populated regions, where the agricultural system is 

that of extensive plough cultivation, women do little farm work 

and men do much more. 3) Finally, in regions of intensive 

cultivation of irrigated land, both men and women must put 

hard work into agriculture in order to earn enough to support 

a family on a small piece of land". 

When we look at the map of China, we can easily tell that 

all of North China and part of South China belong to the second 

category, namely densely populated regions where the dominant 

agricultural system is extensive plough cultivation. In such 

areas women's contribution to agriculture was relatively low, 
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and probably was made mostly during the busiest seasons of the 

planting as well as harvest. In these areas, we would expect 

dowry or the dowry component of indirect dowry to dominate. 

In contrast, in the far south and southwest, where 

several crops were grown each year and much of the land was 

irrigated, the demand for labor was high throughout the year. 

Consequently many women performed farming activities as their 

normal routine. Because the cultivation of rice is especially 

labor-intensive, women's participation rate was the highest in 

the double-cropping rice area. According to the theoretical 

framework used, bridewealth is expected to correlate with the 

high participation of women in the subsistence economy in these 

areas. 

Yet, a major study of the early 1930s indicates some 

regional variations. Prom his surveys, J.L. Buck (1956) 

demonstrated a general difference between north and south 

regarding women's participation in subsistence economy. 

In the rice-growing areas as a whole, 16 percent of farm 

work was performed by women, in contrast to only nine percent 

in the wheat region. In the rice-tea area directly to the north 

(northern Fukien, Chekiang, Kiangsi, and Southern Hunan), 

women's share was only five percent. Between these two 

extremes, the women's share was 22 percent in the southwestern 

rice area, 19 percent in the Yangtze rice-wheat area. Relating 

his result to forms of marriage transaction, we see a 

contradiction to general rule of marriage transactions. 
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In the double-cropping rice area (mainly Kwangtung 

province, southern Kiangsi, and southern Fukien), 29 percent of 

the farming was performed by women, and the absolute amount of 

the male's expense was highest here. Here, the obvious high 

contribution of women to farming undoubtedly resulted in the 

dominance of brideprice. The situation in this area complies 

with the theoretical framework. 

On the other hand, women performed 14 percent of the farm 

work in the spring wheat area, eight percent in the northern 

winter wheat-kaoliang area. Yet, in the northern winter wheat-

kaoliang regions, the expenses were equal; Neither dowry nor 

brideprice was dominant. Thus, it indicates itself as indirect 

dowry. We may want to examine the status acquirement in this 

area to test the function of indirect dowry suggested by 

Schlegel and Eloul (1988). 

In the winter wheat-millet area of the northwest, five 

percent of farming was done by women, yet, expenses of the 

groom's family exceeded those of the bride's family by nearly 

two and one-half to one (Wolf & Whyte, 1975:247; Buck, 

1956:292), suggesting dominance of bridewealth. Since women in 

this area did not participate in the subsistence activity as 

much as those in the south, actually the participation rate was 

fairly low; Thus we would expect, according to the framework, 

dowry to be dominant. Therefore, this area is a deviation from 

the general rule. 

In the Szechuan rice area, 11 percent of farming was done 
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by women and the average female family expenses exceeded that 

of the male's, suggesting that dowries were the dominant 

practice (Buck, 1956; Johnson, 1983:11), We would not expect 

brideprice to be dominate or brideprice aspect of indirect 

dowry was elaborated here for the fairly low participation of 

women in farming. It could be the case that indirect dowry was 

practiced, and in this area, the dowry aspect of it is more 

elaborated. The contradiction does not exist here. 

Thus, the variations found in winter wheat-kaoliang areas 

and winter wheat-millet areas do not fit the expected pattern 

quite neatly. This is a question needing further investigation 

and we probably need to look closely at the women's economic 

activities in each area. Sometime, even without participating 

in farming, there may be some productive activities that women 

did to make themselves economically valuable. A close and 

careful examination of documentation about the whole range of 

women's productive activities, such as sericulture or care of 

small domestic animals in pre-revolutionary China, may help to 

clarify the case. We should also consider the difficulty to 

draw a clear line between absolute dowry or bridewealth from 

indirect dowry. The proportion of goods that can constitute the 

"brideprice" and "dowry" components of indirect dowry can vary 

greatly due to different region and different class. 

Another important question is the relationship between 

forms of marriage transaction and social and economic class. 

Are there any social differences in the practice of marriage 
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transaction? Do we have enough evidence to answer this 

question? 

Among elite (I refer to both rural and urban elite) 

families, there were social pressures to send a large dowry at 

least equal to the bride price in order to display publicly the 

family's wealth. In such cases, an "indirect dowry" system 

operated which might help equalize the expenses between the two 

families, even though the dowry usually did not, as in some 

societies, provide the woman control over significant personal 

property in her husband's family. Among the poor peasants, 

evidence suggests that dowries tended to be much smaller than 

bride price, or they were not given at all. With the literature 

available, we do not seem to have any detailed description of 

dowry among the wealthy. Terms such as brideprice and dowry are 

constantly misused. We need some descriptions of practices of 

marriage transactions to determine exactly what has been 

practiced. Pew statistical data can be found on this topic. The 

data currently available are too general for detailed 

investigation. 

In fact, the lack of systematic and statistical 

information about marriage transactions in various areas in 

different historic periods makes any generalization vulnerable 

to criticism. During my research for this paper, I can only 

generalize on the information provided by different 

researchers, reporters, and missionaries, who visited different 

areas of China at different periods. Without doing field work 
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in China, I use my knowledge of China as a native Chinese and 

find myself constantly citing other researchers' data to 

support my point of view. In order to construct a more accurate 

picture of marriage transactions and the social structures they 

reflect, a systematic study of documents and first-hand surveys 

are crucial. 

To define terms of "the wealthy" and "the poor" is one 

other currently unsolvable problem. When I talk about "the 

wealthy" in this paper, I refer to both rural and urban elites, 

those who owned the productive resources and lived on other's 

labor without participating physically in the production 

process themselves. It is hard to draw the line between 

prosperous peasants and the rural elite. What kind of marriage 

transactions did the wealthy peasant practice? We may suspect 

that they probably practiced indirect dowry as do most of the 

rural population. If they were more close to the rural elite, 

the dowry aspect of indirect dowry might have been emphasized 

and more visible than the bride price aspect. If they were more 

close to the poor peasants, maybe the brideprice aspect was 

more elaborated than that of dowry. However, to define amounts 

terms precisely requires census data and other quantitative 

information. Actually, the question that when indirect dowry 

becomes dowry or brideprice is itself a problem needing 

solution. 

I did not discuss marriage transactions in urban areas 

in pre-revolutionary China because of lack of information. 



59 

However, we may suspect that the urban non-elite people might 

have already broken away from indirect dowry system even before 

the revolution, just as the urban people did in post-

revolutionary period. The major contrasts between the two 

periods is the earlier presence and later absence of private 

ownership of productive resources and in status and wealth 

differentials. Careful examinations of household structure as 

well as other factors may help us learn about the forms of 

marriage transaction of the pre-revolutionary period in urban 

areas. 



60 

CONCLUSIONS AND PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS 

To summarize the discussion, I conclude that 1) with the 

evidence shown, there seems to be a need to reclassify China 

as an indirect dowry society. Preedman (1966) may be right in 

saying that dowry was the dominant practice of marriage 

transaction for the elite in pre-revolutionary China. But, to 

draw the conclusion that China, therefore, is a dowry society 

could be misleading for our understanding of traditional 

Chinese society. After all, the majority of the population were 

not elites and were not practicing only dowry. 

2) To reclassify China as an indirect dowry society helps 

to explain the change in marriage transaction from pre-

revolutionary to post-revolutionary China. There is no drastic 

change from a dowry system to a brideprice system. Rather, it 

is the brideprice component of indirect dowry, which has been 

long in existence, that has been elaborated and made more 

visible. This is a result of changes in economic and social 

structure after 1949 when the Communists came into power. The 

same structural changes result in the diminishment of dowry, 

for there is simply no need for it to exist anymore. 

3) Household structures, together with patterns of post-

marital residence, can determine forms of marriage transaction 

practiced despite the existence of other factors such as 

women's labor value and fertility value. They contribute to 

the maintenance of brideprice in rural areas of China, because 

stem households and patrilocality make women's high labor value 
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directly beneficial to the husband's family. They also 

contribute to the diminishment of brideprice in urban areas, 

because the nuclear household as the unit of production, 

together with the inability to reside patrilocally, prevents 

the husband's family from benefiting economically from their 

daughters-in-law. 

In comparison with other customs, such as the practice 

of the betrothal gift, the bridal sedan, wedding feasts, and 

especially the practice of bride price, dowry seems to be 

ignored by the political authorities. In the post-revolutionary 

ideology there is no attack on the dowry, and in the 

educational materials the marriage models are either marked by 

its absence or it is presented as an outmoded custom which is 

offered by the parents of the bride but rejected by the bride 

herself (Croll,1981:117). But it was dowry, rather than 

brideprice, that helped express differences in social status. 

It is ironic that the Communist Party ignores dowry in modern 

socialist China. 

Women-exchange, collective elopement resulting from high 

bride price in the rural areas, and the various crimes 

associated with the high wedding expense in the urban areas 

have received serious attention from the Communist Party. This 

propaganda is not very effective. Since patrilocality, unit of 

production, and household structures play important roles in 

the maintenance and changes in marriage transactions, 

especially bride price, the expansion of neolocal residence and 
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the formation of nuclear households would eliminate the 

conditions that encourage bride price to flourish. When it 

ceases to have an economic function, it will gradually 

disappear of its own accord. 
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