Brides pay price of being bought? 
The chilling story of Nathan Awoloi, a hunter from Palisa district in eastern Uganda who allegedly forced his wife, Jennifer Alupot, to breastfeed puppies, has triggered Ugandan women activists into calling for outlawing the long held tradition of bride-price. 

Apparently, Awoloi claimed he had paid his two cows which were previously giving him milk to feed his puppies as bride price to his wife’s family, he reasoned that the bride should breastfeed his dogs. 

The bizarre incident has since led women activists to claim that the practice of bride price has dehumanised, enslaved and trapped women in the hands of men. They want the ministry of Justice and parliament to push for laws regarding gender equality and bride price to change people’s attitude. The activists are convinced the practice is no longer fashionable.

“The exorbitant bride wealth charges put women in very abusive given that when something goes wrong, the woman finds it hard to pull out of the relationship because her family may fail to agree with her for fear of refunding the bride price,” said Evelyn Schiller of Mifumi, an international development NGO that has a strong advocacy component against domestic violence and reforming bride price.

Other people who The Independent talked to believe bride wealth practice is good and should remain.  But they note that particular individuals have tended to view the practice as a source of income and thus made it appear to be commercial. Bride price charge is never uniform in all cultures. Some cultures ask for too much and yet others ask less. 

Schiller of MIFUMI agrees with this assertion and calls for reform in areas where too much is demanded.

But Don Mukasa, a taxi driver in Old Kampala Taxi Park says bride price symbolises love and respect for both families. He adds that we cannot sacrifice customary practices because of modernisation. “It is self-defeating to claim bride price fuels domestic violence against women and ignore the salient things that contribute a lot to violence against women in homes.” 

“It is not a purchase as some people would want us to believe,” Mutebi said adding that, “let us keep bride wealth for what it really is, a symbol of union between families and a gesture of frankness in good faith. We should not allow modernisation to deprive us of our culture.” 

 “Bride price is acceptable as long as it is reasonable. It should be taken as a token of appreciation not a price tag since no woman is for sale,” Agnes Kobugabe, an electronics shop attendant on Kampala Road, said.

Mutebi and Mukasa belong to the Baganda tribe of central Uganda where there is no defined standard for bride price. The bridegroom chooses what gifts to offer the bride’s family. In some tribes, the bride’s family lists their requirements and will block the marriage until the last cent, cow, or chicken is paid.

Analysts also caution against solely blaming bride price for domestic violence.

They point at societies like India, where the bride pays dowry to the groom’s family but domestic violence against women is widespread.

It appears domestic violence is a worldwide phenomenon occurring in both bride-wealth-paying societies and non-bride wealth paying cultural settings.

A 2005 report by United Nations Population Fund put the rate of violence against women in India at 70% yet it is men’s families that receive the bride price. 

In America where the practice of bride price is non-existent, domestic violence against women still ranks high compared to violence meted out on men. 

Not surprisingly, some observers think the women activists’ call for outlawing and abolition of bride price is misdirected.

In May 2000, the US Department of Justice Bureau of Justice Statistics published a report on domestic violence which showed that women experienced at least 900,000 violent offences as opposed to men victims of at least 160,000 violent crimes by an intimate partner. Another survey estimated that 2 million to 4 million US women are assaulted by a domestic partner every year; and up to 35% of women and 22% of men presenting to the emergency department have experienced domestic violence.

Hope Turyasingura, a technical advisor at the Centre for Domestic Violence Prevention, Kamwokya, explains that men in India burn women to death if they think the bride price she brought was less in anticipation of a bigger amount of bride price from another woman. She says this has in turn increased violence against women.  

Some traditional voices argue that bride price has been misunderstood by many in society. “Not all men are taking women as property purchased. It is only in isolated incidents that women will be humiliated to Alupot’s case. Many men are humane and you can’t generalise the behaviour of one to all,” said Peter Ochan, a family affairs specialist in Kampala. 

There are other causes of domestic violence against women, including but not limited to societal gender role constructs, drug and alcohol abuse, and poverty.

Observers argue that it is poverty that has commercialised the practice of bride wealth for it makes parents demand exorbitant prices for their daughters, which young men cannot afford without selling their property. Parents are known to force daughters out of school to marry because of expected money from the in-laws.

Turyasingura says imbalance of power in society in the social, economic and political settings is the major cause of violence against women in homes. “This imbalance makes women vulnerable to male oppression,” she says, adding that “the commercialisation of bride price has created a tricky relationship in that parents of the woman find it hard to accept her if she decides to leave an abusive marriage.”

Listening to all these arguments leaves one wonders if Awoloi, the man who has reignited this debate, would have treated his wife humanely if he had not paid bride price for her. In that case, calls for the abolition of bride price would surely be misdirected.
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