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ABSTRACT

The Khumi Chin living in Paletwa in Southern Chin State collectively value
and practice bride price in significant numbers. Their geographical location, socio-
economic setting, religious pluralism and political context importantly influence the
practice of bride price. This ethnographic study mainly focuses on Khumi Chin
women but also looks at how men treat and respond to the bride price. The aim of
this study is (1) to understand the changing meaning of bride price practices in
historical context; (2) to examine the impact of modernization and Christianization
on the bride price practice in the context of Chin; and (3) to listen to the voices of
Chin women in their active negotiation of the bride price practice both economically
and culturally.

By employing a multi-sited ethnography, this study centrally depicts the
active and diverse negotiation, re-negotiation and contestation of the bride price by
Khumi Chin women of different socio-economic status. In the process of negotiation,
the changing roles of women in their interfamily relationship and contemporary re-
conceptualizations of property have a direct impact on bride price. These two notions
are examined and placed in their specific historical and cultural contexts.

In reviewing the historical context, this study suggests that the bride price is
unfixed cultural subject, but it is changing over time. The original meaning and idea
of practicing bride price in ancestral and pre-colonial times was mainly for class

stratification through its symbolic and ritualistic functions, and representing a



conjugal act of marriage, internal bondage among families and collective identity.
However with the advent of colonialism and the arrival or Western missionaries this
practice came to be seen by some as un-modern, old-fashioned, unjust and a barrier
for family welfare. After independence, the Chin was faced with Burman nation-state
building efforts and its related political challenges. The state’s hegemonic power had
unfortunate repercussions on the Chin, and resulted in policies of Burmanization that
has included among other things setting up and operating many army camps,
building images and constructions of Burman Buddhist culture and religion, sending
state-sponsored monks and generally infringing on the cultural realm on the land of
Chin. One such unofficial policy encourages and institutionally supports its soldiers
to marry Chin women, although this is little known by international agencies and
scholars. Looking beyond the complex and multi-layered political issues at stake, this
study attempts to uncover the different marriage payments between the Chin and the
Burman by paying attention to how Chin women who married Burman soldiers
rationalize such kind of marriage and how they benefit from it. This meaning of the
bride price becomes thus a way of cultural resistance as well as acts as a sort of
insurance in case of divorce.

This paper argues that Christianization and modernization in the context of
Chin in Paletwa facilitates and assists the changing roles of women. Among a wide
range of resources, Christian networks are the most helpful to those women who face
family decay, fragmentation and abuse supporting them in their recovery,
rehabilitation and assisting economic activities. This study shows that
Christianization does not and cannot discard the bride price completely, although it is
seen as marginalizing to women and a primitive and backward Chin ancestral
practice.

Land has historically been the traditional types of property but this is
becoming increasingly scarce and as a result brings along competition over limited
resources among different actors such as local Chin, Rakhine traders and the State.
The bride price is a kind of mechanism to circulate property among the Chin while
dowry plays more as status adjustment. This study finds that land as traditional male
property and its inheritance system is being challenged and re-conceptualized by

women who are increasingly acquiring economic power as well as Burmanization.



This study points to the result of this competition over resources which can act as a
push factor for males to migrate due to inheritance vulnerability. In its conclusion
this thesis proposes to bring together both men and women to review, revise and re-
apply a new customary law through the collective re-conceptualization of bride price

practice.
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