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1. Introduction

Bride price, also bridewealth or betrothal gift, has been practiced in China with the patrilocal tradition for thousands
of years since antiquity. It is the groom-to-bride transfer of money or valuable objects mostly in engagement (Ma,
2024a). It is now still widely practiced in contemporary China, particularly in rural areas. The payment is also seen
as a way to compensate the bride’s family for the loss of her labor or to demonstrate the groom’s ability to support
the bride. Despite its historical origin, bride price in China has been facing strong backlash in recent years. A major
reason is that the price has been rising, from a few hundred yuan in the 1980s to hundreds of thousands of yuan in
recent decades. In Chinese matrimonial customs, the practice of bestowing a bride price serves as both a symbolic
gesture of goodwill and a prerequisite for the union of a couple. This customary payment, once a nominal sum, has
escalated to substantial figures. The enduring nature of this tradition, compounded by the increasing disparity in
gender ratios, is contributing to the escalation of these financial demands. Being the expense next only to the marital
house, bride price has burdened men and their natal families, and resulted in rising numbers of involuntarily single
men (Jiang & Sanchez-Barricarte, 2012). Taking a more developed eastern province Jiangsu as an example, the price
rose from a few thousand yuan in the 1990s, to 20,000 yuan plus in 2000, and to approximately 150,000 yuan at
present. The inland province of Jiangxi, which is considered to be less economically advanced, has garnered media
attention due to its matrimonial costs. These costs are notably high, with figures reaching approximately 380,000
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yuan, not including the provision of a vehicle and residential property (Wong, 2022).

The phenomenon of “involution”, characterized by intense internal competition or self-imposed rivalry, has esca-
lated the issue of rural bride prices in China over the past triennium, drawing attention from governmental bodies. In
an effort to diminish the financial barriers faced by males in securing marital unions, local governments have been
enforcing regulations on the age-old tradition. The objective is to encourage the abandonment of these “backward”
practices and build a modern, civilized trend. In view of this, the Chinese central government has issued guidance on
the rectification of (sky-)high bride prices in rural areas since 2019 in its annual No. One Central Document. The
document commits to initiating efforts in moderating opulent matrimonial celebrations so as to bolster the civic
“moral standards” in rural China. Since 2021, the Ministry of Civil Affairs has formally designated multiple pilot
regions for the transformation of marital traditions (Wong, 2022). Local governments are building databases for
unmarried individuals, requiring pledges from young females against demanding exorbitant dowries, and organizing
public pro-marriage performances. There is a nationwide endeavor to propagate marriage without monetary transac-
tions. Furthermore, local governments also host free group wedding for couples in public facilities like sports stadi-
ums, touting the slogan “We want happiness, not bride price.”

Dominant studies of bride price lie in the realm of sociology, with the media perspective less attended to. bride
price is, first of all, an agreement based on negotiation between individuals and families. Moreover, due to its prev-
alence and side effects like burdening families and causing social maladies, the private issues could get public and
attract the attention of organizational media. This study collects data from a much-favored social media platform,
Sina Weibo, and makes content analysis to illuminate discourse on bride price. By collecting posts by individual and
organizational users separately, the study aims to (1) compare the two groups and find out possible differences, (2)
elucidate how they construct their own stances through text and talk, and (3) explore the possible reason for the
differences. The differences will be expounded on in the Results section, and the possible reasons and implications
are examined in the Discussion and conclusion part. The study sheds light on the ongoing debate over whether modern
marriage practices necessitate the rid of traditions like bride price.

2. Bride price in China

Bride price has received mixed voices in scholarship. There are multiple reasons for the justification of bride price.
To begin with, it is a tradition to follow (Jiang & Sénchez-Barricarte, 2012). Researchers also cite the gender imbal-
ance, i.e. the surplus of males over females, when accounting for the rising price. The ratio of males to females was
104.69 to 100 as of 2023. This imbalance sharpens competition in the marriage market and drives up the bride price,
just as the outnumbered female in India has resulted in dowry inflation (Anderson, 2007). The payment is also taken
as compensation and gratitude to the bride’s parents for raising the bride and the future loss of the labor force to her
family (Ma, 2024b). For many, it is also an expression of men’s sincerity and their wish to marry. For instance, in
the acquaintance society as rural China, bride price can demonstrate how wealthy the groom is; and the bride and her
family take it as a token of credibility (Huang, 2010). It is also an extra guarantee of the stability of marriage. With
the presentation and acceptance of bride price, the two sides will have to weigh the possible financial loss if they are
to revoke the marriage (Huang, 2010). The payment can also function as an investment in the new families and a
financial guarantee for women against future uncertainties. The cost of raising a child to the age of 18 is 6.3 times of
per capita GDP in China, 2.08 times in Australia, 2.24 in France, 3.64 in Germany, 4.11 in the United States, 4.26 in
Japan (Liang et al., 2024).

The critical voices cite reasons like: (1) the implied commodification of women. Scholars noted that the practice
objectifies women and intensifies gender inequality with its explicit entanglement of money and marriage (Zhang,
2020). It is also deemed a patriarchal relic that takes women as properties that can be transacted. This argument is in
line with the compensation theory, which justifies bride price as a sum to make up for the labor force loss in brides’
families (Freedman, 1971). (2) The resulting financial pressure on men’s natal families. The average cost of a wed-
ding has increased rapidly in recent decades, reflecting the Chinese people’s pursuit of a higher quality of life as
China continues to make progress on the social and economic fronts. In rural China, the financial obligations for a
prospective groom or his family can be categorized into four components: marital housing, bride price, matchmaker’s
fee, and wedding ceremony expenses. Empirical research indicates that the bride price emerges as a predominant
obstacle that postpones the first marriage for males in the western regions of China, a consequence amplified by the
dramatic escalation in housing costs in these areas. Similarly, in the eastern parts of China, the bride price is a signif-
icant factor that defers the first marriage for rural men, given that owning a marital home is considered an essential
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precondition for entering into wedlock (Jin, 2023). A study with 300 questionnaires in a rural county in Fujian found
that 68.99% of respondents said their bride price averaged 50,000 to 150,000 yuan. In stark contrast, 30.38% of the
regions under investigation total only 20,000 to 50,000 yuan in annual disposable income per person, and 20.25% as
low as 3,000 to 6,000 (Tian & Chen, 2016). (3) The ensuing immoralities and crimes. Those who cannot afford to
marry in the traditional and decent way with a house and bride price may choose the illicit “alternative” of marrying
abducted women. There are also issues like mercenary marriage and fraud using bride price as a pretext (Jin et al.,
2024; Li & Li, 2021). (4) The way bride price is spent. Another survey in Fujian in 2016 reveals that only 9% of
respondents said that the bride price was used by the newlyweds; while 32% claimed that it was taken away by the
bride’s parents, and 59% admitted that the money either has been or will be used in the marriage of the bride’s
brother(s) (Tian & Chen, 2016). The woman’s parents, as the direct beneficiaries of the bride price in many cases,
have the right to dispose of the bride price. (5) The negative impact on the relationship between the new couple,
and/or the two sides of families. This could happen when the groom’s family cannot afford the demanded bride price.
Situations could worsen if the bride and/or her family refuse to compromise, leading to the cancellation of the en-
gagement or marriage (Huang, 2010). These opposing viewpoints find ways into social media discussions.

3. Methodology

Data were collected from Weibo, a much-favored platform (Bouvier & Chen, 2021; Bouvier & Way, 2021). With
the keyword “Caili” (bride price) from February 19, 2019 (the time of the first mention of the high-bride-price issue
in No. One Document) to May 5, 2024 (the time of collection, also three months after the mention in 2024). To
compare public opinion with official stance on the issue, posts by individual Weibo users and organizational users
were collected separately. A total of 357,384 posts were collected by the former and 213, 587 by the latter. The two
groups were then sorted by the number of “likes” and the top 3,000 posts from each group were selected (Ma, 2024a).
The following screening for relevance generated 2,375 posts by individual users and 2,105 by organizational media.
This study draws upon critical discourse analysis (CDA) which proffers fruitful perspectives to illuminate the
hidden ideology and the often-opaque power struggle enacted in the discourse concerning bride price (van Dijk,
1988). CDA, featuring its critical perspective and explanatory nature, is a problem-oriented research paradigm for
the study of social practices through discourse. CDA offers dynamic outlooks to examine “the language associated
with a particular social field or practice” and to uncover the nuances behind discourse, particularly the seemingly
innocent and value-free content that is actually the product of power manipulation (Fairclough, 2013, p. 179).

4. Results

Results reveal a mixed voice with supporters, detractors, and neutralists in the We-media representation by individual
users, and a generally homogeneous negativity by organizational media. The following part will elaborate on both.

4.1 Bride price representation by We-media

To start with, there is the pro-bride-price discourse expressing favor for the practice. Sometimes netizens voice their
support in a playful tone, adding rhetorical weight to the persuasion, as in Extracts 1 and 2.

Extract 1. No one puts a knife on your neck and forces you to marry. This way you do not have to pay for the
house, car, or bride price, which sounds good, and you can live a free life with your money.

Extract 2. The bride price is to show respect for girls! These days girls are buying houses and cars, yet some men
are still calculating the amount of bride price! If men can bear babies and do household chores, I’d like to pay them
the price.

In these two extracts, the tone of voice is implied in sarcasm. Sarcasm features an obvious mismatch between what
is uttered and what is intended (Burgers et al., 2016). Its use can be motivated by the discursive function of (de)legit-
imation through mockery and criticism, or embrace and support (Burgers et al., 2016, p. 7). Fairclough (1992) also
views it as a means of advocacy or opposition. In Extract 1, the hyperbole “no one puts a knife on your neck” is used
to reinforce the playfulness, and to remind men that they can choose not to marry. The choice is made more luring
with the following money-saving and freedom. It sounds like a reasonable and economical choice but marriage re-
mains the choice of the majority (Zhu, 2021). A survey of college students in Shanghai suggests that 85.6% would
like to marry, which makes the issue of bride price unavoidable (ibid, p. 24). The same roundabout way of support
can be found in Extract 2. In the wake of clear-cut support, a comparison of men’s and women’s behavior before
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marriage is made in which men are outshined for being stingy and clinging to the old belief. This vocal support is
climaxed with the irony that men can be the receivers instead of givers of bride price if they can have babies and take
care of family chores. Ironic expressions like these serve to instill the pro-bride price ideation and reinforce the
significance and necessity of bride price since the hypothesis of men having children is out of the question. With their
evaluative, even judgmental attitude, bride price supporters add strength to their ingroup voice in the us-vs.-them
opposition (Fairclough, 1992).

The persistent insistence of women on the bride price in China is underpinned by several factors, with the imbal-
anced gender ratio being a significant one. The sex ratio, a demographic measure of the distribution of sexes within
a population, typically falls within the range of 103 to 107. Prolonged deviations above 107 imply potential gender-
biased prenatal selection practices, as noted by the UN Population Fund. China’s birth sex ratio is notably high glob-
ally. The UN’s annual State of World Population report, cited in the South China Morning Post (2021), indicated that
in 2017, the ratio stood at 111.9 males for every 100 females. The organization further observed that China has been
implementing strategies to counteract sex-selective practices based on gender bias and to regulate the ratio. There
has been a positive trend, with the ratio declining and the son preference diminishing, particularly as women achieve
higher levels of education, employment, social engagement, and status (Carter & Steiner, 2003b; Yu, 2020). A Chi-
nese adage likens a son to a “China Construction Bank” and a daughter to a “China Merchants Bank,” suggesting
that daughters are more lucrative investments. This colloquialism, while seemingly light-hearted, subtly mirrors the
contentious marital practices in certain regions. Should the nation’s efforts to ameliorate the high birth sex ratio
concentrate solely on male-centric rights and benefits, such as the right to marry, while overlooking the safeguarding
of women’s rights and interests, including their right to life, reproductive rights, and health, it may exacerbate the
disadvantages faced by women and provide them with even more compelling justifications for seeking financial
security through bride prices upon marriage.

Alongside the support, there are also posters having negative (Extract 3) or neutral positions (Extract 4).

Extract 3. There are lots of women involved in marriage fraud in the name of bride price. There is one in my
village. The woman took 200,000 yuan as the bride price, stayed married for a month or so, and then ran away. There
was no domestic violence or other conflicts. She’s now living with another man with the money unreturned and
undivorced.

Extract 4. As far as | know, in many places, the bride price is taken back by women to be used as the startup
funding for the new families, and very often women’s parents will add some more as dowry. bride price is not ruthless
exploitation of one to another. A high price does good to no one, and fraud using it as a disguise should be legally
punished.

Extract 3 depicts a marriage fraud under the pretext of bride price. These years have seen an increase in marriage-
related frauds. There are women engaging in runaway marriages lured by the rising payment, suggesting a possible
hidden link between demanding payment and gold-digging. Besides the clearly positive and negative stances, there
are also posts in a neutral position, as in Extract 4. A high bride price does bring negativity to all parties involved.
For men, the rising payment means a heavy financial burden and affects their parents’ well-being. Marriageable men
with low socioeconomic status may have to delay marriage or stay single for long (Jin et al., 2024). For women, a
price too high can impair their emotional closeness with their husbands and affect relationship satisfaction. The nar-
ration in Extract 4 with the poster’s personal experience adds credibility to the opposition to the payment. A study
conducted by the New Urbanization and Sustainable Development research group at Xi’an Jiaotong University in
2023, which focused on bride price and marital matters, revealed that among the 6,894 participants—53.13% of
whom were male and 41.51% unmarried—the financial obligations for the groom, including the bride price and the
procurement of a marital home, are influenced by the region’s traditional patrilocal marriage customs, individual
earnings, and the gender ratio among the marriage-eligible demographic (Lu, 2024). The research further specified
that in the midwestern province of Shaanxi, the average costs for men regarding marital housing and bride price are
345,900 yuan and 131,600 yuan, respectively, whereas women’s expenditures on these fronts are significantly lower
at 106,300 yuan and 61,700 yuan, respectively (Lu, 2024). Economic strain attributed to bride prices and wedding
housing emerges as a primary obstacle preventing men from marrying. Moreover, the survey disclosed that 80% of
the married male participants had incurred debt to facilitate their marriages. Although variations in amounts and
specifics may exist across different regions, the survey illuminates the challenges that betrothed couples and their
families encounter across the country. Furthermore, the financial obligations incurred to cover these costs lead to
post-marital economic stress, which can often precipitate tense familial dynamics and a deterioration in the quality
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of marital relationships. Therefore, for the whole society, it is safe to say that high payments may prompt social
maladies and marriage crimes, particularly in poverty-stricken areas. These explain the reasons why the issue has
been repeatedly mentioned in No. One Central Document.

Beside crimes, the practice also leads to social abnormalcies like the so-called “bride pride loan”. Elevated bride
prices have also become business opportunities for some banks in the aforementioned Jiangxi province. A promo-
tional poster in 2021 advertised that the bank was capable of extending loans up to 300,000 yuan with a repayment
term of one year and an interest rate as minimal as 4.9%. These loans could be utilized for honeymoons or the acqui-
sition of jewelry, vehicles, or household appliances. To qualify for the loan, applicants are required to meet three
conditions: being at least 22 years old, being employed for at least 12 months, and one applicant has to be a regular
employee in administrative institutions. However, amid complaints, the bank quickly withdrew the advertisement
and apologized. A commentary by CCTV described the bride price loan as a catalyst for social ills, and selling it as
a gimmick is sneaky and encourages bad practices.

4.2 Bride price representation by organizational media

Different from the contended public opinion, organizational media generally adopts a negative tone toward bride
price. The negation is legitimized by drawing on its burdening effect on men and their natal families (see Extract 5),
and the nexus between (high) bride price and maladies and crimes.

Extract 5. High bride price and rising wedding costs are a heavy economic burden on rural families, and men who
cannot afford the wedding cost are forced into singlehood. Worse, the heavy financial burden is usually borne by
elderly parents, jeopardizing their future in old age. They struggle to pay to maintain their social standing or mianzi,
or “face” in English.

Surveyed data show that bride price is the main barrier that delays the first marriage of men in rural areas of western
China. Men who cannot secure the payment suffer huge mental pressure and social exclusion. It is found poor rural
males may be trapped in two vicious cycles: “poor, bare branches, poorer” and “unable to pay the bride price, bare
branches, need to pay a higher bride price” (Jiang & Sanchez-Barricarte, 2012). The first one happens when the
impoverished males, depressed and discriminated, tend to idle away time and spend their earnings smoking, drinking,
even gambling and paying for sex due to the absence of family duties. The reluctance and disincentive to work harder
and earn more translate into more destitute lives. The second one depicts the phenomenon that poor males were forced
to postpone marriage, only to find that the bride price has skyrocketed and they have to pay more. However, to
maintain and build up the “faces”, men and their natal parents may borrow money from friends or banks or even
resort to illegal ways, because failure to pay may throw them into deride. China’s National Bureau of Statistics reveals
that young males in rural community encounter impediments to matrimony due to the exorbitant expenses associated
with weddings, and among females, there is a noted reluctance towards childbearing. In many cases, the underlying
issues that lead to these males’ challenges in securing wives can be attributed to an inadequate economic base and
the absence of a reliable income source.

Another highlight in the negative representation by organizational media is the association between (high) bride
price with crimes, as in Extracts 6 and 7.

Extract 6. Local authorities in Sichuan province said on Tuesday that they are looking into a case in which a 16-
year-old girl was rescued by the police last week after she claimed that she had escaped a forced marriage but was
forcibly taken back to the province by her “fiancé”. The girl told the police that her parents had previously betrothed
her to a man without her consent and received the man’s bride price of 260,000 yuan ($37,800).

Extract 7. Such fraudulent matchmaking agencies that claim they can help unmarried men find foreign wives from
Vietnam, Ukraine and Pakistan, as long as the men pay a large sum of money for the cost of a blind date, wedding
and bride price have been frequently exposed by the media recently. These agencies are frauds in the name of trans-
national matchmaking, and some of them are actually involved in human trafficking.

In these posts, delegitimization is realized mainly by linking the payment to violence and crimes, like attempted
child marriage in Extract 6 and organized fraud in Extract 7. It is the motivation for forced marriage and the target of
organized crimes. These posts construct the practice as a social destabilizer and build an illegal nexus with it. By
citing the experience of an underage girl and emphasizing that she was betrothed without her consent, Extract 6
reveals that bride price could become a tool to amass wealth. Besides these cases that happen in individual stances,
more serious are the organized crimes mentioned in Extract 7. These representations frame the payment as the root
of tragedies and crimes, evoking repulsion and even anger over the practice. In the 1980s and 1990s, women
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trafficking and agents facilitating cross-province bride trafficking emerged as prevalent practices within China. Eco-
nomically disadvantaged rural men, facing challenges in securing marital partners, often turned to marrying poorer
women from outside their regions. However, when there was a significant demand for such unions, both locally and
from afar, and marriage brokers began to profit from these arrangements, the trafficking of women became the pre-
dominant mode for achieving marriage. In extreme instances, when women resisted marriage upon discovering the
groom’s poverty, the transaction escalated into abduction and trafficking. Over two decades, this rampant trade has
established well-defined trafficking routes, with women primarily sourced from impoverished mountainous regions
like Yunnan, Guizhou, and Sichuan.

The situation is exacerbated by the fact that the annulment of marriages involving trafficked women is a highly
intricate legal process. Most cases of bride trafficking are characterized by ambiguity and grey areas exist, and the
prospect of annulling such marriages is viewed as a menace in some rural areas. There is potential for families to
seek reparations, and issues of child custody may emerge. The pursuit of justice for these female victims will be an
extended and contentious path. Despite government attention, women's trafficking remains a taboo subject and is
avoided in neighborhood discussions. Villagers are also known to sidestep inquiries regarding brides from other
provinces (Wong, 2022). Reports concerning women trafficking stand out for their evocation of emotion. Tapping
into emotion or the use of pathos is part and parcel of persuasive communication. Messages with emotive feedback
disseminate more easily and negative emotions further promote virality (Wang et al., 2020). It is found that people
pay more attention to negative and extreme information due to its rarity and newsworthiness. As such, audiences not
only reject high bride price, but also may blame the practice in general.

Beside the association between bride price and crimes, there are also a substantial number of reports about the
increasing number of legal disputes concerning the demand for the return of bride pride by men upon divorce or the
cancellation of a planned marriage. China’s Supreme People’s Court has delineated a tripartite framework for adju-
dicating dowry disputes, which includes the prohibition of property acquisition through marital arrangements; the
establishment of a “reasonable sum” for dowries, contingent upon regional norms and traditions; and the equitable
consideration of both parties’ rights and interests, predicated on the duration of their cohabitation, marital registration,
and the presence of progeny. As per China’s Civil Code, the bride price is to be returned under three specific circum-
stances: when the marriage has not been officially registered, when the marriage is registered but cohabitation does
not occur, or when the payment inflicts economic distress on the party making the payment. The Supreme Court has
elucidated that in reality, instances arise where couples have not undergone legal registration yet have conducted
wedding ceremonies in accordance with local traditions and either cohabit or have briefly shared a dwelling after
registering their marriage. In these scenarios, the stipulations of the Civil Code do not apply. In instances where bride
price is too high, courts will assess the necessity and extent of bride price return, taking into account pertinent factors
such as offspring, and the presence or absence of fault within the union. Furthermore, the legal provisions explicitly
demarcate certain assets as ineligible for classification as bride price. These exclusions encompass nominal-value
presents, monetary gifts, or daily consumptive expenses given by one party on special occasions such as holidays or
birthdays, as well as daily expenses incurred to express or enhance emotional connection.

5. Discussion and conclusion

This study examines the discourse over an age-old practice of bride price in China on social media and compares
public opinion with organizational stance. Results reveal a difference in the two groups of discourse. The divided
public opinion on bride price is understandable, yet the homogeneously negative representation deserves some ex-
planation and discussion. It is generally recognized that media discourse is highly value-laden (van Dijk, 1988). The
generally negative representation in organization media may be driven by the official stance of anti-high-bride-price,
specifically, the country’s profamily and pronatalist agenda due to the recent decline in marriage registration and
birth rate. As Carter and Steiner (2003a) argue, media texts help “construct hegemonic definitions of what should be
accepted as ‘reality’”.

However, the representation is more of an alignment with government policies than an objective reproduction of
reality. The imbalanced representation is evidenced by the partial explanation of the reasons for the high bride price
and the downplay of the positivity of the long-standing practice. Taking the reasons as an example, the persistence
of high bride price is driven by multiple factors other than the much-emphasized face-related competition. Other
explanations include socioeconomic factors like marketization, consumerism, and inflation; cultural-historical influ-
ences that take bride price as a tradition to follow and a parental obligation, as well as the often-quoted skewed sex
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ratio since the 1980s which led to the rising bargaining power of women (Ma, 2024a, p. 13). These complications
mean that the high-bride-price issue cannot be resolved merely with administrative decrees. Furthermore, bride price
plays constructive roles in different stages of a relationship. Before the relationship establishment, it functions as a
“screening instrument,” particularly in arranged marriages, because the monetary transfer helps examine men’s sin-
cerity and hidden qualities like personality and capability (Munshi, 2017). In the initiation of a relationship (mostly
symbolized by engagement when the payment is made), the usually costly and non-refundable payment can be bind-
ing for both sides of the marriage “contract” and contribute to relationship stability (Du & Mace, 2019). These days
with the temptations offered by new digital technology and the effect of consumerism, starting and undoing a rela-
tionship becomes easier, bringing “tectonic changes” to traditional courtship, intimacy, marriage, and family (Illouz,
2019, p. 216). Finally, after the legal procedure and the marriage ceremony, bride price serves as a conjugal fund
offering financial help to the newlyweds (Wan, 2024). Therefore, it is safe to say that bride price regulates marriage
order in terms of ritual, promoting closeness between couples, and building bonds between families. The practice
concerns both the monetary and ritual parts of marriage and involves both the economic and relational parts of family
life. Yet, organizational media underlines only the money part and minimizes its role in traditional culture and its
value in building alliances between two kin groups through affinal relationships (Wan, 2024).

A commentary on gmw.cn suggests that escalating bride prices are rooted in cultural factors. It highlights that in
regions where traditional norms are waning, new values and standards have not yet been firmly established. Conse-
quently, a culture of boasting and the pursuit of social prestige, or “face,” has emerged, with individuals comparing
bride prices in a competitive manner (ThinkChina, 2023). As marriage is delayed or rejected by an increasing number
of young Chinese, parental attitudes towards marital finances are evolving. Numerous parents, with the intention of
alleviating the burden on their offspring, are opting to bestow the bride price as a gift to the newly married couple.
The surge in bride prices can be attributed to pervasive materialism and the stark economic divide between the afflu-
ent and the impoverished. Many households, particularly those in rural or low-income sectors, deplete their savings
or even face bankruptcy to afford marriages for their sons. The bride price tradition is also intertwined with deep-
seated beliefs about women’s familial roles as nurturers. Studies indicate that in certain rural areas of China, the bride
price is perceived as compensation for the bride’s domestic labor and reproductive capacity. After marriage, women
are expected to live with their husband’s family, become pregnant, and take on domestic duties, child care, and the
care of their in-laws. Research further reveals that the bride price practice exerts an ongoing negative impact on
women, rather than being a one-time occurrence. This practice is a dynamic and multifaceted process that encom-
passes three operational spheres: the spatial arena for negotiation, the communal sphere for discourse, and the do-
mestic sphere for the distribution and utilization of the bride price. Within these spheres, the interactive dynamics
and linguistic expressions concerning the bride price position women as both insiders and outsiders, as both sanc-
tioning authorities and executing agents, and as familial caregivers (Chen & Pan, 2023).

As societal attitudes shift, the custom of paying bride prices encounters growing resistance. A significant number
of educated Chinese, particularly in urban areas, perceive this tradition as a patriarchal remnant that commodifies
women, treating them as property to be transferred between families. In contrast, in rural regions where the practice
is more prevalent, it has been rejected by those who are compelled to save for long or take on debt to marry. The
ultimate use of the bride price also varies among families. Some individuals who pay the bride price indicate that its
return depends on the bride’s family. In some cases, the bride’s families allow their daughters to keep the funds for
the new couples’ everyday expenses, while others may retain the money to finance a younger brother’s future wed-
ding. Additionally, the escalating living cost has highlighted loopholes in the Chinese social security framework
(Chen & Pan, 2023). For low-income families with daughters, securing a substantial bride price can serve as a means
to accumulate savings for medical costs or other emergencies. Sociologists argue that a more effective approach for
the government to address this tradition would involve increasing investments in childcare facilities and healthcare
services for the elderly.

As outlined in the Introduction, some local authorities have established a maximum threshold for bride prices in
their recent efforts to curb excessive matrimonial costs. In 2022, China’s Ministry of Civil Affairs selected 32 cities
nationwide to serve as a pilot area for innovative wedding reforms. In these zones, residential communities were
instructed to establish regulations aimed at managing bride prices and nuptial expenditures. Nevertheless, addressing
the issue of high bride prices is an intricate and protracted endeavor, unlikely to be resolved by rigid regulations alone.
This challenge is further compounded by a shortage of marriage-age women in rural regions relative to men of the
same age cohort. The persistence of a skewed gender ratio in these areas ensures that exorbitant bride prices will
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continue to be a reality. Even if bride prices are not the norm, alternative forms of compensation are likely to emerge.
Data from the National Bureau of Statistics for 2023 indicates a gender ratio of approximately 108 males for every
100 females in rural areas, suggesting that this practice will persist for a while in the foreseeable future.

The enduring high bride prices have given rise to unconventional relationship models, such as the so-called “two-
headed marriage”. This contemporary trend is a reaction to the evolving social relations and the increasing prevalence
of single-child families. The new marital paradigm is characterized by two main aspects: the absence of bride prices
or dowries and a mutual agreement to have two children, with each child bearing the surname of one of the parents.
The couple shares the costs of housing, transportation, and other living expenses, and each party is responsible for
the care of their own parents, alternating family visits during festivals and holidays. This new arrangement is in
contrast to traditional Chinese matrimonial customs, where a woman typically joins her husband’s family post-mar-
riage, with her primary role being that of a child bearer. Other traditional practices being phased out include the
groom’s family paying a bride price and children exclusively taking the father’s surname. Additionally, the expecta-
tion that women will shoulder all household and child-rearing duties and that holiday visits will mainly be to the
husband’s family are also fading. This new approach signifies the extension of the family line from both sides, advo-
cating for the continuation of family lineage without favoring either gender. It is posited that economic prosperity
intensifies concerns about property inheritance and distribution, especially in the wake of China’s one-child policy,
leading to a preference for “two-headed marriages” among families without male heirs. In recent years, this new
model has been gaining popularity among younger couples. The shift is also driven by the necessity for single-child
adults from over 180 million single-child families to care for their aging parents, rendering the traditional expectation
that women should primarily care for their in-laws impractical. Furthermore, the rising costs of living and raising
children, coupled with the demands of modern work life, necessitate financial and childcare support from both sets
of parents in these new family configurations. However, opinions on this new approach are divided; while many
recognize its spread in their local communities, some view it as potentially undermining women’ status rather than
fostering greater equality.
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