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Introduction
Love has never been immune to material realities. While romantic ideals often
emphasize spontaneity, destiny, or the ineffable pull of the heart, the choices people
make about courtship and marriage have long been shaped by prices, property, and
the promise—or risk—of future income. This book asks a straightforward but
provocative question: what happens when we take romance seriously as an economic
institution? By placing love in the marketplace, we uncover the incentives, constraints,
and negotiations that structure intimate life across cultures and centuries.

The central claim is not that love is reducible to money, but that money and other
resources create the context in which love is pursued, expressed, and sustained.
Families save, borrow, and bargain to secure matches; communities enforce norms
that raise or lower the “cost” of certain unions; governments write laws that allocate
property and earnings within households. Even the language of romance—security,
commitment, compatibility—hints at underlying calculations about risk, return, and
complementarities. When wages rise or fall, when inheritance rules change, when
technology reshapes how we meet, the menu of feasible partnerships shifts as well.

Consider dowry and brideprice systems, perhaps the most visible examples of how
material transfers mediate marriage. Dowries can function as premortem inheritance,
a signal of family status, or a form of start-up capital that helps new households
acquire land, equipment, or education. Brideprice can be read as compensation to a
natal family for the loss of a daughter’s productive and reproductive labor, but also as
a public commitment device that raises the cost of dissolution. Both systems evolve
with broader economic transformations: commercialization and credit expansion can
inflate transfers; legal reforms can redirect them; demographic shocks can invert the
balance of bargaining power. These practices are not relics of the past—they adapt,
persist, and sometimes reappear in new guises.

Commercialization has reconfigured courtship by creating markets for matchmaking,
intimacy, and even visibility. From village brokers and dowry negotiators to newspaper
classifieds, international marriage agencies, and today’s digital platforms,
intermediaries lower search costs and monetize attention. Algorithms now perform
functions once handled by kin networks, filtering potential partners by education,
income, and tastes, with the by-product of reinforcing assortative mating along class
and credential lines. As platforms scale, they make preferences legible and tradable,
and they create feedback loops between what people say they want and what the
market offers.

Law and policy sit at the heart of these dynamics. Regimes governing marital
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property, inheritance, and divorce determine who owns what within a relationship and
how gains—or losses—are shared when relationships end. Legal capacity for married
women, recognition of same-sex partnerships, and enforcement of prenuptial
agreements all shift incentives around entry, specialization, and exit. War, migration,
and changing sex ratios alter the supply and demand for partners, while education
and labor market opportunities reshape the returns to delaying or accelerating
marriage. The household, in short, is not just a private refuge; it is a site of production,
insurance, and investment.

Throughout the book, case studies ground the theory. We trace dowry inflation in
rapidly developing regions, explore brideprice adjustments under labor scarcity,
examine rural marriage portfolios that bundle land, livestock, and alliances, and follow
the rise of commercial matchmaking from print to platform. We study how remittances
transform transnational marriages, how credit access can both empower and indebt
families seeking “good matches,” and how legal reforms in marital property change
intra-household bargaining. Each case illustrates how material incentives intersect
with norms and emotions to steer intimate decisions.

The goal is not to disenchant love, but to give readers tools to see the structures
beneath personal stories. By pairing economic reasoning with historical and
ethnographic detail, we show how individuals navigate constraints, exercise agency,
and sometimes subvert market logics altogether. Understanding these forces clarifies
why certain practices persist, who benefits, who bears the costs, and what might be
done—through law, markets, and social movements—to widen the space for
relationships that are both freely chosen and materially secure. Love, in this telling, is
not outside the marketplace; it is one of its most consequential frontiers.
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CHAPTER ONE: Markets of the Heart: Why Economics
Belongs in the Study of Romance
The most celebrated love stories often begin with a chance encounter and a spark that
seems to defy reason. A glance across a crowded room, a shared laugh over a clumsy
joke, the sudden realization that another person’s mind moves in sync with your own.
These moments feel pure, unburdened by the mundane calculations of daily life. Yet,
even in the most breathless romances, the material world rarely stays silent for long.
The crowded room exists within a specific neighborhood, shaped by real estate prices
and employment patterns. The shared joke is easier after a meal paid for with wages
earned from a particular job. The compatibility of minds is often smoothed by shared
educational backgrounds and the leisure time that allows for intellectual cultivation.
Love may feel like magic, but it unfolds in a world of budgets, assets, and labor.

To introduce economics into a discussion of romance can feel like bringing a calculator
to a poetry reading. It risks reducing the ineffable to a spreadsheet, the human heart
to a set of predictable functions. But this fear rests on a misunderstanding of what
economics actually studies. At its core, economics is the study of choice under
conditions of scarcity. It examines how individuals and groups allocate limited
resources—time, money, labor, information—to satisfy competing desires. Romance is
not exempt from this fundamental reality. Every person has a finite amount of time to
spend seeking a partner, a finite amount of emotional energy to invest, and a finite set
of social and material resources to offer. The decisions people make about who to
pursue, when to commit, and how to structure a relationship are all, in part, responses
to these constraints.

Scarcity, in this context, is not merely about a lack of money. Time is scarce. Attention
is scarce. Trust is scarce. A person living in a dense city with a fast-paced job has a
different portfolio of romantic opportunities than someone in a small town with strong
kinship networks. A young farmer whose labor is essential to the family’s survival has
less flexibility to court a partner from a distant city than a salaried professional who
can travel. These are not judgments about the quality or sincerity of love; they are
descriptions of the practical landscape in which love must navigate. Economics
provides a framework for mapping that landscape, identifying the bottlenecks, the
trade-offs, and the opportunities that shape the path to partnership.

One of the most powerful tools economics offers is the concept of incentives. People
respond to what makes their lives better, or what they believe will. A dowry, for
instance, can be a powerful incentive for a groom’s family to accept a bride, but it can
also be a signal of the bride’s family’s status and a source of capital for the new
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couple. A brideprice, conversely, may signal a groom’s capacity to provide and serve
as a form of insurance for the bride’s family if the marriage dissolves. Legal rules
about property division after a divorce create incentives for people to enter or avoid
marriage, to save or spend, to be transparent or secretive about their finances. Even
social norms—like the expectation that a man should be older or earn more than his
female partner—act as a form of soft regulation, guiding choices and penalizing those
who deviate. These incentives are not always conscious. Many are embedded in
traditions so deeply that they feel like natural facts, rather than socially constructed
responses to economic conditions.

The household itself is best understood not just as an emotional unit but as an
economic institution. It is a site of production, where meals are cooked, children are
raised, and care is provided. It is a site of consumption, pooling income to secure
housing, food, and other goods. It is also a site of insurance, where members support
each other through illness, unemployment, or old age. The decision to form a
household, whether through marriage or other long-term partnerships, is a decision to
merge assets and liabilities, to coordinate labor, and to share risks. This merger is not
always simple or equitable. The benefits of specialization—who works for wages, who
manages the home—are often unevenly distributed, and the dissolution of a
household can be a financially devastating event, particularly for those with lower
earning power or fewer independent assets.

To see how these economic forces operate, consider a simple example. Imagine two
individuals, Anjali and Ben, living in a medium-sized city. Anjali is a graphic designer
with a stable income and student debt. Ben is a freelance musician with irregular
earnings but no debt. Their attraction is genuine, but their path to a shared life is
mediated by their financial realities. Anjali might prefer a partner with a steady income
to balance her own debt and provide stability. Ben might seek a partner who is flexible
with time and resources to support his artistic pursuits. Their families may have
expectations about who should contribute to a wedding, who should own property,
and how household labor will be divided. These expectations are not arbitrary; they
reflect broader social and economic norms about gender, work, and risk. The couple’s
choices—when to move in together, whether to marry, how to combine finances—are
shaped by these intersecting incentives and constraints.

Throughout history, these dynamics have manifested in specific, often visible,
practices. Dowries and brideprices are among the most well-documented, but they are
far from the only ways material considerations enter marriage. In many societies, land
inheritance has dictated who marries whom, as families seek to consolidate property
or maintain control over productive assets. In others, the labor value of a potential
spouse—whether as a farmer, a weaver, or a caregiver—has been a primary
consideration. Even in contemporary settings, where romantic love is often prized,
economic factors remain salient. Assortative mating, the tendency for people to
partner with others of similar education, income, and social status, is a well-
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documented phenomenon. Online dating platforms, with their filters and algorithms,
have made these preferences even more explicit and efficient.

Commercialization has played a pivotal role in transforming how we search for and
form partnerships. The introduction of print media brought newspaper matrimonial
ads, where individuals or families could broadcast their qualifications and desires. The
rise of professional matchmaking services, from village brokers to international
agencies, formalized the search for a compatible partner, often with a clear fee
structure. Today, digital platforms have scaled this process to an unprecedented
degree, using algorithms to sort through millions of profiles and surface potential
matches based on stated preferences and behavioral data. These platforms do not just
reflect existing market dynamics; they actively shape them. By making certain
attributes more visible—like education, income, or physical appearance—they
influence what people value and how they compete for attention. The marketplace for
love has become more efficient, but also more stratified, as algorithms tend to
reinforce existing social and economic patterns.

Law and policy are the invisible architects of this marketplace. The legal framework
governing marriage, property, and divorce creates the rules of the game. In some
jurisdictions, marital property is divided equally upon divorce, regardless of who
earned the income. In others, property remains separate, protecting individual assets.
These rules affect who has bargaining power within a relationship and who bears the
greater risk of its dissolution. Legal reforms granting married women property rights,
for example, have historically shifted power dynamics within households. Similarly, the
recognition of same-sex partnerships has expanded the legal and economic options
available to LGBTQ+ individuals, altering the landscape of potential alliances.
Immigration laws, tax codes, and social welfare policies all influence the costs and
benefits of forming certain types of households.

Demographic shifts also play a crucial role. War, disease, and migration can create
imbalances in the sex ratio, altering the supply and demand for partners. In post-war
societies, for instance, a shortage of men can lead to increased competition among
women for eligible bachelors, potentially raising the value of brides or altering
expectations about what men can contribute. Conversely, in regions with high male
out-migration, women may gain more economic autonomy and bargaining power.
These demographic pressures are not just background conditions; they actively
reshape marriage markets, influencing who marries, when, and under what terms. The
availability of partners, the distribution of ages, and the geographic concentration of
populations all have tangible effects on romantic possibilities.

Education and labor market opportunities are perhaps the most significant modern
drivers of mate selection. As more women pursue higher education and enter the
workforce, the economic incentives for marriage change. The returns to
specialization—where one partner focuses on market work and the other on domestic
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labor—have diminished for many, making marriage more of a partnership of equals or
a union between two earners. This shift has been linked to rising age at first marriage,
lower fertility rates, and an increase in assortative mating by education and income. It
has also created new forms of inequality, as those with less education or precarious
employment may find themselves with fewer options in the mating market. The gap
between the “marriageable” and the “non-marriageable” is often a reflection of
broader economic inequality.

Risk and insurance considerations are another key economic dimension. Marriage can
be viewed as a long-term contract that provides mutual insurance against life’s
uncertainties—illness, job loss, or the need for care in old age. This insurance function
is particularly important in societies with weak social safety nets. Families may
therefore prioritize matches that offer security, even if romance is secondary.
Conversely, in societies with strong individual welfare systems, the insurance value of
marriage may be lower, allowing individuals to prioritize personal fulfillment or
companionship. The rise of cohabitation and non-marital partnerships in many
developed countries reflects, in part, a changing calculation about the necessity and
benefits of formal marriage as an insurance mechanism.

Inflation and credit access also influence marriage markets. In some regions, dowries
have inflated dramatically, driven by competition among families, the desire for social
status, and the availability of credit. This can lead to debt burdens that persist for
years after the wedding, affecting the couple’s financial stability and the broader
economy. Access to credit can empower families to invest in a “better” match, but it
can also create cycles of indebtedness. Conversely, credit constraints may limit
options, forcing families to accept matches that are less economically advantageous.
The financialization of marriage—through wedding loans, joint mortgages, and shared
debts—ties romantic decisions more closely to the broader financial system.

War and conflict have always disrupted and reconfigured marriage markets. The loss
of men in battle creates demographic shortages, but also changes property rights,
inheritance patterns, and social norms. In the aftermath of war, remarriage rates often
rise, and women may gain new economic roles as widows or heads of households.
Conflict can also lead to forced marriages or the displacement of populations, creating
entirely new marriage markets in refugee camps or diaspora communities. The
economic pressures of survival often override romantic ideals, but they also create
new forms of solidarity and partnership. Marriage in the shadow of conflict is a stark
reminder of how deeply love and survival are intertwined.

Migration and remittances have created transnational marriage markets, where
partners are selected across borders, often with economic goals in mind. Families in
sending countries may encourage matches with migrants who can provide financial
support, while migrants may seek partners from their home country to maintain
cultural ties or fulfill familial expectations. These alliances are facilitated by
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remittances, which can be substantial, but they also involve complex negotiations
about citizenship, labor, and household structure. The economic incentives are clear,
but the emotional and logistical challenges are significant. Transnational marriages
highlight how globalization has expanded the geography of love, but also introduced
new forms of risk and inequality.

In contemporary settings, the “business” of courtship has become more
professionalized and technological. Matchmakers, whether traditional or digital, charge
fees for their services, and platforms monetize user data and attention. The rise of
matrimonial ads, mail-order bride agencies, and now algorithmic matching has turned
romance into a service industry. These intermediaries lower search costs and increase
the efficiency of the market, but they also commodify certain aspects of partnership.
The language of profiles—listing income, education, and physical
attributes—resembles a résumé more than a love letter. Yet, for many, these tools
provide access to a wider pool of potential partners than traditional kinship networks
ever could.

The economics of divorce is another critical area. Prenuptial agreements, property
division, and alimony rules determine the financial consequences of relationship
dissolution. These rules affect who enters marriage, what they bring to the table, and
how they behave within the relationship. In jurisdictions with no-fault divorce and
equitable property division, the economic risk of marriage is shared more equally,
potentially encouraging more equitable partnerships. In contrast, systems that favor
one party—often women in terms of alimony, but men in terms of property
rights—create different incentives. The decision to marry or cohabit is increasingly
influenced by these potential outcomes, as individuals weigh the benefits of legal
protection against the costs of potential dissolution.

Finally, it is important to recognize that not all partnerships fit neatly into traditional
economic models. LGBTQ+ relationships, for example, have historically existed
outside the legal and social frameworks of marriage, creating alternative economies of
kinship. These relationships often rely on chosen families, mutual aid, and non-
traditional household structures. While legal recognition has expanded in many places,
the economic implications of marriage—such as tax benefits or inheritance
rights—may be viewed differently. Similarly, polyamorous or non-monogamous
relationships challenge conventional notions of household formation and resource
allocation. These examples remind us that while economic forces are powerful, they
are not deterministic. Human creativity and resistance constantly reshape the
landscape of love.

By examining romance through an economic lens, we do not seek to diminish its
emotional depth. Instead, we aim to reveal the structures that make love possible,
constrain it, or steer it in particular directions. The marketplace of the heart is not a
cold, calculating arena, but a complex social system where emotions, norms, and
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material realities interact. Understanding this system can help us see why certain
practices persist, who bears the costs of romantic arrangements, and how policies
might be designed to expand choice and reduce inequality. Love may be personal, but
it is also profoundly social and economic. In the chapters that follow, we will explore
the many ways these forces manifest, from the fields of rural communities to the
algorithms of modern dating apps, revealing the financial foundations of romance
across time and space.
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