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Abstract

The institution of dowry has been a significant aspect of marriage customs across
various cultures and religious traditions, particularly within the Abrahamic
faiths—Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. This comparative study examines the
historical, religious, and socio-cultural dimensions of dowry in these three
traditions. It explores scriptural foundations, theological interpretations, and the
evolution of dowry practices from ancient times to the modern era. While dowry
has traditionally been associated with economic security and familial obligations,
its manifestations and legal status vary significantly across these religions. In
Judaism, the ketubah serves as a financial safeguard for the wife; Christianity,
particularly in medieval Europe, saw dowry as a means of social mobility and
inheritance; and Islam emphasizes the concept of mahr, which differs from dowry
by being a mandatory gift from the groom to the bride. This study also highlights
contemporary debates surrounding dowry, including legal reforms, gender rights,
and socio-economic implications in different cultural contexts. By analyzing these
aspects, this research aims to provide a nuanced understanding of the similarities,
differences, and transformations of dowry practices within the Abrahamic
traditions.
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Introduction

Dowry has played a significant role in marriage customs across civilizations, particularly within
the Abrahamic faiths—Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. Though commonly associated with
wealth or property given by the bride’s family to the groom, the concept varies significantly
within these religious traditions. In Judaism, the ketubah serves as a financial safeguard for the
wife. Christianity historically viewed dowry as a means of securing a woman’s social and
financial status, particularly in medieval Europe. In Islam, the mahr is a mandatory gift from the
groom to the bride, ensuring her financial independence and protection.

While these traditions share commonalities their approaches to dowry differ based on theological
principles, cultural adaptations, and legal frameworks. Over time, dowry customs have evolved,
sometimes leading to socio-economic challenges, particularly in societies where the practice has
been misused. This comparative study explores the religious, historical, and contemporary
significance of dowry in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, highlighting both their original
purposes and their modern interpretations.’

Literature Review

Scholars have extensively examined dowry practices in different religious and cultural contexts.
Some key studies relevant to this research include:

Jewish Dowry and the Ketubah — David Biale (1986) explores the role of the ketubah in Jewish
marriage contracts, highlighting its function as financial protection for women. It was historically
a legal obligation to ensure that a wife would not be left destitute in case of divorce or the
husband's death.

Christianity and Dowry in Medieval Europe — Sylvia Lettice Thrupp (1962) discusses how
dowry served as an inheritance mechanism in Christian societies, allowing women to secure
financial stability. The practice was particularly prominent among the nobility and merchant
classes.

Islamic Mahr and Women's Rights — Fatima Mernissi (1991) explores how mahr in Islam differs
from dowry, emphasizing its role in providing financial security for the bride rather than
burdening her family with payments to the groom.

Modern Challenges of Dowry Practices — Several contemporary scholars, including Veena
Oldenburg (2002), discuss the transformation of dowry practices, particularly in South Asia,
where cultural influences have led to distortions of the original religious intent.
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This literature provides a foundation for understanding the theological and historical roots of
dowry while also considering modern adaptations and challenges.

Research Question
This study seeks to answer the following key questions:

e What are the theological and historical foundations of dowry in Judaism, Christianity,
and Islam?

e How do dowry practices in these religious traditions compare in terms of purpose and
implementation?

e What legal and socio-economic changes have influenced the transformation of dowry
practices over time?

e What are the contemporary challenges associated with dowry, and how do these compare
with its religious intent?

Research Methodology

This study employs a qualitative research approach, utilizing historical analysis, scriptural
exegesis, and comparative study methodologies. The following methods are used:

Textual Analysis — Examination of religious texts, including the Torah, Bible, and Quran, as well
as commentaries by scholars from each tradition.

Historical Study — Analysis of dowry practices in different historical periods, considering how
cultural influences shaped religious interpretations.

Comparative Analysis — Identifying similarities and differences in dowry practices across
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.

Legal and Socio-Economic Review — Evaluating legal frameworks and contemporary debates on
dowry in different societies

Logical Interpretation of the Topic

Dowry in Judaism: The Ketubah

In Jewish tradition, dowry is formalized through the ketubah, a marriage contract that outlines
the husband’s financial obligations to his wife. The purpose of the ketubah is to ensure that a
woman is financially secure in the event of divorce or widowhood. Unlike a traditional dowry
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system where the bride’s family provides wealth, the ketubah serves as a legal guarantee from
the groom. The practice is deeply rooted in biblical and rabbinic laws, emphasizing financial
protection rather than economic exchange."

Dowry in Christianity: A Means of Social and Economic Stability

Christianity does not have a specific religious mandate on dowry, but historical Christian
societies widely practiced it, especially in medieval Europe. Dowry was seen as a form of
inheritance for daughters who would not receive direct family property. It also served as a means
for securing a suitable marriage, particularly among the aristocracy. While the church did not
explicitly mandate dowry, it was deeply embedded in Christian societies and legal systems. Over
time, as economic structures changed, the significance of dowry diminished in many Christian-
majority regions."

Dowry in Islam: The Mahr System

In Islam, mahr is a fundamental requirement of marriage, distinct from dowry. It is a gift given
by the groom to the bride as a token of respect and financial security. The Quran mandates mahr
in several verses (e.g., Surah An-Nisa 4:4), emphasizing that it is a right of the woman and
cannot be taken back. Unlike dowry practices that place financial burdens on the bride’s family,
mahr empowers the woman by granting her financial independence. However, cultural
influences in some Muslim-majority societies have led to distortions, where dowry-like practices
have emerged contrary to Islamic principles."

The concept of dowry has been a significant element of marriage customs across various cultures
and religious traditions, including the Abrahamic faiths—Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.
Although commonly associated with the transfer of wealth or property in marriage, the specific
understanding and application of dowry vary widely within these traditions. Each religion has
distinct theological, historical, and cultural perspectives that have shaped dowry practices over
time. These differences arise from scriptural interpretations, socio-economic structures, and legal
frameworks governing marriage and family life. While Judaism, Christianity, and Islam all
emphasize the importance of financial security in marriage, the mechanisms through which this
security is ensured differ significantly.

In Judaism, the ketubah serves as a marriage contract that outlines the financial responsibilities
of the husband toward his wife. Unlike a dowry system where the bride's family provides wealth,
the ketubah is a legal guarantee ensuring that the wife will be financially protected in case of
divorce or widowhood. Historically, Jewish law mandated that a sum of money or property be
set aside for the bride, which the husband could not use freely during the marriage. The purpose
of this arrangement was to secure the woman's financial stability and prevent her from being left
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destitute. This concept reflects the Jewish emphasis on marital responsibility and the protection
of women’s rights within a legal framework."

In Christianity, dowry has historically played a crucial role, particularly in medieval European
societies. While the Bible does not explicitly prescribe a dowry system, Christian cultures
adopted and adapted the practice in ways that reflected economic and social structures of the
time. In medieval Europe, dowry was often a means of inheritance, ensuring that a daughter
received her share of the family wealth upon marriage. It also served as a way to form alliances
between noble families and secure a woman’s economic status. The church did not mandate
dowry but often facilitated and regulated its use to ensure fairness and adherence to moral
principles. Over time, the practice became deeply embedded in Christian societies, with
variations across different regions and historical periods.""

Islamic teachings on dowry differ significantly from those in Judaism and Christianity. In Islam,
mahr is a mandatory gift given by the groom to the bride as part of the marriage contract. Unlike
traditional dowry systems, where the bride’s family provides wealth, mahr is a financial
obligation upon the groom, ensuring the bride's security and independence. The Quran explicitly
mentions mahr as a right of the wife, emphasizing that it should be given willingly and cannot be
taken back (Surah An-Nisa 4:4). This practice highlights Islam’s commitment to women’s
financial rights and autonomy within marriage. Historically, mahr varied based on economic
conditions, but its fundamental purpose remained to provide financial stability for the wife.

A key difference between these traditions is the party responsible for providing financial assets
in marriage. In Judaism and Islam, the groom bears the financial responsibility through the
ketubah and mahr respectively, whereas in Christianity, the bride’s family traditionally provided
a dowry. These differences stem from distinct theological and cultural understandings of
marriage and gender roles. In Jewish and Islamic traditions, financial provisions from the groom
symbolize his commitment and responsibility, while in Christian traditions, dowry often
functioned as a means of securing a good marriage for the bride and maintaining family status.""

The historical evolution of dowry practices in these religions also reflects broader socio-
economic changes. In Jewish communities, the ketubah remained a legal instrument ensuring
women’s rights even as economic structures evolved. In Christian societies, dowry gradually
declined in importance as inheritance laws and economic independence for women improved. In
Islamic societies, mahr continued to be an essential part of marriage, though cultural variations
sometimes led to distortions, such as excessive mahr demands or additional dowry-like
expectations from the bride’s family. These transformations highlight how religious teachings
interact with changing social and economic conditions.™
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Legal frameworks within each tradition also shaped the practice of dowry. Jewish law strictly
regulated the ketubah, ensuring that it was legally binding and enforceable. Christian societies
often had civil laws governing dowry transactions, particularly in medieval Europe, where dowry
contracts were formalized in legal documents. Islamic law considers mahr a fundamental part of
the marriage contract, making it obligatory and enforceable by religious and civil courts in many
Muslim-majority countries. These legal dimensions underscore the importance of dowry in
marriage as not merely a cultural custom but a structured financial arrangement.

A major point of concern in contemporary society is the distortion of dowry practices. While the
original religious intentions behind dowry were to provide financial security and stability, in
some cultures, the practice has become a financial burden and a source of exploitation. In South
Asian societies, for example, dowry demands have led to severe social issues, including financial
strain on brides’ families, domestic abuse, and even dowry-related violence. These distortions
are contrary to the original teachings of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, which aimed to protect
and support women rather than burden them.

Another issue is the commercialization of marriage, where dowry expectations have shifted from
being a form of security to a transactional requirement. In some societies, the practice has
become an economic negotiation, with marriage arrangements influenced by wealth and social
status rather than mutual respect and religious principles. This shift contradicts the religious
values of all three traditions, which emphasize marriage as a sacred institution based on love,
respect, and commitment rather than material wealth."

Modern legal reforms have attempted to address these issues. Many countries have enacted laws
banning or restricting dowry practices to prevent financial exploitation and gender
discrimination. In Jewish communities, the ketubah remains a respected practice, though its
enforcement varies. In Christian-majority countries, dowry has largely disappeared due to
changing economic structures and legal reforms. In many Muslim-majority countries, laws
regulating mahr aim to ensure that it remains a fair and just practice, though cultural challenges
persist."

Despite these legal measures, cultural traditions often override religious principles, leading to
continued misuse of dowry practices. In some cases, families feel pressured to conform to
societal expectations even when religious teachings oppose such practices. This highlights the
need for greater awareness and education on the original religious purposes of dowry and the
importance of aligning cultural practices with ethical and moral standards.

The comparative study of dowry in the Abrahamic traditions reveals both similarities and
differences in how financial security in marriage has been understood and practiced. While
Judaism and Islam place financial responsibility on the groom, Christianity historically placed it

692 |



International Research Journal of Arts, Humanities and 2025
Social Sciences(IRJAHSS)

on the bride’s family. However, all three traditions originally intended for dowry-related
practices to provide stability and protection rather than burden families.*"

Understanding the religious and historical contexts of dowry can help address contemporary
challenges associated with it. By revisiting the original teachings of Judaism, Christianity, and
Islam, societies can work toward eliminating exploitative practices while preserving the positive
aspects of financial security in marriage. Religious leaders, legal authorities, and social activists
can play a crucial role in promoting ethical marriage practices that align with religious values.™

Ultimately, dowry should be viewed in its intended religious and ethical framework rather than
as a rigid cultural expectation. When practiced correctly, it serves as a means of ensuring
financial security and strengthening marital relationships. However, when distorted by societal
pressures, it becomes a source of financial burden and injustice.

A balanced approach, incorporating religious teachings, legal protections, and social awareness,
can help reform dowry practices in a way that benefits individuals and communities.
Encouraging transparency, fairness, and ethical considerations in marriage arrangements can
ensure that dowry practices remain aligned with their original purpose.™!

The role of education in reshaping societal attitudes toward dowry is essential. By raising
awareness about the religious principles behind dowry, individuals can make informed choices
that reflect the true intent of their faith traditions. Schools, religious institutions, and community
organizations can all contribute to this effort by promoting discussions on ethical marriage
practices. "

As societies evolve, it is crucial to continuously evaluate traditional practices to ensure they align
with justice and fairness. While dowry has historically served an important function, its misuse
must be addressed to prevent financial exploitation and social injustice. By returning to the
ethical foundations of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, dowry can be redefined as a positive and
protective institution rather than a burdensome tradition.

Comparative Analysis

Financial Responsibility: In Judaism and Islam, the groom is responsible for providing financial
security (ketubah and mahr), while in Christianity, the bride’s family traditionally provided
dowry. X1

Legal and Social Function: The ketubah and mahr serve as financial protection for women,
whereas Christian dowry historically functioned as an inheritance or social mobility tool.
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Contemporary Challenges: While the original religious intentions were protective, modern
misinterpretations have led to issues such as dowry-related financial burdens and exploitation,
particularly in South Asian societies.™

Conclusion

The concept of dowry in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, though rooted in different theological
and legal principles, reflects a common concern for financial security in marriage. In Judaism,
the ketubah protects women’s rights; in Christianity, dowry historically served as a form of
inheritance and social stability; and in Islam, mahr ensures a woman’s financial independence.

However, over time, cultural influences have altered these practices, sometimes leading to
negative consequences such as financial exploitation and gender inequality. While religious
teachings originally sought to provide economic safeguards, cultural adaptations in some
societies have distorted these traditions, leading to legal and ethical concerns.

This study highlights the need for a re-evaluation of dowry practices in contemporary societies,
ensuring that they align with their original religious purposes of financial security and marital
harmony rather than economic burden or societal pressure. Understanding these traditions within
their historical and theological contexts can help in addressing modern challenges related to
dowry practices.
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