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Social structures (other than state centralization)

Family structure

Polygamous vs. monogamous
Nuclear vs. extended
Matrilocal & patrilocal vs. neolocal

Kinship / lineage organization

Patrilineal & matrilineal vs. cognatic descent
Segmented lineages

Age-based organization

Age sets and age grades
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Institutional consequences of kinship systems?

Emmanuel Todd. 1985. The Explanation of Ideology.
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The West is WEIRD

Henrich, Heine, and Norenzayan. “Most people are WEIRD,”
Nature, 2010.

Henich, Heine, and Norenzayan. “The WEIRDest people in
the world?” Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 2010.

Jones. “A WEIRD view of human nature skews psychologists’
studies,” Science, 2010.
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It is a duty towards society to have children? 1-5 scale
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Do you think that a woman has to have children in order
to be fulfilled or is this not necessary?
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History and ancestry: 7000+ languages and dialects from
Ethnologue
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Proportion of population with ancestors that had:
Independent nuclear families
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Proportion of population with ancestors that had: A
preference for cousin marriage
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Has Europe always been different?
Source: Goody (1983a,b), Henrich (2020)

Social structure in Europe before the Medieval period:

1 Kin-based organization (e.g., clans, lineages, etc)

2 Society was patrilineal and patrilocal.

3 Kinship units collectively owned and allocated land.

4 Kinship units took “a corporate form,” meaning they
organized/determined political, legal, and social rights of its
members.

5 Women were under the control of their fathers or husbands.

6 Arranged marriages were customary, including cousin
marriage.

7 For wealthy and powerful men, polygamy was common.
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The effects of the Church in Europe
Source: Goody (1983a,b), Henrich (2020)

Beginning in the 5th century AD, the Church began to
implement rules to weaken traditional lineage systems.

Banned:

Cousin marriage (up to the 7th degree of relatedness).
Marrying dead husband’s brother or dead wife’s sister.
Marrying relatives of spiritual kin (e.g., relatives of
godparents).
Polygamy and concubinage

Promoted:

Nuclear family over lineages or clans.
Love marriage over arranged marriages.

Goal was to weaken the power of lineages and to increase the
inheritance going to the Church.
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Medieval Church exposure (550–1500) and pre-industrial
kinship intensity
Source: Schulz et al. (Science, 2019)

in Late Antiquity, the branch of Christianity
that eventually evolved into the Roman Catho-
lic Church—hereafter, the Western Church or
simply theChurch—systematically undermined
Europe’s intensive kin-based institutions
through a combination of religious prohi-
bitions and prescriptions (46, 59–62). Prior to
the Church’s efforts, the kin-based institu-
tions of most European populations looked
much like other agricultural societies and
included patrilineal clans, kindreds, cousin
marriage, polygyny, ancestor worship, and
corporate ownership (27, 59, 60, 63–73). Mean-
while, although the branch of Christianity based
in Constantinople that eventually evolved into
theOrthodox Church—the EasternChurch—did
adopt some of the same prohibitions as the
Western Church, it never endorsed the West-
ern Church’s broad taboos on cousinmarriage,

was slow to adopt many policies, and was un-
enthusiastic about enforcement.
The Western Church’s policies, which we

call the Marriage and Family Program (MFP)
(27), began with targeted bans on certain
marriage practices used to sustain alliances be-
tween families (e.g., levirate marriage); how-
ever, by the EarlyMiddle Ages, the Church had
become obsessed with incest and began to ex-
pand the circle of forbidden relatives, even-
tually including not only distant cousins but
also step-relatives, in-laws, and spiritual kin.
Early in the second millennium, the ban was
stretched to encompass sixth cousins, includ-
ing all affines. At the same time, the Church
promoted marriage “by choice” (no arranged
marriages) and often required newly married
couples to set up independent households
(neolocal residence). The Church also forced

an end to many lineages by eliminating legal
adoption, remarriage, and all forms of poly-
gamous marriage, as well as concubinage,
which meant that many lineages began liter-
ally dying out due to a lack of legitimate heirs.
As a result of the MFP, by 1500 CE (and cen-
turies earlier in some regions), much of Europe
was characterized by a virtually unique config-
uration of weak (nonintensive) kinshipmarked
by monogamous nuclear households, bilateral
descent, late marriage, and neolocal residence
(59–62, 64, 74, 75).
Our theory, by synthesizing these insights,

predicts that populations with a longer expo-
sure to the medieval Western Church or less-
intensive kin-based institutions will be less
conforming but more individualistic and im-
personally prosocial. At the same time, longer
exposure to the Western Church should be

Schulz et al., Science 366, eaau5141 (2019) 8 November 2019 2 of 12
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Fig. 1. Church exposure and kinship intensity around the world. (A) Exposure to the medieval Western (blue shading) and Eastern (green shading) Churches at
the country level. The inset shows the Western Church exposure for regions within Europe based on the diffusion of bishoprics between 550 and 1500 CE (blue
shading). The map delineates the boundaries of the Carolingian Empire (orange line) and the divide between Western and socialist Europe (pink line; after Churchill’s
Iron Curtain speech). (B) The kinship intensity index (KII) for ethnolinguistic groups around the world.
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Kinship intensity

Measures ‘kinship intensity’ using the pre-industrial presence
of:

1 An extended (non-nuclear) family system
2 Post-marital residence with parents
3 Lineages (unilineal descent system – not cognatic)
4 Localized clans (where those in the same clan live together)
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Medieval Church exposure (550–1500) and pre-industrial
kinship intensity
Source: Schulz et al. (Science, 2019)
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couples to set up independent households
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an end to many lineages by eliminating legal
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which meant that many lineages began liter-
ally dying out due to a lack of legitimate heirs.
As a result of the MFP, by 1500 CE (and cen-
turies earlier in some regions), much of Europe
was characterized by a virtually unique config-
uration of weak (nonintensive) kinshipmarked
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Our theory, by synthesizing these insights,
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conforming but more individualistic and im-
personally prosocial. At the same time, longer
exposure to the Western Church should be
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Medieval Church exposure (550–1500) and 20th century
cousin marriage
Source: Schulz et al. (Science, 2019)
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PSYCHOLOGY

The Church, intensive kinship, and global
psychological variation
Jonathan F. Schulz*, Duman Bahrami-Rad, Jonathan P. Beauchamp, Joseph Henrich

INTRODUCTION: A growing body of research
suggests that populations around the globe
vary substantially along several important psy-
chological dimensions and that populations
characterized as Western, Educated, Industri-
alized, Rich, and Democratic (WEIRD) are par-
ticularly unusual. People from these societies
tend to be more individualistic, independent,
and impersonally prosocial (e.g., trusting of
strangers) while revealing less conformity and
in-group loyalty. Although these patterns are
nowwell documented, few efforts have sought
to explain them. Here, we propose that the
Western Church (i.e., the branch of Christian-
ity that evolved into the Roman Catholic
Church) transformed European kinship struc-
tures during the Middle Ages and that this

transformation was a key factor behind a shift
towards a WEIRDer psychology.

RATIONALE: Our approach integrates three in-
sights. First, anthropological evidence suggests
that diverse kin-based institutions—our spe-
cies’s most fundamental institutions—have
been the primary structure for organizing social
life inmost societies around the world and back
into history. With the origins of agriculture,
cultural evolution increasingly favored inten-
sive kinship norms related to cousinmarriage,
clans, and co-residence that fostered social
tightness, interdependence, and in-group co-
operation. Second, psychological research re-
veals that people’s motivations, emotions, and
perceptions are shaped by the social norms

they encounter while growing up. Within in-
tensive kin-based institutions, people’s psy-
chological processes adapt to the collectivistic
demands of their dense social networks. Inten-
sive kinship norms reward greater conformity,

obedience, and in-group
loyaltywhile discouraging
individualism, indepen-
dence, and impersonalmo-
tivations for fairness and
cooperation. Third, histo-
rical research suggests that

theWestern Church systematically undermined
Europe’s intensive kin-based institutions during
the Middle Ages (for example, by banning
cousin marriage). The Church’s family policies
meant that by 1500 CE, and likely centuries
earlier in some regions, Europe lacked strong
kin-based institutions and was instead domi-
nated by relatively independent and isolated
nuclear or stem families.
Our theory predicts that populations with

(i) a longer historical exposure to themedieval
Western Church or less intensive kin-based
institutions will be more individualistic, less
conforming, and more impersonally prosocial
today; and (ii) longer historical exposure to the
Western Church will be associated with less-
intensive kin-based institutions.

RESULTS: We test these predictions at three
levels. Globally, we show that countries with
longer historical exposure to themedievalWest-
ern Church or less intensive kinship (e.g., lower
rates of cousin marriage) are more individu-
alistic and independent, less conforming and
obedient, and more inclined toward trust and
cooperation with strangers (see figure). Focus-
ing on Europe, where we compare regions
within countries, we show that longer expo-
sure to theWestern Church is associated with
less intensive kinship, greater individualism,
less conformity, and more fairness and trust
toward strangers. Finally, comparing only the
adult children of immigrants in European
countries, we show that those whose parents
come from countries or ethnic groups that
historically experienced more centuries under
the Western Church or had less intensive kin-
ship tend to be more individualistic, less con-
forming, and more inclined toward fairness
and trust with strangers.

CONCLUSION: This research suggests that con-
temporary psychological patterns, ranging from
individualism and trust to conformity and ana-
lytical thinking, have been influenced by deep
cultural evolutionary processes, including the
Church’s peculiar incest taboos, family policies,
and enduring kin-based institutions.▪

RESEARCH
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Policies
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C

Cross-country relationship between exposure to the medieval churches, kin-based institutions, and
psychology. As predicted by our theory, countries with a longer exposure to the medieval Western Church
have lower rates of cousin marriage (A); countries with lower rates of cousin marriage have a more
individualistic and impersonally prosocial psychology (B); and countries with a longer exposure to the
medieval Western Church have a more individualistic and impersonally prosocial psychology (C). Blue dots,
green diamonds, and gray triangles denote countries primarily exposed to the Western Church, to the
Eastern Church, and with no church exposure, respectively. r̂ denotes Spearman correlation.
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Psychological consequences of kinship intensity
that had more centuries of exposure to the
medieval Western Church evince (on average)
lower KII values and reduced rates of cousin
marriage (table S4.8). Each additional 500 years
under theWestern Church is associated with a

reduction of 1.2 standard deviations in the KII
and a 91% decline in cousin marriage rates.
These results are robust to controlling for our
baseline geographic controls and for the seven
additional sets of variables described above.

Moreover, Church exposure accounts for a
substantial part of the variation in the KII
(coefficient of determination R2 = 40%) and
cousin marriage rates (R2 = 62%). Incremen-
tal coefficients of determination underscore
this: Adding Church exposure to regressions
of either the KII or cousin marriage rates in-
creases the variance explained by ~20% above
that accounted for by our baseline geographic
controls.
These cross-country analyses highlight the

breadth of global psychological variation and
reveal broad statistical patterns that are con-
sistent with our theory. However, such analy-
ses are potentially fraught with confounds,
including differences in endogenous variables
such as national wealth (table S4.7), effective
governments, and the rule of law. To better
map the causal pathways involved, we now
zoom in on Europe.

Psychological variation within Europe

To help explain the psychological variation
within Europe, we link our four survey-based
psychological measures to our regional mea-
sure of Church exposure and then to regional
cousin marriage rates.
Using our full sample of 440 regions in 36

European countries and individual-level data
on four psychological outcomes, we regressed
each psychological outcome on regional Church
exposure across 10 different models. Table 4
presents two of these models for each of our
psychological outcomes. The first model in-
cludes our four baseline geographic controls,
individual demographics (age, age2, and sex),
and both country and survey-wave fixed effects.
The secondmodel adds individual-levelmeasures
of religiosity and denomination. These models
show that Europeans from regions that were
under the sway of theWesternChurch for longer
reveal greater individualism-independence, less
conformity-obedience, and more impersonal
trust and fairness. Considering that Europe
was fully Christianized by 1500 CE, these ef-
fects are large: an additionalmillennium under
the Western Church is associated with in-
creases in these psychological outcomes of
roughly one-tenth of a standard deviation.
These effects hold or increase in magnitude
when religiosity and denomination are statis-
tically held constant, which is consistent with
our theoretical emphasis on themedievalWest-
ern Church’s marriage and family policies (as
opposed to the contemporaryWestern Church’s
particular supernatural beliefs or ritual practices).
Although the expansion of the Church across

Europe involved historical contingencies that
induced a substantial degree of random var-
iation (supplementary text S3), we cannot fully
mitigate concerns that the Church may have
expanded selectively or that it carried along
other important factors besides the MFP. To
control for plausible alternative causal pathways,

Schulz et al., Science 366, eaau5141 (2019) 8 November 2019 5 of 12

Fig. 2. Medieval Church exposure, kinship intensity, and psychological variation. Cross-country
relationship between our Individualistic-Impersonal Psychological Scale and (A) medieval Church exposure
and (B) kinship intensity. The inset in (B) shows the relationship for cousin marriage rates, while the
main plot shows the relationship with the KII. Countries primarily exposed to the Western Church are identified
with a dot (blue solid best-fit lines), and countries primarily exposed to the Eastern Church are identified by a
diamond (green short-dashed best-fit lines). Triangles denote minimal church exposure (i.e., an exposure of
<0.3 centuries). Color coding refers to the duration of Eastern (green) and Western (blue) Church exposure. The
reported correlation coefficients for the Western (Eastern) Church were computed after excluding the Eastern
(Western) Church–exposed countries.

Psychological and 

behavioral measures 

Individualism and independence
Individualism 0.61*** 0.26 –0.26*** –0.47***

Creativity 0.63*** –0.04 –0.37*** –0.59***

Embeddedness –0.79*** –0.41*    0.66***    0.59***

Analytic thinking 0.70*** –0.48 –0.10 –0.49*

Conformity and obedience
Asch’s conformity –0.51† 0.00 0.72** 0.61*

Tightness –0.43* –0.62† 0.12 0.53**

Obedience –0.41*** –0.35* 0.24* 0.46***

Tradition –0.32* 0.37* 0.23* 0.52***

Proper behavior 0.01 0.10 0.04  –0.06

Impersonal prosociality
Honesty dice game (% high claims) –0.69*** –0.10 0.63** 0.61*

UN diplomatic tickets (per diplomat) –0.47*** –0.37** 0.39*** 0.33**

Nepotism –0.43*** 0.38** 0.25** 0.51***

Particularism –0.69*** –0.02 0.26 0.63***

PGG 1st round contributions 0.56† 0.34 –0.65** –0.83*

PGG with punishment, avg. cont’ns.  0.53  –0.32 –0.54* –0.98***

Blood donations 0.55*** 0.35** –0.40*** –0.57***

Out-in-group trust 0.57*** 0.06 –0.40*** –0.51***

Significance levels (based on two-tailed tests): †P ≤ 0.1, *P ≤ 0.05, **P ≤ 0.01, ***P ≤ 0.001.

E. Church exp.

 

W. Church exp.             KII Cousin marriage

(%, log)

Table 2. Cross-country Spearman correlations between psychological outcomes and Western and 

Eastern Church exposure, the Kinship Intensity Index (KII), and the rate of cousin marriage.  
The cell shading indicates sample size: N ≥ 40, white; 20 < N < 40, light blue; N ≤ 20, darker blue. Correlations that are 
significant at the 10% level are bolded. 
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Kinship tightness and economic development
Source: Enke (QJE, 2019)
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Figure 9: Kinship tightness and development over time. The left panel shows the results of OLS regressions
in which I regress country-level log population density in a given year on kinship tightness. Each dot
represents the OLS point estimate for the regression in the respective year, and the color coding denotes
levels of significance. In all regressions, the sample is restricted to countries in which at least 50% of the
population are native, resulting in a sample of 103 countries. The right panel follows an analogous logic,
except that the dependent variables are urbanization rates.

in Section 3, in particular the emphasis on the (time-varying) moral systems that might
mediate this relationship.

10 Conclusion

This paper has presented an analysis of cultural variation in moral systems, both cross-
sectionally and over time. The paper’s results shed light on four separate issues. First,
while is has been observed that a society’s family system is related to in-group vs. out-
group cooperation patterns and trust, little was known empirically about how these dif-
ferent systems regulate and enforce cooperative behavior. This paper has documented
that an extremely diverse and seemingly-unrelated set of characteristics – belief in mor-
alizing deities, moral values, punishment strategies, shame, guilt, and disgust – jointly
form internally consistent moral systems and appear to enforce cooperation.

Second, the results provide a rationale for the existence of large cultural variation in
many traits: because some cultural traits regulate different cooperation regimes, they
ought to differ, both across societies (like disgust) and over time (as seems to be the
case with belief in moralizing deities).

Third, the paper also illuminates the co-occurrence of various cultural traits. Across
the social sciences, researchers with an interest in cultural variation have noted that
cultural traits are frequently correlated, yet – as pointed out by Alesina et al. (2015) –
insights into why that is the case are rare. The present paper sheds light on this issue by
showing that different cultural traits serve a similar role in enforcing cooperation within

47

Nathan Nunn February 15, 2022



“Where you stand determines what you see” (Dr. Ehret)

This literature shows that it is not societies within the African
continent that are different.

Instead, it is Western European societies (and their offshoots)
that are different (WEIRD).

Family, kinship, and lineage is too often viewed through a
Western lens despite the West being the outlier.

Will give two examples to help illustrate this:
1 Matrilineal kinship
2 Bride price

Nathan Nunn February 15, 2022



Example 1: Matrilineal kinship

with her own lineage, a woman is effectively incorporated into the lineage of her husband upon

marriage. This is because once she is married, she is not relevant for determining descent and

inheritance for her lineage. This is illustrated in the patrilineal kinship diagram by the married

women denoted in grey, while the unmarried daughter shares the same color as her father.

Figure 2: Diagram of Kinship Systems

(a) Matrilineal Kinship (b) Patrilineal Kinship

The kinship groups defined by matrilineal or patrilineal systems are often important in sub-

Saharan Africa. They form a basic political unit in which members recognize each other as

kin and often have certain obligations toward each other (Fox, 1934). For example, members

of the same matrilineal group may share land and may contribute to bride price payments for

lineage members. They may also provide financial support in the form of school fees or burial

payments. Thus, membership in a matrilineal or patrilineal society determines your obligations

and privileges relative to your kin group.

Anthropologists have long puzzled over the stability of matrilineal systems, arguing that

matrilineal systems create “conflicting allegiances” within the household (Fox, 1934). A husband

in a matrilineal society has allegiances to his sisters, whose children he may support because they

are his heirs, and the wife has allegiances to her brother, who provides her and her children with

support. Additionally, matrilineal lineage systems reduce men’s authority over their spouses. In

matrilineal societies a woman’s children belong to her lineage, not to her husband’s lineage. Thus,

relative to patrilineal societies, women maintain greater control over their children. Having the

children as part of a woman’s lineage may increase the value of her outside option and increase

her relative bargaining power. A large literature in anthropology suggests that matrilineal systems

reduce spousal cooperation (Radcliffe-Brown, 1950; Gluckman, 1963; Richards, 1950; Douglas,

1969).

Matrilineal groups are relatively rare. Of the 1267 societies in the Ethnographic Atlas, only 12

8
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On the “Matrilineal Puzzle”

Anthropologists of the 20th century were perplexed by
matrilineal kinship.

E.g., Robin Fox (1934); Audrey Richards (1950)

Matriliny creates conflicting allegiances within the household.

Why would such a system ever emerge?

This was called the “matrilineal puzzle.”
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The global distribution of traditional matrilineal kinship
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Distribution of matrilineal kinship within Africa
Source: Lowes (2020)

Figure 1: Ethnic Group Boundaries and Matrilineal Belt

by matrilineal couples is behavior specific to being paired with a spouse and not more general to

cooperation with a stranger of the opposite sex.

As with any study examining the effects of culture, reverse causality and omitted variable bias

are a concern. Specifically, the reverse causality concern is that in societies where women had

more authority, they were more likely to adopt matrilineal kinship systems. The omitted variable

bias concern is that some unobserved variable both determines the adoption of matrilineal kinship

and spousal cooperation. I leverage the matrilineal belt border and a geographic regression

discontinuity design to mitigate these concerns. I outline the benefits of the RD design and

the assumptions for it to be a valid identification strategy. Additionally, I show balance along

the matrilineal belt border for a wide variety of geographic and cultural characteristics. The

geographic RD results are consistent with the OLS results: matrilineal individuals cooperate less

with their spouse and therefore earn less money in the lab experiment relative to patrilineal

individuals.

Additionally, I collect physiological data during game play to provide insight into the decision

making process. Generally, researchers only observe a choice in a lab experiment; physiological

data offers a novel source of information on the state of mind of participants. Additionally,

it is not subject to experimental demand effects, as it is an involuntary response. A priori, it

3
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Distribution of matrilineal kinship within the Dem. Rep. of
Congo
Source: Lowes (2020)

violence, a woman’s outside option, or her incentives to invest in her children, then matrilineal

kinship may also have important implications for the well-being of women and children. It is

therefore natural to examine whether matrilineal women and children fare better. To examine

these various mechanisms, I use my survey data and outcomes in the Demographic and Health

Surveys for DRC from 2007 and 2014.

I estimate an OLS with my own survey data and the RD specification described in equation 2

for the DHS (see Appendix F for robustness to alternative RD specifications). I use the geo-

referenced DHS clusters for the geographic RD. I assign individuals the status of matrilineal or

patrilineal based on the DHS cluster location in relation to the matrilineal belt.27 This matching

strategy means that all individuals in the same cluster receive the same ethnic affiliation. See

Figure 7 for the distribution of DHS clusters and the matrilineal belt border.

Figure 7: DHS Clusters and Matrilineal Belt
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27The DHS for DRC does not report an individual’s self-reported ethnic group. This data is only reported at very
aggregated ethnic affiliations.
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Figure 3: Matrilineal Belt and Villages of Origin for Sample

activities, land ownership, family history, and a child roster. During the second visit, individuals

played two versions of the dictator game (DG), three versions of a household public goods game

(PG) and completed a second shorter survey. The wife and husband completed the second visit

simultaneously, with a female enumerator meeting with the wife and a male enumerator meeting

with the husband. This helped ensure the privacy of the respondent and prevent coordination in

game play. The order of DG and PG game play was randomized across participants, as was the

order of the versions of each game. The randomization of game order was stratified on gender

and on matrilineal status. All questions pertaining to views on marriage and gender were asked

in the second survey after participants had completed the experiments to avoid priming game

play with the survey questions. The surveys and activities were administered in either French or

Tshiluba, the languages spoken in this area of DRC.

In the final visit, individuals completed two versions of the ultimatum game (UG), a gender

Implicit Association Test (IAT), and a third short survey module. The majority of the sample

completed the third visit at their homes, as they had done for the previous two visits. However, a

subset of the sample was invited to a laboratory to complete the third visit. The lab was an office

17
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Findings

Matrilineal kinship is associated with:

1 Children that are healthier

2 Children that are educated.

3 Wives that are happier.

4 Wives that are more empowered and less accepting of
violence.

5 Households with less domestic violence.

6 Households with less cooperation between husbands and
wives.
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The wellbeing of children (Kananga survey)Columns (2) and (4) control for characteristics of the mother, including her years of education,

age and age squared.27

Table 13: Child Health and Education in Sample

Linear Polynomial in Latitude and Longitude

Within 100 kms of Matrilineal Belt

Child Sick in Last Month Years of Education

All Ages All Ages Age>5 Age>5
(1) (2) (3) (4)

Matrilineal -0.079* -0.093** 0.607*** 0.462***
(0.045) (0.044) (0.186) (0.160)

Mother’s Char. N Y N Y
Observations 831 831 503 503
Clusters 196 196 166 166
Mean Dep. Var. 0.280 0.280 4.57 4.57
Notes: Robust standard errors in parentheses. Standard errors are clustered at the village
of origin level. Regressions control for age and age squared of child and province fixed
effects. Columns (2) and (4) control for the mother’s education level, age and age squared.
Matrilineal is an indicator variable equal to 1 if the mother of the child is matrilineal.
Child Sick in Last Month is whether the child has been sick in the last month; the response
options were 0 for No and 1 for Yes. Years of Education is number of years of education
completed by the child. * p < 0.1; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01

I examine health and education outcomes for matrilineal children in the DHS as well. Women

are asked to report the number of children they have had who have died. Women who are

matrilineal have fewer children who have died. I can also look at years of education for school

age children in the households of DHS respondents. I define school age children as children

between the ages of 6 and 18. The coefficient on matrilineal is positive and significant, suggesting

children in matrilineal areas are better educated. The results from the DHS data are consistent

with the results observed in my sample. Despite that matrilineal individuals are less cooperative

with their spouses, matrilineal women have greater incentive to invest in their children, and this

has important effects for the well-being of their children.

9. Conclusion

Kinship systems and marriage systems are integral social structures for society. A growing

literature in economics and other fields suggest that kinship systems have important effects for

27The results are also robust to controlling for measures of income.
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Measuring cooperation: Two-player public goods game

Husbands and wives play with each other.
Make decisions separately and in private.

Each rolls a die to determine their endowment:
Equal probability of 1000cf or 1500cf.

Each decides how much to contribute to the ‘communal pot’.
The ‘communal pot’ is increased by 1.5 and then divided
evenly.
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Experiment, connection to real life, and findings

Experiment was designed to capture key aspects of the
dynamics of household relationships.

Behavior in the game is interpreted as being informative of
behavior in similar real-life situations.

When a participant receives the 1500cf endowment:

The participant can always claim that they only received
1000cf.
Study finds that less is contributed to the communal pot. . .
but only if the participant is a wife who is from a matrilineal
ethnic group.
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Returning to the ‘Matrilineal puzzle’

Western researchers have asked: “Why are (some African)
societies matrilineal?”

Lowes shows that less cooperation in matrilineal households is
associated with better outcomes and not worse as had always
been presumed.

The real question should be: “Why aren’t more societies
(including European ones) matrilineal?”
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Example 2: Bride price

Bride Price: Transfer of resources from the groom and/or
groom’s parents to the bride’s parents at marriage.
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Bride price as a purchase price?

Early anthropologists interpreted the transfer as a purchase of
the bride and called it ‘bride price’.

In a 1952 article, Bernhard Vroklage reflects on this writing:

“When, however, ethnologists became better informed, it
appeared that. . . there was no question of real buying or of a
price in the sense of a payment” (p. 135)

Rather it is a gift of appreciation for “the care and trouble
spent on the bride’s upbringing.” (p. 135)

“It is a compensation for the loss of the bride, who becomes
incorporated into another family group. . . a woman is “the
source of life” and her children will belong to the family group
of the husband.” (p. 137)

“If one considers the bride price in this way, it is not a
humiliating thing at all, on the contrary it is rather something
honourable.” (p. 139)
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Prevalence of traditional bride price marriage customs
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Global prevalence of traditional marriage customs across
ethnic groups (from Ethnographic sources)

Number Share Number Share Number Share

Bride Price 646 0.52 13 0.46 8 0.38
Bride Service 123 0.10 2 0.07 6 0.29
Token Bride Price 68 0.05 2 0.07 7 0.33
Gift Exchange 62 0.05 3 0.11 0 0.00
Female Relative Exchange 39 0.03 4 0.14 0 0.00
Absence of Consideration 275 0.22 4 0.14 0 0.00
Dowry 33 0.03 0 0.00 0 0.00

Total 1246 1.00 28 1.00 21 1.00

Global Indonesia Zambia
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Variation in the practice of bride price
Ashraf, Bau, Nunn, and Voena (JPE, 2020)
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School construction in Zambia & Indonesia

Both countries had large national school construction
programs.

School construction had a large effect on boys’ education, but
no (average) effect on girls’ education.

However, the zero effect masks significant heterogeneity:
1 For some ethnic groups, the effect is positive and very large.
2 For others, the effect is zero.

School construction only increased girls education where there
was the bride price.
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Bride price and education in ZambiaAssumption 1. Is the bride price-education
relationship widely known?
Think about the factors that affect bride price today.

What is the. . . most important factor?

First Second Third

Education obs 543 223 152
37.3% 15.3% 10.4%

Good morals obs 191 283 216
13.1% 19.4% 14.8%

Family values obs 214 272 206
14.7% 18.7% 14.2%

Virginity obs 137 186 179
9.4% 12.8% 12.3%

Age obs 41 94 141
2.8% 6.5% 9.7%

Ethnicity obs 104 117 190
7.1% 8.0% 13.1%

Other obs 144 118 85
9.9% 8.1% 5.8%
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Bride price and education in Zambia and Indonesia

Table 4: Determinants of bride price payment amounts

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11)
Dependent Variable: Log Bride Price Amount

Indonesia (IFLS) 2SLS Zambia (ZFPS)

Wife’s Education:

IPrimaryi 0.615*** 0.579*** 0.366*** 0.373*** 0.285** 2.329** 0.002 0.023 -0.015 -0.008 -0.027
(0.066) (0.071) (0.077) (0.078) (0.111) (1.173) (0.137) (0.142) (0.141) (0.141) (0.141)

IJuniorSecondaryi 0.658*** 0.672*** 0.471*** 0.456*** 0.391*** 0.134 0.258* 0.255* 0.279** 0.289**
(0.066) (0.070) (0.074) (0.074) (0.097) (0.137) (0.137) (0.142) (0.142) (0.143)

ISeniorSecondaryi 0.865*** 0.857*** 0.468*** 0.457*** 0.306*** 0.384*** 0.391*** 0.398** 0.396** 0.358**
(0.077) (0.078) (0.089) (0.091) (0.115) (0.131) (0.147) (0.153) (0.153) (0.154)

Husband’s Education:

IH:Primary
i 0.237*** 0.212** 0.175 0.230 0.239 0.270

(0.084) (0.084) (0.118) (0.197) (0.197) (0.196)

IH:JuniorSecondary
i 0.414*** 0.439*** 0.470*** 0.173 0.176 0.158

(0.077) (0.079) (0.103) (0.164) (0.164) (0.163)

IH:SeniorSecondary
i 0.532*** 0.540*** 0.427*** -0.080 -0.079 -0.070

(0.090) (0.090) (0.114) (0.130) (0.130) (0.129)
F -test for first stage 3.04
Baseline Covariates Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Wife Marriage Age Controls N Y Y Y Y Y N Y Y Y Y
Husband Marriage Age Controls N N N Y Y N N N N Y Y
Wife’s Premarital Wealth N N N N Y N N N N N Y
Wife Muslim N N N N Y N N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A
Polygynous Marriage N N N N Y N N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A
Mean of dependent variable 11.501 11.495 11.553 11.595 12.335 11.234 7.327 7.327 7.330 7.330 7.326
SD of dependent variable 2.375 2.366 2.342 2.309 1.965 2.596 1.293 1.292 1.292 1.292 1.290
Number of observations 5,555 5,092 4,713 4,548 2,190 264 542 543 540 540 539
Adjusted R2 0.467 0.463 0.472 0.467 0.344 0.433 0.229 0.237 0.241 0.242 0.240

Notes: This table reports estimates of the relationship between female education and bride price payments. The unit of observation is a married woman. The sample includes all
women from the relevant data source for which a bride price payment was reported. Data for Indonesia are from the 2001 and 2007 rounds of the Indonesia Family Life Survey.
Data for Zambia are from a special module implemented in the first wave of the ZFPS in the Fall of 2014 (Ashraf et al., 2017). The indicator variables for senior secondary school
attainment, ISeniorSecondaryi and IH:SeniorSecondary

i , are measured slightly differently in Indonesia and Zambia. In Indonesia, they indicate that an individual completed secondary
school and attended some college. In Zambia, they indicate that the individual completed senior secondary school. “Baseline covariates” include ethnicity fixed effects and the year
married and its square. ‘Wife Marriage Age Controls’ and ‘Husband Marriage Age Controls’ consist of the wife’s (and husband’s) age at marriage and its square. ‘Wife’s Wealth’
is a measure of the wife’s pre-marital wealth. In Indonesia, it is measured as the natural log of one plus her pre-marital assets, while in Zambia, it is measured using an indicator
variable for pre-marital property ownership. ‘Wife Muslim’ is an indicator variable equal to one if the wife reports being Muslim. ‘Polygynous Marriage’ is an indicator variable
that equals one if the marriage is polygynous. Column 6 reports 2SLS estimates, where the school-construction-program instrument from Duflo (2001) is used as an instrument
for female primary completion with the sample restricted to women from bride price ethnic groups. Robust standard errors are reported in parentheses. *, **, and *** indicate
significance at the 10, 5, and 1% levels.
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Value of the bride price in the DRC (n =634)
Lowes and Nunn (2018)
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Value of the bride price

A higher bride price transfer is associated with:

Wives are less acceptance of domestic violence.

Wife’s self-reported happiness is higher.

Husband’s happiness is no different.

Marriage is more cooperative/cohesive (more activities done
together).
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Bride price repayment

Some aspects of bride price are negatively associated with a
wife’s happiness.

A higher bride price is associated with greater happiness for
the wife.

But, if tradition dictates that the bride price must be fully
paid back upon divorce, then this positive relationship become
negative.

When bride price must be paid back, a higher bride price is
associated with less happiness for the wife.
Could be explained by a higher bride price making it more
difficult for a wife to leave an unhappy relationship.

Nathan Nunn February 15, 2022



Bride price

The Western presumption that bride price is a payment for
the bride and therefore the practice is bad is uninformed and
simplistic.

When one looks at the empirical evidence, it is not clear that
the custom, on the whole, is detrimental to women.

(Likely) because of a Western bias in research, despite being a
very common tradition globally, little quantitative analysis has
been done estimating its consequences.
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Concluding thoughts: Takeaway points

Europeans are WEIRD (they are the exception).

Has been a bias in the literature to study the psychology,
culture and traditions of WEIRD cultures and assume these
represent the whole world.

Remember Dr. Ehret’s lecture: “Where you stand matters.”

There has been a tendency to look at Africa while “standing”
in Europe or the U.S.

The ‘matrilineal puzzle’
Bride price
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