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The Impact of the Dowry System in Christian Communities
https://catholicethics.com/forum/the-impact-of-the-dowry-system-in-christian-communities/ 
A. Vimal Kumar, October 31, 2013
Authors: A. Vimal Kumar, MMI, Bala Kiran Vannekuty and Joseph Thambi Gone are second year Licentiate Moral Theology students at Dharmaram Vidya Kshetram.
[This is a very short summary of the report of the field study — “The Impact of Dowry System in the Christian Communities in Reference to the States of Andhra Pradesh, Kerala and Tamil Nadu” — that we conducted as part of our Licentiate in Moral Theology at Dharmaram Vidya Kshetram, Bangalore, India. We interviewed twenty families each in each state; hence a total of sixty families. Through direct personal interviews we had the opportunity to collect the information personally from the sources concerned.]
Dowry, as practised in India, is an amount of money, property, ornaments and other gifts that the family of the bride has to pay on the occasion of the marriage to the bridegroom or his family. Though dowry is prohibited by law in India, it is widely practised. Since most marriages in India are arranged by the families, dowry is decisive in finding a suitable bridegroom. Moreover, in practice, dowry is not a onetime payment, but the husband/his family continues to expect and demand money and other gifts from the wife’s family, the denial of which leads to a lot of tension and violence. Thousands of women are killed in India every year in dowry related violence; many more commit suicide as the torture and harassment become unbearable. Consequences of dowry include female foeticide, discrimination against girls, late marriages for many girls, unsuitable matches for girls, lowering of women’s status, breakdown of marriages, unhappy married life, tension between the families of the husband and wife, increase in immorality, increase in mental diseases, increased rate of suicide and impoverishment in poor and middle class families and so on.

Dowry is widely practised by Christians, though among the Christians of some regions it is not so widespread.

The supporters of the dowry system argue that,

– It is a fine method of setting up an establishment for the newlyweds

– Since the bride’s parents are quite choosy about the groom, he should get a price

– A girl who brings a respectable dowry feels confident while a girl without dowry feels uneasy

– Dowry is nothing but the share due to the daughter

Some of Our Findings
1. Many of those who said that they did not ask for any dowry agreed that they received gifts at the time of marriage, or that the wife brought money and ornaments at the time of marriage.

2. Many said that their parents were responsible for taking dowry. But, many said that they would demand dowry at the time of the marriage of their sons since it is a social custom. Even those who complain about dowry at the time of their daughters’ marriages, demand dowry for their sons’ marriages.

3. In most cases, dowry is not a onetime payment. These continuing demands make the woman feel that she is never a full member of her husband’s family.

4. In our field study, we did not come across dowry deaths, though people narrated to us stories of dowry deaths. However, the evil of dowry cannot be limited to dowry deaths. Several forms of ill-treatment, harassment and humiliation take place for years, violating the dignity of the woman. Even her basic needs of food, clothing and healthcare may be denied as forms of punishment if demands are not met. Her freedom to visit her parents, relatives and friends may be limited as ways of isolating her and torturing her mentally.

5. Dowry continues to be practised in the Christian community. The Church does not seem to give adequate attention to conscientize the community of the malice of dowry. Instead, often we notice some kind of silent acceptance of the system.

6. Though dowry is sometimes justified as the share of the family property due to the girl, often, what is demanded and given is much more than the share. Moreover, no talk on the share of the family property due to the bridegroom takes place at the time of marriage.

7. Though all sections of society suffer from the dowry system, the middle class and the poor suffer the most. Many of them are compelled to sell their property, house, or to take loan on exorbitant interest rates.
Dowry is an outright denial of the Christian ideals of marriage. In the Christian understanding, love is the basis of marriage. But today in the Indian context in the consideration of marriage, often, the first thing which comes into discussion is dowry. Because of dowry, marriage has lost its meaning and it has become merely a business deal. Dowry related violence shows clearly how the dowry system has made marriage devoid of love. Dowry makes meaningless the Christian discourse on marital love.

The dowry system results in the denial of justice to women. Parents feel that the male child is source of income and hence they are ready to spend any amount of money for him. But they feel that investment for the girl child is a burden to the family. From childhood, this causes an unequal treatment of girls.

It is high time that the Church took a stand against the dowry system and conscientize its members of the evils of the dowry system and the havoc it does to the Christian family.

The Dowry System in India
https://www.cfcindia.com/article/the-dowry-system-in-india 
Zac Poonen, Undated

It is unfortunately, normal among Christians of all denominations in India, for a boy's father to ask for a dowry from the girl's father before a marriage is finalised. This has reduced marriage to a business deal. Among unbelievers, such a practice is understandable because, being spiritually blind, they allow covetousness to rule their lives. But what shall we say when most believers also indulge in this practice - even those who claim to be Spirit-filled? Surely the Devil has blinded them too.
Many a marriage arrangement has failed because the parents of the girl could not meet the exorbitant demand for dowry made by the parents of the boy. Many girls in our land have been emotionally disturbed and brought to frustration because of this - and some have even committed suicide. Every day in India, some wife somewhere burns herself to death because of her husband harassing her to get more dowry from her father.

God will severely judge all those who make marriage a matter of striking a financial deal. This judgment will begin at the house of God, among those who claim to be born again. It is because many believers have not spoken out against the evil practice of dowry that it is still so widely prevalent in Christendom in India today. It is a sad thing indeed when those who should be standing upright for God in a warped and crooked world, become warped and crooked themselves. No Christian who wants to please God should ever ask for, or receive a dowry.

Some brothers hide under the excuse that it is their parents who ask for dowry and not they themselves. But if they have any convictions at all, why don't they speak up and tell their parents that they don't want any dowry? The reason must be that they too secretly desire the money. If they are convinced that the dowry system is wrong, they should speak up for the truth. It is surprising that many brothers who are strong-willed when it comes to other matters, act like spineless jelly-fish when it comes to expressing their convictions on dowry to their parents!

Some brothers say that it is only reasonable that their parents who have spent so much money on their education should now receive some money as dowry from the girl's parents. But the girl's parents have also spent money on educating her! Why doesn't the boy give money to her father for giving him an educated girl??

Others justify their asking for dowry by saying that their parents will need money to give as dowry for their sisters when the latter get married. But we can be certain that God will not let anyone down, who seeks to honour Him in this matter. If you honour Him, He will honour you and give good husbands to your sisters (or daughters) without your having to pay any dowry (1 Sam. 2:30). If you say you don't have faith for that, then I have nothing more to say to you, for I am writing now only for wholehearted Christians. The commandments of Jesus are meant only for wholehearted Christians.

Others may ask, "What is wrong in receiving money which the father of a girl gives gladly to her as a gift?" There is certainly nothing wrong with that. But before any brother uses this as an excuse for his covetousness, let him answer these three questions first:

(a) Was money any factor at all (even if the least important) in deciding the marriage?

(b) Did you or your representative (whether father or relatives) ever ask for the money, (or try to find out how much money the girl's parents had) before or after the marriage had been settled?

(c) Did you secretly hope that money would be given by the girl's parents (either to the girl or to you)?

If the answer is "Yes" to any of these questions, then you have certainly fallen a prey to covetousness, however well it may have been covered up by different excuses.

It is in such situations that the contradiction between a believer's preaching and his practice becomes evident to all. No wonder infidels are prompted to say, "Whatever Christians may preach, when it comes to money, they have the same religion as everyone else".
In some places, I have heard that the dowry system is the reverse of what is found in most parts of India. There the boy has to give a dowry to the girl's father in order to marry her. But whichever dowry system it be, the practice is an abomination to God.

Many may resent such a strong denunciation of the dowry system. But we must remember that the system is a product of man's covetousness, which the Bible calls idolatry (Col. 3:5). One has only to read the severe denunciation of idolatry in the Old Testament to realize how God detests it. The prophets of old were fiery in their preaching against it. They did not mince words when speaking against that which God hated.
We have preached against and stood against dowry consistently in CFC ever since the Lord established our church in 1975.

Personally, I have practised exactly what I have written above, in my own life. I refused to allow any discussion of dowry at the time of my wedding. I took the same stand against dowry when my four sons were getting married. In addition, I never sought to find out whether the parents of the girls (whom my sons were marrying) were rich or whether the girls themselves had good educational qualifications that would enable them to work and earn money. Unfortunately, these are the matters that most believers today are keen on finding out when getting their sons married. I was only keen to find out if the girls themselves loved the Lord and were disciples of the Lord Jesus. And I thank God that He honoured my desire by giving each of my four sons God-fearing wives who would help them in their ministry for the Lord and also help them to raise God-fearing children.

Whenever I conduct a wedding, I always take a signed declaration from both the bride and the bridegroom stating that no dowry has been exchanged between them or their parents. I do this so that both parties see the seriousness of this evil. If any dowry was given or received, then I refuse to conduct the wedding. If they deceive me they are answerable to God.

To expect dowry, or to accept dowry are both just as bad as asking for dowry. Those who accept or expect a dowry are both covetous. Such "Christians" should be honest and call themselves "heathen". They are certainly NOT followers of Jesus Christ.

Can you picture your asking Jesus to negotiate with a girl's father about the amount of dowry he should pay you before you agree to give your son in marriage to his daughter? You know very well that Jesus would never be willing to negotiate in such a matter. That itself should show you that expecting or receiving a dowry is wrong.

Receiving dowry or giving dowry or helping someone receive a dowry are all offences according to the law in India. The Dowry Prohibition Act, 1961 states:

"If anyone gives or takes or abets the giving or taking of dowry, he/she shall be punishable with imprisonment for not less than five years and with fine not less than Rs.15,000 or the amount of value of dowry, whichever is more."
Leaders of churches should be the foremost to obey the country's laws and to honour God in this matter. Any church-leader who is unwilling to take a stand against this evil dowry system has no right to remain in leadership in any church. Some leaders may secretly take a dowry without anyone knowing it. But God will deal with such hypocrites in His own time.

At a wedding, money may be given for the actual expenses of the wedding and the reception. But even this should ideally be equally shared by both parties. Thus both the boy and the girl are given equal dignity before God. But we cannot make a rule in this matter, because some are able to afford an expensive wedding and reception, while others are not.

It is perfectly in order for a bride's parents to give money to their daughter. But this is best done by putting the money in a bank account in her name. This is not a rule but only a guideline so that believers can preserve their testimony and not be accused of having received a dowry after the wedding.

There is another equally great evil in India - and that is the way daughters are treated by their parents when it comes to an inheritance. Many parents do not give an equal share of their wealth and assets to their daughters as they do to their sons. If it is evil to give or ask for dowry, it is an equally great evil for a parent not to give their daughters an equal share of their wealth as they give their sons. In God's eyes, sons and daughters have equal rights to their parents' assets. Any father who shows partiality to his sons over his daughters is an ungodly father, unfit to be called a Christian. Whether the father writes this in his will to be distributed after his death or whether he gives it to his children earlier is immaterial. But he must treat his daughters exactly like he treats his sons. And a daughter has every right to ask to be treated equally. Jesus taught that it is proper for children to ask their fathers for good gifts (Matt.7:9-11).
If Jesus were in India today, He would denounce the dowry system ruthlessly. Unfortunately, church-leaders who claim to represent Him, do not denounce this practice - because they love money themselves, or are eager not to offend the rich, or hope to get a commission themselves in the process!

Even a non-Christian film-actor in India has spoken out against dowry recently. Aamir Khan writes:

"I am totally opposed to dowry. It is not only a retrograde practice but also an illegal one. Think about it - can a relationship, built on the foundation of money and greed, be meaningful or beautiful? We should make our daughter so accomplished and independent that she is capable of crafting her own future and becoming the master of her own happiness. Then she won't need a greedy, useless groom to complete her life. Let her marry a person who respects her. Let her marry a man who she believes is worthy of her; whom she is happy to spend the rest of her life with."
[http://www.thehindu.com/opinion/columns/article3439626.ece]

Such non-Christian film-stars are now putting to shame so-called "Spirit-filled, tongue-speaking" believers, in this matter! Those film-stars will rise up in the day of judgment and condemn all hypocritical believers.

This is one reason why the Lord has placed CFC and related churches (and I hope, some other churches too) as lighthouses in India, to stand for the truth and to proclaim His will in this matter. The Bible commands us to speak up for the rights of the needy (Prov.31:8, 9). We must stand totally against this evil dowry system that has destroyed the lives of so many helpless girls in our land. We must also urge all parents to give an equal share of their wealth to their daughters as they give to their sons.

Daniel took a stand for the Lord in Babylon in a very small matter - not eating certain foods that God had forbidden in Leviticus 11. That was a very small commandment - but it was a small commandment given by a great God. Because Daniel honoured God, God honoured him. God is testing us now in little matters, to see whether we qualify to be a voice for Him.

May the Lord preserve us as a prophetic voice for Him in our land.
My case-study on marriage rituals among Christians in India
https://www.voicesofyouth.org/blog/my-case-study-marriage-rituals-among-christians-india 
Aishwarya Girinarayan, July 25, 2019
During my final year of high school, I had conducted a case study to understand the marriage rituals that took place among certain Christian communities in India - such as the Christians of Kerala, Goa and Mizoram - compared to the marriage rituals among Christians in western countries. The objective of my case study was to highlight the noticeable differences in these marriage rituals among the Christian communities in India as opposed to the Christians living in the west.
To begin, a questionnaire was sent out to twenty three respondents belonging to Christian communities in both India as well as that of the west with respect to the various rituals of marriage which were performed and conducted in their respective communities.  

It was noted that with reference to Indian communities the Syrian Christians of Kerala and the Christians of Goa incorporated some ritualistic elements of the Hindu tradition in their weddings. For example, the women in Kerala get married in a white sari called Mantrakodi (Indian clothing) and also wear a Thali (which is a leaf-shaped gold pendant with a cross on it), while the women in Goa go through ceremonies called Chuddo (which requires the bride to wear green and yellow bangles as a representation of her married life) and Ros (a Goan tradition that involves applying of coconut milk over the bride a day before the wedding to symbolize the beginning of a new life and the end of spinsterhood) respectively. In addition to this, the Goan bride wears a red sari called Saddo at the time of her marriage. 

Upon receiving some responses for the above-mentioned questionnaire, I came to observe that rituals such as these which involve the bride wearing a sari during her wedding, or a woman wearing a thali (chain) or bangles to symbolize her married life, bears a striking resemblance to certain marriage rituals of the Hindu tradition which forms a very significant part of our Indian culture. Even pre-wedding rituals such as the Ros ceremony held among Goan Christians is much the same compared to the Haldi ceremony carried out in certain Hindu communities which is also considered to be a purification ritual.

While the Syrian and Goan Christians have certain Hindu rituals as a customary part of their weddings, the Christians of Mizoram get married in a ceremony that is similar to Christians living in the west, with the additional inclusion of the bride price which is an amount that has to be paid by the groom's family to the bride's family. The bride price to be paid is of various kinds such as Thutphah (held back for security purposes); Manpui (principal bride price); Sumhmahruai and Sumfang (subsiduary bride prices to be paid to the bride's father or brother); Pusum ( to be paid to the maternal uncle or other maternal relatives of the bride); as well as payments to be made to the female relatives of the bride such as Ni-ar (to be paid to the paternal aunt) and Naupuakpuan ( to be paid to the elder sisters of the bride) respectively. Furthermore, the Palal who acts as the bride's foster father and takes accountability to protect the interests of the bride throughout the course of her marriage is entitled to bride price. Apart from this, the bride's maid also receives a price known as Thianman. 

Bride price is the opposite of dowry, which is still practiced widely in India and among the Syrian Christians of Kerala (mostly in the form of gifts). However, with the responses received, from the Indian Christian respondents, it was safe to infer that with economic and educational factors taking precedence over everything else, the dowry system has less significance in today's modern societies.

While this study surely enabled me to understand the customs and rituals of Christians in India, it also made me realize that a large section of our population is deeply unaware of these rituals existing among Christian marriages in our country. It reinforced the fact that India happens to be an exceptionally diverse country with a lot of different cultures incorporating a fundamental set of values and beliefs from one another. This case study enabled me to truly realize that there are so many wonderful things to learn from each culture which can help us mutually coexist and appreciate the beauty, in our seemingly distinct, yet different similarities, in this beautiful but often, conflicted world.
Dowry Prohibition Act, Indian law, enacted on May 1, 1961, intended to prevent the giving or receiving of a dowry. Under the Dowry Prohibition Act, dowry includes property, goods, or money given by either party to the marriage, by the parents of either party, or by anyone else in connection with the marriage.
Sikhs & Christians see biggest rise in dowry payment, Kerala is the worst state, study says
Upper caste Indians are the highest dowry payers, blog on World Bank site says, using data from 40,000 marriages that took place between 1960 and 2008 in rural India.
https://theprint.in/economy/sikhs-christians-see-biggest-rise-in-dowry-payment-kerala-is-the-worst-state-study-says/688260/ 
Remya Nair, New Delhi, July 2, 2021

The Sikh and Christian communities in the country have seen a substantial rise in inflation in the dowry they paid over the past few decades, and so have upper castes across all religions, according to a blog based on a study of 40,000 marriages in rural India since 1960.
Kerala was the worst performer among Indian states when it came to the increase in dowry paid by the brides, said the two-part blog, published on the World Bank site on 30 June.

The blog used the Delhi-based think-tank National Council of Applied Economic Research’s 2006 Rural Economic and Demographic Survey (REDS), which covered 17 major states that have about 96 per cent of the country’s population.
It used the metric of average net dowry — difference between the value of gifts given by the bride’s family to the groom or his family and the value of gifts given by the groom’s family to the bride’s family — to study dowry patterns across Indian states.

The blog tracked 40,000 marriages that took place between 1960 and 2008 to arrive at the conclusions. It is authored by World Bank economist S. Anukriti, Nishith Prakash, associate professor of economics at the University of Connecticut, Storrs in the US, and economist Sungoh Kwon.

Showing the stark disparity in economic burden on the bride and groom’s family, the blog pointed out that dowry was paid in 95 per cent of the marriages that took place during this period.
It also noted that while on an average, a groom’s family spends about Rs 5,000 on gifts to the bride’s family, gifts from the bride’s family cost seven times more, that is, about Rs 32,000, implying an average real net dowry of Rs 27,000. These numbers are in real terms after removing the impact of inflation.

The blog found that average net dowry has been “remarkably stable over time” with some inflation before 1975 and after 2000. However, there are substantial variations across states.
Situation in Indian states
Kerala, a state which does well on many social indicators, is the worst offender when it comes to dowry.

“Kerala exhibits stark and persistent dowry inflation since the 1970s and has the highest average dowry in recent years,” the blog said, adding that similar inflationary trends are seen across Haryana, Punjab, and Gujarat.

The religious composition of Kerala’s population — 26 per cent Muslims, 18 per cent Christians, and 55 per cent Hindus — may explain the reason for the high dowry inflation.
Similarly, the inflationary trend in Punjab — a majority Sikh state — is explained by the rise in Sikh dowry.

However, in the states of Odisha, West Bengal, Tamil Nadu, and Maharashtra, the average dowry decreased over the years.
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States like Haryana, Gujarat and Punjab saw a sharp spike in dowries in the period after 2000, the data showed.
In contrast, states like Odisha and West Bengal, where dowry payouts were high in the period before 1980, have seen a gradual fall over the years.

How different religions and castes fare
Dowry is prevalent in all major religious groups in India with Hindus, the majority community, showing the same trend as seen on the national level.

However, the blog found that dowry is not just a Hindu phenomenon in India. Payment of dowries by Christians and Sikhs has seen a sharp increase over the years, leading to higher average dowries when compared to Hindus and Muslims.
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It also noted that dowry is positively correlated with higher caste status. Upper caste marriages have the highest dowries, followed by other backward classes, scheduled castes, and scheduled tribes.
Different savings patterns between parents of boys and girls
The prospect of higher future dowry increases current savings of households, the blog noted.

Parents of first born girls have higher savings compared to families of first born boys, saving Rs 1,613 more per capita each year. The increased savings are mainly banked with financial institutions rather than stored as jewellery, the blog said.

“These patterns are consistent with greater access to financial institutions and instruments in rural India and the less liquid nature of jewellery relative to savings in bank accounts in recent years,” it added.

It also contested the view that dowry was a predominant cause for households to prefer sons over daughters. “Data shows that if parents have at least one son, their preferences are gender-neutral, casting doubt on the role of dowry in driving son preference,” it said.
Dowry menace high among Sikhs, Christians: study 
https://mattersindia.com/2021/07/dowry-menace-high-among-sikhs-christians-study/  
New Delhi, July 2, 2021

The Sikh and Christian communities in India have seen substantial rise in dowry cases in the past few decades, says a study.
Similarly, dowry demands have increased also among upper castes across all religions, says a blog based on a study of 40,000 marriages in rural India since 1960.

Kerala was the worst performer among Indian states when it came to dowry paid by the brides, said the two-part blog, published on the World Bank site on June 30.

The blog used the Delhi-based think-tank National Council of Applied Economic Research’s 2006 Rural Economic and Demographic Survey (REDS), which covered 17 major states that have about 96 percent of the country’s population.

It used the metric of average net dowry — difference between the value of gifts given by the bride’s family to the groom or his family and the value of gifts given by the groom’s family to the bride’s family — to study dowry patterns across Indian states.

The blog tracked 40,000 marriages that took place between 1960 and 2008 to arrive at the conclusions. It is authored by World Bank economist S Anukriti, Nishith Prakash, associate professor of economics at the University of Connecticut, Storrs in the US, and economist Sungoh Kwon.

Showing the stark disparity in economic burden on the bride and groom’s family, the blog pointed out that dowry was paid in 95 percent of the marriages that took place during this period.
It also noted that while on an average, a groom’s family spends about 5,000 rupees on gifts to the bride’s family, gifts from the bride’s family cost seven times more, that is, about 32,000 rupees, implying an average real net dowry of 27,000 rupees. These numbers are in real terms after removing the impact of inflation.

The blog found that average net dowry has been “remarkably stable over time” with some inflation before 1975 and after 2000. However, there are substantial variations across states.

Situation in Indian states
Kerala, a state which does well on many social indicators, is the worst offender when it comes to dowry.

“Kerala exhibits stark and persistent dowry inflation since the 1970s and has the highest average dowry in recent years,” the blog said, adding that similar inflationary trends are seen in Haryana, Punjab, and Gujarat.

The religious composition of Kerala’s population — 26 percent Muslims, 18 percent Christians, and 55 percent Hindus — may explain the reason for the high dowry inflation.

Similarly, the inflationary trend in Punjab — a majority Sikh state — is explained by the rise in Sikh dowry.

However, in the states of Odisha, West Bengal, Tamil Nadu, and Maharashtra, the average dowry decreased over the years.

States like Haryana, Gujarat and Punjab saw a sharp spike in dowries in the period after 2000, the data showed.

In contrast, states like Odisha and West Bengal, where dowry payouts were high in the period before 1980, have seen a gradual fall over the years.

How different religions and castes fare
Dowry is prevalent in all major religious groups in India with Hindus, the majority community, showing the same trend as seen on the national level.

However, the blog found that dowry is not just a Hindu phenomenon in India. Payment of dowries by Christians and Sikhs has seen a sharp increase over the years, leading to higher average dowries when compared to Hindus and Muslims.

It also noted that dowry is positively correlated with higher caste status. Upper caste marriages have the highest dowries, followed by other backward classes, scheduled castes, and scheduled tribes.

Different savings patterns between parents of boys and girls

The prospect of higher future dowry increases current savings of households, the blog noted.

Parents of first born girls have higher savings compared to families of first born boys, saving Rs 1,613 more per capita each year. The increased savings are mainly banked with financial institutions rather than stored as jewellery, the blog said.

“These patterns are consistent with greater access to financial institutions and instruments in rural India and the less liquid nature of jewellery relative to savings in bank accounts in recent years,” it added.

It also contested the view that dowry was a predominant cause for households to prefer sons over daughters. “Data shows that if parents have at least one son, their preferences are gender-neutral, casting doubt on the role of dowry in driving son preference,” it said.

