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Abstract 
 
This chapter provides an overview of the nature and scope of arranged marriage with a focus on 

India and South Asia more broadly - the region where such marriages are widespread. First 

though, I define arranged marriage and locate it over time and space on a global scale. Arranged 

marriage was practiced by much of the global population until relatively recently with the 

notable exception of Northwest Europe and its diaspora. This preface also touches on the 

complexities and ambiguities of arranged marriage, which leads to disagreement and confusion 

in both scholarly and popular circles. Turning to the focus on contemporary South Asia, I 

describe how the practice of arranged marriage varies across localities, religion/caste, and 

gender. I then discuss how marriage practices are shifting over time and do not neatly match the 

binary ideal types of arranged and self-choice marriage. I conclude by discussing the quality and 

longevity of arranged marriages, as well as noting areas for future research. 
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Arranged marriage is a partnership type of great conceptual significance, laden with ambiguity 

and even confusion. This chapter provides an overview of the nature and scope of arranged 

marriage, as well as its significance in scholarly and popular circles. I begin by defining arranged 

marriage and contrasting it with self-choice marriage. I then locate these practices across time 

and space on a global scale, while addressing how data and measurement challenges limit our 

understanding. The rest of the chapter focuses on arranged marriage in India and South Asia 

more broadly – the region in which such marriages are widespread at the start of the 21st century. 

I describe how marriage practices vary by region, social group, and gender. I also discuss how 

spouse selection practices changed and blurred into hybridized forms over time. I conclude by 

describing the longevity and quality of arranged marriages and touching on areas for future 

research. 

 

Defining Arranged Marriage 

Arranged marriage is defined by who chooses a spouse. In an arranged marriage it is parents, 

often with other senior family members, who choose a spouse for their child. This defining 

feature is typically accompanied by other characteristics. Such marriages usually have swift 

timelines with little to no interaction between the prospective bride and groom. A couple may 

meet only once or twice or not at all before marrying – they are expected to form a relationship 

after marriage. Further, parents’ selection is often based on the social and economic standing of 

the prospective spouse and their family, including their lineage, wealth, ethnicity/caste, and 

religion. Individual characteristics of the prospective spouse are also considered, such as their 

age, education, occupation, domestic skills, and appearance. The bride and groom may also be 

young. When especially young girls are married, however, they usually start cohabiting with 

husbands only when they are older (Bloom & Reddy, 1986). 
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This ideal type of an arranged marriage contrasts with self-choice marriage, which has long 

dominated Northwest Europe and its diaspora in North America and Oceania. While royalty and 

aristocrats often had arranged marriages, ordinary people in Northwest Europe chose their own 

spouses (De Moor & Van Zanden, 2010; Macfarlane, 1986; Thornton, 2009). Historically, young 

people considered the social and economic standing of prospective spouses, but also based their 

choice on love, attraction, and companionship. Marriage was also preceded by a courtship period 

in which couples spent time together before deciding to marry. While premarital sex was not 

widely acceptable, non-trivial numbers of marriages were precipitated by prenuptial pregnancies 

(Lundh, 2013; Newton, 2014; Wrigley & Schofield, 1981). Parents were often involved in the 

marriages of their children. For instance, parents introduced prospective spouses and assisted 

with weddings. It was also customary for young people to ask parents for permission to marry. 

Individual consent of the bride and groom remained the crucial element of a marriage, however 

(Bennett, 2019; Newton, 2014). Couples could and did marry without parents’ consent and a 

couple’s declaration that they were married was sufficient to make it so. 

 

The contrast in these ideal types is illustrated by the marriages of two famous men – one Indian 

and one British – in the 19th century. In 1883, 13-year-old Mohandas Gandhi married Kasturba 

Kapadia. Gandhi later described how his marriage came about in his autobiography. His 

description highlights how his parents and other elders decided when and whom he would marry, 

while he was only vaguely aware of the upcoming event: 

“I was told that two girls chosen for me had died in turn and therefore I infer that I was 
betrothed three times. I have a faint recollection, however, that the third betrothal took 
place in my seventh year. But I do not recollect having been informed about it. … The 
elders decided to marry my second brother, … a cousin, … and me, all at the same time. 
In doing so there was no thought of our welfare, much less of our wishes. … It was only 
through these [wedding] preparations that we got warning of the coming event. I do not 
think it meant to me anything more than the prospect of good clothes to wear, drum 
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beating, marriage processions, rich dinners, and a strange girl to play with.” (Gandhi, 
1927, pp. 7-8) 
 

Forty-five years earlier, in 1838, 29-year-old Charles Darwin wrote a list of the advantages and 

disadvantages of marriage as he wrestled over the decision to marry. Darwin’s list highlights 

how the decision was his own and that his decision-making turned on how marriage would affect 

his own life. Darwin viewed companionship as a chief benefit of marriage, while reduced 

freedom and economic costs were drawbacks. His reasons to marry began:  

“Children – (if it please God) – constant companion, who will feel interested in one (a 
friend in old age), – object to be beloved and played with – better than a dog anyhow – 
Home, and someone to take care of house…” (Macfarlane, 1986, p. 3). 

 
The reasons not to marry continued: 

 
“Freedom to go where one liked – choice of Society and little of it. Conversation of 
clever men at clubs – Not forced to visit relatives, and to bend in every trifle – to have the 
expense and anxiety of children – perhaps quarrelling – loss of time – cannot read in the 
Evenings…” (Macfarlane, 1986, p. 4). 
 

A few months later Darwin proposed to Emma Wedgwood and they married in January 1839. 

 

Arranged and self-choice marriages are interwoven into the logics of broader family systems. In 

Hajnal’s (1965, 1982) classic typology, the joint household system is reinforced by arranged 

marriage. In this patrilineal and patrilocal system, a young bride joins the household of her 

husband after marriage. A marriage represents the incorporation of a daughter-in-law into a pre-

existing family and household under the tutelage of her mother-in-law. A bride’s future children 

also belong primarily to her husband’s family. By contrast, in the bilateral household system of 

Northwest Europe neolocal residence was the norm and marriage signaled formation of a new 

household. In turn, couples needed the economic means to form a household. Young people 

often worked as servants in other people’s households to earn the means to marry, which served 

to push up the age at marriage and expose them to potential spouses (Bennett, 2019).  
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Arranged Marriage Across Time and Space 

Historical and ethnographic sources suggest arranged marriage was practiced by much of the 

global population around 1900 (Therborn, 2004). It was dominant in India and China – two 

places that have long been home to much of the world’s population. It was also widespread in the 

rest of Asia (Applbaum, 1995; Bahramitash & Kazemipour, 2006; Emran et al., 2014; Malhotra, 

1991). Arranged marriage was also common in parts of Africa (Cole & Thomas, 2009; Smith, 

2001), as well as Southeastern Europe. Marriages were often arranged in much of the Balkans, 

including Greece and Albania, as well as neighboring Turkey (Gjonça & Thornton, 2019; Kaser, 

2008; Tapia & Raftakis, 2022). Northwest Europe and its diaspora are a notable exception. As 

noted above, arranged marriage was not widespread among ordinary people in Northwest Europe 

around 1900. Further, while aristocrats had arranged marriages, ordinary people in that region 

did not practice arranged marriage dating back to at least 1300 (Macfarlane, 1986).  

 

The absence of arranged marriage in the Northwest European past remains a source of contention 

and confusion in both scholarly and popular circles. Many mistakenly believe arranged marriage 

was widespread in Northwest Europe until relatively recently. In 2006, 70% of respondents in a 

nationally representative survey of US adults said arranged marriage was more common in 

England in 1600 than 1800 (Richardson & Allendorf, 2023). Further, 65% believed most 

husbands were chosen by women’s parents in colonial North America around the year 1700, 

while only a third said most colonial women chose their own husbands through a process of 

courtship. Such beliefs stem in part from influential work by early scholars who looked to non-

Western societies in their own time to understand Northwest Europe’s past (Thornton, 2001, 

2005). Early scholars mistakenly concluded arranged marriage was practiced historically in 

Northwest Europe because it was common in contemporary India and China. Such approaches 
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also appear in more recent scholarly sources. Notably, Stephanie Coontz’s (2005) widely read 

Marriage, a History suggests Northwest Europe transitioned away from arranged marriage 

sometime between the 14th and 18th centuries. However, the evidence for arranged marriage in 

the earlier period is based on people from places outside Northwest Europe and European 

aristocrats (Thornton, 2009, p. 14).  

 

Ambiguity – or disagreement – in the meaning of arranged marriage is also behind the mistaken 

belief that arranged marriage was common in Northwest Europe. Social scientists usually 

consider parents choosing a child’s spouse as the defining feature of arranged marriage, but 

others focus on love as the basis of marriage or view any parental involvement as consistent with 

arranging. For example, historian Barbara Hanawalt (2007, p. 70) declared “many medieval 

[English] marriages were arranged.” Her conclusion appears based on young people taking 

economic considerations into account when choosing their spouses – rather than marrying solely 

for love – and parents introducing prospective spouses and negotiating marriage contracts. 

Hanawalt (2007, p. 71) further emphasized individual consent of the people marrying was 

essential to medieval English marriage - “an individual had the final choice of marriage partner 

… what was essential for the validity of a marriage was the “present consent” of the parties, that 

is, they said in the present tense that they took each other to be “my wedded husband” or my 

“wedded wife.”” While Hanawalt uses the word arranged, the practices she describes would not 

qualify as arranged marriage under a more typical definition. 

 

After 1900, arranged marriage declined in many places where it was previously widespread 

(Jones, 2010; Therborn, 2004). In East Asia, arranged marriage fell precipitously, virtually 

disappearing in the 20th century (Applbaum, 1995; Retherford & Ogawa, 2006; Xu & Whyte, 
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1990; Yan, 2003; Zang, 2008). In China, about a fifth of those born in the 1920s and 30s had 

arranged marriages (Liu & Mu, 2023). This share declined to nearly zero among those born in 

the 1990s. The percent of marriages decided by Taiwanese parents was 62% in 1955-59 and then 

plummeted to 13% by 1980-84 (Thornton et al., 1994). Similar declines are documented beyond 

East Asia. In Togo, the share of women who said their family chose their husband fell from 46% 

of those married in the 1960s to 24% in the 1980s (Meekers, 1995). More recently, the share of 

marriages that were arranged declined from about a third in 1980-1995 to about 15% in 2006-11 

among ethnic Kyrgyz in Kyrgyzstan (Nedoluzhko & Agadjanian, 2015). Similar declines 

occurred in Southeast Europe (Kaser, 2008; Tapia & Raftakis, 2022), other parts of Africa (Cole 

& Thomas, 2009; Smith, 2009), and Asia (Emran et al., 2014; Ghimire et al., 2006; Heaton et al., 

2001; Malhotra, 1991; Smith-Hefner, 2005). 

 

At the start of the 21st century, it is impossible to rigorously assess the prevalence of arranged 

marriage at global, regional, and even national levels. Surveys include questions about spouse 

choice only on an ad hoc basis. Further, many surveys are representative of localities, rather than 

national populations. For example, the Vietnam Longitudinal Survey provides estimates for 10 

communes around the Red River Delta (Emran et al., 2014) and the Chitwan Valley Family 

Study gives estimates for the population living in a large valley in south central Nepal (Axinn et 

al., 2008; Ghimire et al., 2006).  

 

Existing estimates of the prevalence of arranged marriage are also not strictly comparable 

because they rely on different measures. For example, in the Vietnam Longitudinal Survey, 

respondents were asked: “Was your spouse chosen by your parents (or your family) or by 

yourself?” Response options included: 1) arranged solely by parents or family, 2) arranged by 
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parents, but with my approval, 3) chose own spouse, but with approval of family, and 4) chose 

own spouse without influence of family. The Chitwan Valley Family Study asks: “Who selected 

your spouse? Your parents/relatives, yourself, or both?”  If respondents chose parents/relatives or 

yourself, they were then asked, “Who had more influence in choosing your spouse?” with 

response options of parents/relatives, myself, and equally. A much different measure appeared in 

the China Family Panel Study (Liu & Mu, 2023). The question – “How did you get to know your 

first spouse?” – had eight response options, including “arranged marriage by parents” – the 

category used by Liu and Mu (2023) – as well as “met on our own at school,” “introduced by 

relatives or friends,” and five others.  

 

Arranged Marriage in Contemporary South Asia 

While rigorous global measurement is lacking, one region where arranged marriage is clearly 

prevalent in the contemporary period is South Asia. The India Human Development Survey 

provides nationally representative estimates for Indian women. In India, brides’ parents chose a 

husband for their daughter, without her having a say, in 31% of marriages occurring from 2000 

to 2012 (Allendorf & Pandian, 2016). In 63% of marriages, parents gave their daughter a say in 

their decision or the two generations worked together to choose a husband. Only 6% of women 

married during this period chose their husbands themselves. Parental control did decline over 

time. In the 1970s, parents chose husbands without their daughters’ say in half of marriages, 

which is substantially higher than the 31% figure of the 2010s. However, the small share of self-

choice marriages suggests daughters are joining, not displacing, parents in arranging marriages.  

 

To my knowledge, national-level estimates are not available for the rest of South Asia. Other 

studies suggest arranged marriage is widespread in Pakistan and Bangladesh (Marsden, 2007; 
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Peterson et al., 2011; Schuler et al., 2006). In Nepal’s Chitwan Valley, arranged marriage has 

declined substantially, but not disappeared (Axinn et al., 2008; Ghimire et al., 2006). Among 

those married in 2008-12, a fifth said parents chose, half chose on their own, and the remaining 

third chose jointly with parents (Allendorf, 2017; Allendorf & Thornton, 2015). Sri Lanka has 

long stood out from the rest of South Asia with more flexible marriage practices similar to 

Southeast Asia, but parental involvement also declined in Sri Lanka in recent decades (De 

Munck, 1996; Jones, 2010; Malhotra & Tsui, 1996). 

 

Variation in Marriage Practices 

The prevalence of arranged marriage varies and maps onto well-known demographic divides 

within India and South Asia more broadly (Dyson & Moore, 1983; Karve, 1965; Kolenda, 1987). 

North India has the highest levels of arranged marriage. In the 2000s, brides had no say in the 

choice of husband in over half of marriages in North India (Allendorf & Pandian, 2016). In the 

South, by contrast, daughters and parents jointly chose husbands in nearly 90% of marriages; 

both self-choice and strictly arranged marriages were rare in the South. States at the borders of 

this famous North-South divide, including West Bengal, Orissa, Gujarat, and Maharashtra, have 

intermediate levels of arranged marriage. Sizable majorities of husbands were jointly chosen by 

daughters and their husbands, while parents alone chose in about a fifth of marriages. Northeast 

India stands out as the only place with sizable numbers of self-choice marriages. In this less 

populated region, over a third of women married in 2000-12 chose husbands on their own. 

India’s rural/urban divide in marriage is far more muted. Strictly arranged marriages – with 

parents alone choosing husbands – are only slightly more prevalent in urban areas (Allendorf & 

Pandian, 2016). Self-choice marriages are also equally rare in rural and urban areas. 
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Marriage practices also vary across social groups defined by caste/ethnicity and religion. 

Differences across aggregate groups that can be compared at the national level – comprising 

upper caste Hindus, other backward castes, Dalits, Adivasis, Muslims, and other religious groups 

– are relatively small (Allendorf & Pandian, 2016). Adivasis – also known as Scheduled Tribes – 

stand out with higher levels of self-choice marriages at about 15% nationally, while other groups 

are below a tenth. Sikhs and Christians, as well as Upper Caste Hindus to a lesser extent, also 

have higher levels of parents and brides choosing jointly, rather than alone. Apart from these 

differences, however, the extent of arranged marriage is similar across these aggregate groups.  

 

There is important variation by ethnicity and caste (jati) at more precise, local levels. 

Ethnographies document more self-choice marriages and generally more flexible marriage 

practices in Dalit and Adivasi communities in some Indian localities (Allendorf, 2013; Grover, 

2011; Saavala, 2001). Markedly high levels of self-choice marriages in the Northeast are 

ascribed to longstanding differences in marriage practices of groups living in that area. Many 

indigenous groups, known collectively as Adivasis in India and Janajati in Nepal, have long 

histories of young people of different sexes mixing more freely and exercising much more 

autonomy over their marriages (Ahearn, 2001; Gorer, 1967 [1938]; Macfarlane, 1976). High 

levels of self-choice marriage among Janajati populations are also confirmed by the Chitwan 

Valley Family Study (Allendorf & Thornton, 2015; Ghimire et al., 2006). 

 

The experience of arranged marriage also varies by gender with parents exercising more control 

over daughters’ marriages than sons’ (Allendorf, 2017; Allendorf, 2019; Malhotra, 1991). In 

other words, men have more influence over choosing wives than women have choosing 

husbands. For example, among women born in rural Java from 1953 to 1960, 56% said their 
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parents chose their husband without their approval (Malhotra, 1991). Only 18% of the men 

married born during the same period said the same. More recently, among those married in 

Nepal’s Chitwan Valley in 2008-12, a third of women and only a tenth of men said parents alone 

chose their spouse (Allendorf, 2017). To be clear, these gender difference hold even within 

couples, with brides typically having less choice than the grooms they marry (Jennings, 2014; 

Nedoluzhko & Agadjanian, 2015). National level data for Indian men is not available, but 

ethnographic studies suggest this gender divide applies to India as well (Kaur & Palriwala, 2014; 

Mody, 2008). 

 

Spouse Selection Criteria and Ambiguities in Arranged Marriage  

These gender differences highlight another point of confusion in popular and scholarly 

understanding. Spouse choice is often conceptualized as a binary characteristic of the marriage or 

couple. As seen in the ideal types described above, parents of both the bride and the groom 

choose in an arranged marriage, while both the bride and groom choose each other in a self-

choice marriage. In reality, the amount of control an individual has over choosing their spouse is 

more of a continuum and often differs from that of the person they marry. For instance, a bride 

may have no say, while the groom negotiated the match with his bride’s parents or his parents let 

him choose her from among a few women they found suitable. Similarly, a couple may wish to 

marry, but do so only after the bride’s parents, but not the groom’s, approve the match. 

Ethnographies emphasize the complex processes that do not fit neatly into a simply binary of 

arranged versus self-choice (Allendorf, 2013; De Munck, 1996; Fox, 1975; Grover, 2011; Kaur 

& Palriwala, 2014; Pande, 2015; Reed, 2021). In fact, despite being a common finding, this point 

is often framed as novel. Such framing points to the conceptual power of the arranged versus 

self-choice binary. Ethnographers know their predecessors found similar complexities – and even 
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the survey measures described above incorporate some complexity. This complexity is not 

incorporated into theoretical frameworks and common understanding, however, which likely 

motivates ethnographers to make the point anew. 

 

In contemporary South Asia, arranged marriages often have other hallmarks of the ideal type 

described above. Swift timelines in which couples meet only a few days or weeks before 

marrying, or at the wedding itself, are common. Nearly 90% of Indian women whose parents 

chose their husband met their husband on their wedding day (Allendorf & Pandian, 2016). Of 

those who jointly chose with their parents, over half met their husband on their wedding day and 

another fifth met less than a month before marrying. Lengthy premarital relationships and 

engagements are rare. Ethnographic studies document a growing dating culture in which young 

women and men mix more and have romantic relationships (Aengst, 2014; Brunson, 2014). Such 

relationships are often hidden from parents and viewed as youthful entertainment or “timepass,” 

rather than a means of finding a spouse however (Abraham & Kumar, 1999; Alexander et al., 

2006; Osella & Osella, 1998). Many Indian youth still expect and prefer arranged marriages. In 

2012, 88% of girls and 80% of boys aged 15-18 interviewed in the India Human Development 

Survey wanted an arranged marriage (author’s calculations). 

 

Arranged marriages also generally follow rules of caste and religious endogamy. In India, only 

5% of arranged marriages are inter-caste (Allendorf & Pandian, 2016). Notably, this figure 

applies to marriages in which parents chose the husband without giving their daughter a say, as 

well as marriages in which the bride and her parents jointly chose. Of the women who chose on 

their own, 16% married a man of a different caste. Thus, a large majority of self-choice 

marriages are also endogamous, but not universally so. Similarly, in Nepal’s Chitwan Valley, 5% 
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of arranged marriages in 2008-12 were inter-caste compared to 42% of self-choice marriages 

(Allendorf & Thornton, 2015).  

 

In much of South Asia, inter-caste and inter-religious marriages are widely disliked and the most 

adverse reactions to elopements occur when the couple are of different castes or religions (Basu, 

2015; Chowdhry, 2007; Mody, 2008). Reactions to such marriages include forcible separation, 

public shaming, ostracism, and murder. Some parents also pursue cases of kidnapping with 

police and judicial courts against men who elope with their daughters (Basu, 2015; Mody, 2008; 

Rukmini S., 2021). Several Indian states also recently passed ordinances outlawing inter-

religious marriages or require special registration of such marriages. These laws were passed in 

response to concerns about Muslim men converting Hindu women to Islam through marriage, 

known as “love jihad” (Gupta, 2009).  

 

Criteria for selecting spouses in contemporary arranged marriages also emphasize economic 

standing, especially for prospective grooms and their families (Allendorf, 2017; Basu & Kumar, 

2022). Educated men with remunerative employment are especially prized in the marriage 

market. Often, wives are expected to care for the home and family after marriage, especially 

once they have children. Rather than a labor market credential, women’s education is valued as a 

marker of social status and a signal that a women would be a good companion for an educated 

husband and raise successful children. Matrimonial ads typically seek slim, fair-skinned 

homemakers as brides and financially stable grooms (Dhar, 2022; Rajadesingan et al., 2019; 

Ramasubramanian & Jain, 2009).  
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Emphasizing social and economic criteria is not unique to parents, however. The characteristics 

that unmarried youth value in future spouses resemble those of their parents. In Indian 

matrimonial websites, 24% of profiles posted by people looking for a spouse for themselves 

were open to a spouse of a different caste compared to 21% of profiles posted by parents looking 

for a spouse for their child (Rajadesingan et al., 2019). This difference of three percentage points 

was statistically significant, but tiny. Similarly, Still (2011) describes rural, Dalit women looking 

for husbands on their own because they wanted to marry wealthy, urban residents – men their 

parents also wanted, but could not provide them. In Nepal’s Chitwan Valley, large majorities of 

never married youth and their parents agreed (high) education and (remunerative) employment 

are the most important characteristics of a spouse (Allendorf, 2017). Less than a tenth chose love 

as the most important consideration. Young men were more likely than young women to say love 

was important, but most men said education and employment were most important (ibid). 

 

Figure 1. The first and second most important characteristics of a future spouse according to 
never married youth aged 15 to 24 and their parents in the 2008 Chitwan Valley Family Study 
(authors calculations). 
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Love is part of marriage discussions in contemporary South Asia, but it often intersects with 

spouse choice in ways that do not match the binary ideal types (Kaur & Palriwala, 2014; Netting, 

2009; Uberoi, 2006). The alternative to an arranged marriage is colloquially known as “love 

marriage,” which implies the alternative to parents choosing one’s spouse is marrying for love. 

As noted above, however, many young people who choose their own spouses do so based 

primarily on the same social and economic considerations that parents emphasize. Further, even 

when young people choose for love – or perhaps more accurately based on attraction – marriages 

often have the swift timeline of an arranged marriage. Nearly half of Indian women who had 

self-choice marriages knew their husband for less than a month before they married (Allendorf & 

Pandian, 2016). Many couples who elope do so after meeting only once or twice (Allendorf, 

2013). Other couples elope without meeting in person at all – before marrying they may 

communicate solely by phone or online. Further, when arranging marriages for their children 

many parents increasingly take the potential for love and interpersonal compatibility into account 

(Fuller & Narasimhan, 2008).  

 

More broadly, hybrid marriages that blend South Asian and Northwest European customs are 

growing in popularity. Such “arranged love marriages,” “love-cum-arranged marriages,” or 

“semi-arranged marriages” bring together what many view as positive aspects of both marriage 

types (Allendorf, 2013; Diamond-Smith et al., 2020; Marsden, 2007; Netting, 2009; Pande, 

2015). Such marriages can combine the prestige and family support of an arranged marriage with 

the youthful autonomy, premarital relationships, and love (or attraction) of self-choice marriage. 

Such hybrid marriages come about in multiple ways. Many enjoy the honor and ease of choosing 

from among suitable candidates selected by their parents. Some young couples meet and decide 

to marry, but approach parents to organize the marriage so it appears to be arranged. In other 
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cases, young people openly choose on their own, but limit themselves to partners they know their 

parents would approve.  

 

Quality and Duration of Arranged Marriages 

Many arranged marriages are high quality with couples achieving the ideal of developing strong, 

loving relationships after marriage. For instance, 45% of Nepalis whose parents chose their 

spouse said they loved their spouse very much in the 2008 Chitwan Valley Family Study 

(authors calculations). This figure is virtually identical to those who chose their spouse on their 

own (44%) and those who chose jointly with parents (43%). More rigorous assessments find a 

mix of nonexistent to modest associations between marital quality and spouse choice (Allendorf 

& Ghimire, 2013; Hoelter et al., 2004). For example, Nepalis with arranged marriages scored a 

third of a standard deviation lower on marital satisfaction than those who chose their own 

spouse, but there was no difference in communication (Allendorf & Ghimire, 2013).  

 

Arranged marriages rarely end in separation and divorce. In India, the percent of ever married 

adults who were currently divorced or separated was less than one percentage point from 1961 to 

2011 (Dommaraju, 2016). More recently, in 2019-21, only 1.4% of women aged 15-49 and 0.9% 

of men aged 15-54 were divorced, separated, or deserted (IIPS & ICF, 2021, p. 216). These 

strikingly low percentages for current marital status could reflect high rates of remarriage. 

However, lifetime estimates are also tiny; only two percent of Indian marriages end in divorce or 

separation within 20 years (Dommaraju, 2016).  

 

Marital dissolution is more common in South Asian communities where young people exercise 

greater choice over spouses. Divorce is universally low across India, but relatively high in the 
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Northeast where self-choice marriages are most common and higher in the South where joint 

decision-making with parents is dominant (Dommaraju, 2016). Low levels of dissolution reflect 

the logic of the broader family system in which women’s sexuality is tightly controlled and 

marriages represent continuation of existing families. In contexts where arranged marriage is 

strongly preferred and practiced, divorce is also highly stigmatized. Family support is also tied to 

how the marriage came about. Typically, women return to their natal families when marriages 

breakdown due to violence or abandonment. Families are responsible for a daughters’ future 

well-being when they arrange her marriage, but if she chooses on her own she is seen as 

relinquishing her rights to their future support (Allendorf, 2013).  

 

This longevity of arranged marriages is not universal, however. Notably, Muslim Southeast Asia 

provides a striking contrast in which couples in arranged marriages had extremely high rates of 

divorce in the early 20th century (Jones, 1997). Parents in that context typically arranged 

marriages when their children were young, but it was widely acceptable for either spouse to end 

the marriage later if they were not entirely satisfied. Divorce was also easily accomplished under 

the Muslim practice of triple talaq (but later became difficult). In turn, as arranged marriage 

declined over the 20th century in Muslim Southeast Asia, divorce also fell (ibid).  

  

Future Research  

There is much scope for future research on family involvement in spouse selection and marriage 

more broadly. Providing better estimates of prevalence by incorporating questions about spouse 

choice in more surveys would be highly valuable. Even cross-sectional surveys can provide a 

window into recent changes over time by examining differences across marriage cohorts. Greater 

standardization of survey measures would also provide comparability across studies. It is also 
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important to continue to explore the complex and shifting process of family involvement in 

marriage through ethnographies and interview-based studies in a variety of contexts. The 

growing South Asian diaspora in North America, Europe, and elsewhere is a burgeoning and 

particularly important context for such investigations. The South Asian diaspora is embedded 

within populations with different marriage practices, which provides important tests of how and 

why marriage practices shift and persist. The elite social and economic status of Indians settled 

in the United States, Great Britain, and other wealthy countries may also make them trendsetters 

in India and more broadly. Further work on connections between spouse choice and marital 

quality and dissolution is also needed. Relatively few studies address such links, which are likely 

to differ over place and time as support for such marriages varies. 
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