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The Evolution of Bride Price Return Rules in the Context
of the Modernization of Marriage Contract

CHEN Yunzhao YANG Ruirong

Abstract Bride price originated from the na zheng (Ritual of Paying Tribute) in the hun li (“marriage
rites” ) of the Zhou dynasty. Over time, through the integration of ritual, law, and custom, it became one
of the essential elements of formal engagement. Within the traditional ritual legal framework, engagement
and bride price formed a subsystem of the betrothal marriage and family property regimes, where a self-
consistent set of rules had already developed concerning the return of the bride price following a breach or
dissolution of the engagement. In the late Qing Dynasty, with the reception of Western law, the contractu-
al marriage system gradually replaced the old engagement system, severing the intrinsic link between en-
gagement and bride price; consequently, the bride price and its return fell into a legal grey area under
state law. Furthermore, the intertwining of ritual, law, and custom led revolutionaries to brand the bride
price as a “backward custom,” obscuring its normative significance and ethical value. Due to the absence
of an engagement system and fault factors, the rules established by the Supreme People’s Court for the re-
turn of the bride price have been confined to using “registration” as the benchmark for return.

Keywords Engagement; Marriage contract; Bride price return; Civil custom



