
Are climate challenges reinforcing child and forcedmarriage and
dowry as adaptation strategies in the context of Bangladesh?

Margaret Alston a,b,⁎, Kerri Whittenbury b, Alex Haynes b, Naomi Godden b

a Department of Social Work, Melbourne, Australia
b Gender, Leadership and Social Sustainability (GLASS) research unit at Monash University, Melbourne, Australia

a r t i c l e i n f o s y n o p s i s

Available online 20 September 2014 This paper outlines the link between child and forced marriage, dowry and climate changes in
Bangladesh. Drawing on a three year research study on the gendered impacts of climate change,
we argue that climate crises are creating significant economic hardships. This has led to dowry
being viewed by the families of young men as a form of capital accumulation. For the families of
girls, dowry has become a significant burden, a burden that increases with the age of the girl. We
argue that the economic crises created by climate challenges are leading to an increase in child
and forced marriages because the dowry is cheaper. We conclude that attention to climate
challenges must take a much broader focus on social consequences in order to protect the human
rights of women and girls in vulnerable communities.
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Introduction

Marriage in Bangladesh has been described as an eco-
nomic transaction (Lindenbaum, 1981; Suran, Amin, Huq, &
Chowdhury, 2004) or strategy for improving capital accu-
mulation by way of the dowry system (Chowdhury, 2010).
Dowry payments are a traditional custom whereby goods
and money are transferred from the bride's family to the
groom's and is widely practiced despite being illegal under
the Bangladesh Dowry Prohibition Act of 1980. In recent times
dowry demands have escalated and Chowdhury (2010) argues
that the prime motivations are greed, growing consumerism,
materialism, status seeking and rising living standards. In this
paper we suggest there may now be a further compelling
motivation for an increase in dowry demands—that is the
effects of climate challenges on the livelihoods and resources of
families. These challenges are motivating the families of young
men to seek marriages for their sons, and thereby accumulate
capital through dowry; and the families of girls and young
women to seek forcedmarriages for their daughters because of
the perceived economic risks associated with the continuance

of education and the increasing costs of dowry as girls mature
(Schuler, Bates, Islam, & Islam, 2006). The financial incentive
for child marriage relates to the fact that a one-year higher age
at marriage can increase the value of a dowry by nearly 50%
(Do, Iyer, & Joshi, 2006). In suggesting that childmarriages and
dowry demands may be increasing as a result of climate
change, andmay in fact be viewed as climate (mal)-adaptation
strategies, we draw on research conducted from 2011 to 2013
in three rural regions of Bangladesh, all of which are subject to
extreme climate variability.

Dowry

While self-arranged or love marriages, which generally do
not involve dowry, are increasing particularly in urban areas
of Bangladesh (Geirbo & Imam, 2006), arranged marriages
with dowry obligations dominate. Dowry describes thepractice
of a bride's family giving large sums of money, jewelry and
other goods to the groom's family supposedly to pay for their
daughter's security, happiness and a good and timely marriage
(Chowdhury, 2010 p. 203) and as security against divorce
(Geirbo & Imam, 2006). It is a regional cultural practice rather
than a religious one and appears to have spread widely since
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the late 1960s. Prior to this the practice was reversed and the
pon (or bride price) required the groom's family to give money
to the bride's in exchange for their daughter (Alma, 1985;
Lindenbaum, 1981). Despite being made illegal in 1980, the
practice of dowry is not only very common, but it is also
increasing asmale employment becomesmore unstable (Bates,
Schuler, Islam, & Islam, 2004; Blunch & Das, 2007; Huda, 2006;
Suran et al., 2004).

Dowry is negotiated through amarriage broker, and the size
and payment are affected by the age and wealth of the bride
and groom, their status, the bride's physical characteristics,
the perceived comparative qualities of the bride and groom,
the bride's education and employment, and family alliances
(see Chowdhury, 2010; Geirbo & Imam, 2006; Huda, 2006;
Suran et al., 2004). It has also been argued that family
planning programs, subsidized contraception, and therefore
smaller families, have contributed to the rising price of dowry
(Ambrus et al., 2010; Arunachalam&Naidu, 2006; Huda, 2006;
Suran et al., 2004).

The practice of dowry specifically affects the poor, and
particularly families with multiple daughters. Poor and ultra-
poor families are more likely tomarry their daughters at a very
young age (as young as 9) to ease the family's financial burden
(Schuler et al., 2006).Many familiesmust sell land or take loans
to pay dowry, and, if payments cannot be met, daughters are
often beaten and/or returned to their family home potentially
remaining separated and a cause of shame and dishonor for
their families (Simmons, 1996). A further perceived risk of
rising dowry expectations is that a daughter may remain un-
married (Huda, 2006). Thus, while many Bangladeshis con-
demn the practice (Bates et al., 2004; Schuler et al., 2006; Suran
et al., 2004),most conform (Kamrunnahar, 2007). Consequently,
girls have become a rope around their parents' necks (respondent,
cited in Simmons, 1996 p.258), and are liabilities for their family
(Chowdhury, 2010, p.198).

Arguably the transactional nature of dowry increases
women's vulnerability. Many suicides of young women are
purportedly related to dowry (Huda, 2006) and dowry-related
domestic violence is frequent and increasing (Bates et al., 2004;
Chowdhury, 2010; Hossain, 2007; Huda, 2006; Suran et al.,
2004). This includes dowry-related acid attacks, where young
women of families who are unable to pay dowry are attacked
with sulphuric acid, severely disfiguring their faces and bodies
(Acid Survivors Foundation, 2011; Kabeer, 2011). Demands for
additional dowry can continue after marriage, as the groom's
family may make ongoing demands of the bride's family
(Parveen & Leonhäuser, 2004), and this can occur in previously
dowry-free love marriages (Naved, Newby, & Amin, 2001). Our
work suggests that as economic conditions deteriorate as a
result of climate change, dowry also becomes a source of capital
accumulation that is revisited as an ongoing source of funding
for the groom's family.

Payment of dowry can result in daughters not receiving
any further inheritance from the family property (Huda, 2006),
thereby establishing and consolidating patriarchal norms, com-
promising women's rights and isolating girls from their family
of origin (Chowdhury, 2010; Huda, 2006; Lindenbaum, 1981).
We argue that these pressures on girls and their families are
now exacerbated by climate challenges facing Bangladesh—
challenges that have increased the financial stressors on families
and given impetus to dowry transactions. One result of this

increasing pressure is that daughters may be married at a very
young age.

Child and forced marriage

Child and forced marriage is already common across South
Asia and is especially so in Bangladesh (Schuler et al., 2006).
Nearly 80% of girls are married by the age of eighteen, with
the median age at marriage being 15 (NIPORT et al, 2009).
Marriage and wifehood are viewed as the normative social
arrangement for Bangladeshi women, a view that is rarely
challenged (Amin, 1998; Chowdhury, 2009; Kabir, Jahan, &
Jahan, 2001) because of the cultural acceptance that it is crucial
for women's social status, socioeconomic security and personal
safety (Bates et al., 2004; Kabeer, 1997, 2011; Rozario, 2006;
Zaman, 1999). Being unmarried poses great physical and social
risks (Chowdhury, 2010 p.204). Parents, guardians or profes-
sional matchmakers generally arrangemarriages, and girls have
little participation in negotiations (Bhuiya, Chowdhury,Momen,
& Khatan, 2005; Geirbo & Imam, 2006; Huda, 2006; Schuler
et al., 2006; Zaman, 1995).

Quite apart from cheaper dowry expectations there are
several reasons proffered by parents for marrying daughters
early, all of which give some indication of the gendered social
relations and disempowerment of young women in rural
Bangladesh. These include to protect girls from rape and sexual
harassment; the belief that younger girls are more compliant
and less resistant; young men's sexual desires; the attraction
of younger girls to older men; avoiding the risk of girls
participating in premarital sex and therefore the potential
gossip which influences marriageability and dowry; myths
relating to young women's greater sexual and procreative
power; young women being considered more physically
attractive; the perception that having an unmarried daughter
dishonours the family; and that older girls may be less fertile
(Arends-Keunning & Amin, 2001; Chowdhury, 2010; Rozario,
2006; Schuler et al., 2006; Suran et al., 2004). Many of these
reasons relate to the cultural perception of family ‘honour’ and
the perceived risks to ‘honour’ associated with girls remaining
unmarried, a view that ensures that young girls are constantly
under surveillance and viewed with suspicion. Nonetheless as
dowry demands become more entrenched, there is a growing
view that the financial risks associated with girls remaining
unmarried are equally problematic.

Meanwhile policy and health initiatives designed to reduce
the fertility rate and population growth have focused attention
on child marriage because it is associated with early childbear-
ing and hence the rapid expansion of the population. The
success of these policy and health initiatives is reduced because
of high rates of early child-bearing and low contraceptive use
among young girls, age differences of more than 5 years
between the wife and husband, and the social expectation
that couplesmust have children soon aftermarriage to indicate
fertility (Kabir et al., 2001; Nahar & Min, 2008; Schuler et al.,
2006). Schuler et al. (2006) point out that early childbearing is
an abuse of the human rights of youngwomenwhomust prove
their fertility at a very young age before family planning is
made available. Together with problematic access to services,
early childbearing is linked to higher levels of morbidity and
mortality, increased risk of complications and reduced access to
education and work opportunities as girls are forced to drop
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