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Introduction
Who gets to love whom has never been a purely private matter. Across centuries and
civilizations, courtship has been governed by rules—some written in statutes and
contracts, others whispered in households or performed in public rituals. This book
investigates those rules and the power behind them. It asks how consent was defined
and enforced, how etiquette taught people to display desire and restraint, and how
honor, reputation, class, gender, and race structured the very possibility of romantic
choice.

By “courtship,” we mean the social practices that lead toward partnership, whether
marriage or other recognized unions. These practices range from arranged
negotiations and matchmaker visits to chaperoned calls, dance halls, dating apps, and
clandestine meetings. They are shaped by institutions—laws, churches, kinship
groups, states—and by everyday actors who bend, resist, or reinvent the rules. Our
sources are equally varied: legal codes and court records; advice literature and
conduct manuals; diaries, letters, and ethnographies; novels, popular songs, films, and
digital platforms. Together they reveal not a universal story of love, but a gallery of
social scripts that people learned, performed, and sometimes defied.

Consent runs through these scripts, but its meanings have shifted dramatically. In
some settings, guardians spoke for daughters or wards; in others, mutual verbal
assent was necessary but insufficient without family approval or property exchange.
The distance between law and lived practice could be vast: a statute might proclaim
free choice, while economic dependency, social surveillance, or fear of violence
constrained it. This book traces how the legal concept of consent gradually
expanded—from familial and community assent toward individual, embodied
autonomy—while also showing that progress has been uneven and contested.

Etiquette has often done the quiet work of power. Courtesy books, calling-card rituals,
dowry negotiations, and bridewealth exchanges encoded who could approach whom,
when, and how. These customs signaled virtue, class position, and respectability,
policing the boundaries of gender and sexuality as much as they facilitated intimacy.
Yet etiquette also gave people tools for covert agency: a glance held too long, a
refusal framed as decorum, a loophole in a ritual exploited to gain time, choice, or
leverage. Reading these gestures alongside laws allows us to see both constraint and
creativity in the history of romance.

Change came from many directions. Markets and wages upended parental control;
cities created new meeting places; literacy and mass media circulated fresh ideals of
companionate love; medical and technological innovations—the contraceptive pill, the
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automobile, the smartphone—reshaped the tempo and privacy of intimacy. Reform
movements and revolutions rewrote civil codes, challenged coverture, raised ages of
consent, and recognized new forms of union. At the same time, counter-movements
revived older norms, religious authorities reasserted discipline, and colonial and
postcolonial states imposed or reconfigured family law. The path toward modern
autonomy has therefore been neither linear nor uniform.

This study foregrounds voices at the margins as well as at the center. Enslaved
people, servants, and laborers negotiated intimacy under regimes of ownership and
economic precarity. Colonized subjects navigated overlapping legal orders and
racialized prohibitions. Women and gender-nonconforming people found ways to
pursue or refuse partnerships within patriarchal structures. Queer communities
cultivated shadow publics and chosen families long before legal recognition. These
histories remind us that the “rules” of romance were never experienced equally, and
that autonomy emerged through struggle as much as through statute.

Our canvas is global and comparative, but not exhaustive. We move between
Mesopotamian contracts and Roman betrothals, Confucian matchmaking and Islamic
marriage law, medieval European canon doctrine and African bridewealth
negotiations, Indigenous kinship systems and modern nation-state reforms. Rather
than claiming a single origin or endpoint, we map patterns: how honor and
surveillance constrain; how markets and mobility open possibilities; how media script
desire; how law names consent and bodies claim it. Throughout, we distinguish
prescriptive ideals from everyday practice and attend to the gaps between them.

The chapters proceed roughly chronologically while tracing thematic threads. We
begin with ancient frameworks that tied marriage to property, lineage, and citizenship;
examine religious and legal traditions that codified consent and guardianship; follow
the rise of courtesy and respectability; and track the birth of “dating” as a commercial
and peer-driven practice. We then consider legal transformations around age,
coercion, and marital rape; the impact of mass media and the sexual revolution; the
histories of queer courtships; and the contemporary terrain of platforms, algorithms,
and safety. The concluding chapters assess what a robust consent culture
requires—legally, ethically, and socially—and what forms of power still shape who may
love whom.
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CHAPTER ONE: Origins: Marriage as Alliance in the
Ancient Near East
Before romance could become a private feeling, it had to survive as a public
transaction. In the ancient Near East—across Sumer, Assyria, Babylonia, and the
broader orbit of the ancient Near East—marriage was less a union of hearts than an
alliance of houses. It functioned as a mechanism for ensuring heirs, stabilizing
property, and binding families into networks of obligation and exchange. To
understand how consent, power, and etiquette operated in these earliest recorded
courtship systems, we must begin with clay tablets, not poetry, and with contracts
rather than candlelight.

The earliest written evidence comes from Mesopotamia, where scribes pressed wedge-
shaped signs into damp clay. Among these, the Old Babylonian period (c. 1900–1600
BCE) offers the clearest window into marriage law. The Code of Hammurabi, inscribed
on a towering black stone pillar, laid out rules on bride-price, dowry, adultery, and
divorce. It did so without sentiment. A bride was not simply a romantic partner but a
legal and economic figure, embedded in property transfers and patrilineal descent.
The language of courtship was the language of obligation.

In many Mesopotamian marriages, the groom’s household paid a bride-price to the
bride’s family. This was not a purchase but a pledge: compensation for the loss of the
bride’s labor and reproductive capacity, and a guarantee of good faith. In return, the
bride’s family often provided a dowry—a fund of goods or land that would remain
under the wife’s management or, in some cases, the couple’s joint control.
Hammurabi’s code carefully regulates these exchanges, specifying amounts and
penalties for default. Courtship began not with a glance but with a ledger.

Yet the system was not entirely devoid of agency. Although parents and guardians
typically arranged marriages, the bride’s consent mattered—at least legally.
Hammurabi’s law states that a man who marries a woman without her agreement may
face severe penalties, including death, depending on circumstances. The requirement
reveals a recognition that a woman’s assent was a necessary legal step, even if social
pressures heavily constrained her choices. Consent was a ritualized utterance
embedded within a transaction: a “yes” spoken under the watchful eyes of family, law,
and community.

Public ceremony consolidated this consent. In Babylonia, the public procession, the
sharing of food and drink, and the ritual presentation of the bride at the groom’s
house were crucial. These acts made private agreement visible, transforming a
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household negotiation into social fact. The city witnessed, and thus the union acquired
legitimacy. The ritual’s humor is unintentional but striking: a bride carried through
streets amid cheering crowds, while scribes in the background recorded dowry lists as
if preparing an inventory.

Guardianship was central. Fathers, brothers, or other male kin typically acted as
guardians for daughters and sisters. Their authority touched every stage of courtship:
whom a girl might marry, what property she would bring, and under what conditions
she could be divorced. Guardianship reflected broader social structures—patrilineal
descent, the centrality of male authority, and the integration of women into
households as legal minors. Even when a woman expressed consent, it was often
nested within layers of familial and community oversight. Her voice mattered, but it
did not stand alone.

Courtship etiquette existed but looked different from later forms. Among the elite,
banquets and gift-giving performed the public face of alliance. For the poor, marriage
might be a pragmatic pairing of neighbors or kin with minimal ceremony. Etiquette’s
core was reciprocity: gifts to the bride’s family, hospitality offered to the groom’s
party, shared meals that symbolized the joining of households. These gestures were
not simply politeness; they were binding acts that carried legal weight if disputes
arose.

Adultery laws reveal the stakes of sexual and marital boundaries. Hammurabi
prescribes harsh punishments for adultery, emphasizing the control of female
sexuality and the legitimacy of heirs. A wife suspected of infidelity could be subjected
to river ordeal—cast into the water to see if she would sink or float, a form of divine
judgment. The ritual displays both the precarious status of women and the
community’s investment in policing desire. Consent was not only about the moment of
marriage; it extended into ongoing control over a wife’s body.

Divorce was possible, though asymmetrical. Men could repudiate wives under
specified conditions, returning dowry and sometimes paying compensation. Women
could initiate divorce in limited circumstances, often requiring male advocacy.
Hammurabi’s code outlines specific grounds and penalties, revealing that endings
were as legally scripted as beginnings. Divorce functioned as a safety valve within an
alliance system, allowing dissolution when obligations could not be met. It offered a
form of agency, albeit constrained and uneven.

Outside Babylonia, other Near Eastern cultures practiced similar arrangements. In the
Old Assyrian trading colony at Kültepe, cuneiform letters reveal families negotiating
marriages across cities. Betrothal letters detail the bride-price, specify the dowry, and
include clauses that protect the bride’s rights. Here courtship unfolds in writing, a
distant dialogue between households. The bride’s voice is largely absent from these
documents, yet the meticulous clauses betray a concern for fairness and the
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prevention of exploitation.

Hittite law adds nuance. It punishes adultery less severely than Mesopotamian codes
in some cases, and it addresses rape and assault differently. For example, Hittite
statutes distinguish between sexual offenses committed by outsiders and those within
the household, adjusting penalties accordingly. This differentiation reflects a
sophisticated understanding of household structure and social order. Consent and
coercion were recognized, if imperfectly, as distinct categories. The law
tried—sometimes clumsily—to mark the boundary between legitimate union and
violation.

Myth and ritual fleshed out the legal skeleton. The Epic of Gilgamesh, while not a
marriage manual, illustrates themes of companionship, desire, and the limits of human
bonds. Sacred marriage rites, performed in temples, symbolically linked kings with
goddesses to ensure fertility and cosmic order. Such ceremonies provided a divine
sanction for earthly unions, embedding marriage within religious cosmology. The
rituals were public, elaborate, and political, ensuring that the personal act of coupling
aligned with the stability of the city.

Slavery complicated courtship. Enslaved women and men could form unions, but these
were often not legally recognized marriages. Owners could separate couples, and
children born to enslaved women typically belonged to the owner. Hammurabi’s code
treats enslaved persons differently, reflecting property status. Yet even within these
harsh constraints, enslaved communities created their own forms of partnership and
mutual care, sometimes with owners’ tacit acceptance. Courtship persisted as a
human impulse even when the law denied its legitimacy.

Class shaped courtship at every turn. Elite marriages were strategic alliances recorded
in detail; peasant marriages were practical arrangements documented minimally. The
bride-price and dowry systems varied by status, and the rituals differed in scale.
Etiquette, too, reflected class: lavish banquets for the wealthy, simple shared meals
for the poor. In both cases, the core logic held—marriage was a contract that bound
households, not a private romance between individuals.

Law and custom did not always match. Court records from later periods show disputes
over bride-price repayments, accusations of breach of betrothal, and claims about
dowry mismanagement. These cases reveal the fragility of agreements and the ways
ordinary people navigated the system. A woman might seek redress through a male
relative; a groom’s family might try to renegotiate terms. The courtroom became an
arena where the rules of courtship were contested and clarified.

Betrothal was more than a promise; it was a legally enforceable stage. Breaking an
engagement could trigger fines or other penalties. Hammurabi’s code addresses the
situation where a man breaks off engagement to a woman he has already betrothed,
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specifying compensation. This indicates that courtship had legal momentum. Once
initiated, it carried obligations that could not be abandoned lightly. Consent at the
outset locked parties into a trajectory of responsibilities.

Ritual purity and pollution mattered. In some Near Eastern traditions, women
underwent rituals before marriage to ensure fertility and social acceptance. These
practices reinforced the idea that marriage was a public transition with cosmic
significance. They also imposed standards of bodily discipline and propriety. A bride’s
preparation—washing, anointing, dressing—was not merely aesthetic; it signaled her
readiness to enter a new legal and reproductive role.

The presence of scribes and witnesses in betrothal and marriage ceremonies
highlights the documentary nature of courtship. In the Assyrian records, we see
contracts sealed with impressions of cylinder seals—unique identifiers for individuals
and families. The seal functioned like a signature, affirming the parties’ agreement.
These seals carried authority, and their impression on clay transformed a verbal
promise into an enforceable record. Courtship thus acquired an archival life, persisting
long after the banquet ended.

Property regimes structured marital possibilities. In some Near Eastern systems,
husbands managed the dowry but had obligations to return it upon divorce, protecting
the wife’s economic interests. In others, women retained control over specific assets.
These rules influenced courtship strategies: families examined the prospective
groom’s capacity to manage property, his reputation for fairness, and his household’s
stability. A marriage could strengthen or weaken a family’s economic standing.

Age at marriage varied. Evidence suggests that girls often married in their teens, while
men tended to marry slightly older, when they could establish households. These
differences reflected economic realities and the demands of labor. The practice raised
questions of consent and maturity, but these concerns were framed in terms of
household needs rather than individual psychological readiness. A girl’s agreement
was sought, but her age limited her bargaining power.

Reproductive expectations were central. Fertility was not merely a private hope but a
public goal, ensuring lineage continuity and labor supply. Infertility could be grounds
for divorce or for taking secondary wives. Hammurabi’s code addresses such
situations, balancing the rights of the primary wife with the need for heirs. Courtship
therefore included implicit negotiations about future children, a topic treated with
legal precision rather than emotional delicacy.

Violence and coercion were not absent. While the law condemned certain assaults,
household dynamics often placed women in vulnerable positions. Yet the law
sometimes provided recourse: a woman beaten without cause could appeal to
authorities, and penalties could be levied against abusive husbands. The existence of
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these provisions suggests that the community recognized the potential for abuse and
attempted to regulate it. Consent within marriage remained a contested and evolving
concept.

Cross-regional exchange influenced courtship practices. As trade networks expanded,
families sought partners in distant cities, requiring written negotiations and long-
distance travel. This introduced new complexities: differing local customs, currency
conversions, and legal interpretations. Betrothal letters sometimes included clauses
specifying which city’s law would govern disputes. Courtship thus operated as a
microcosm of broader commercial and diplomatic relations.

The language of contracts reveals how emotion was channeled through formal
structures. Phrases like “to take as wife,” “to provide dowry,” and “to treat justly”
appear repeatedly. These are not romantic terms, but they imply expectations of care
and fairness. Courtship, in this setting, was the process by which families negotiated
the terms of mutual responsibility. The emotional content of marriage would develop
later, but its legal scaffolding was already robust.

Honour and reputation shaped choices. Families weighed the status of prospective
partners, considering the impact on their social standing. A match with a family of
lower status might be discouraged; a union with a prestigious household could elevate
everyone involved. This calculus influenced courtship heavily. The desire to maintain
or improve honour constrained individual preferences and guided guardians’
decisions.

Even in these early records, we glimpse the interplay of consent, law, and power.
Women’s assent was required, but mediated by guardians; property rules provided
some protection but entrenched inequality; rituals made marriage visible, which both
legitimated and surveilled it. The system was coherent, and its coherence lay in
balancing household interests with legal enforceability. It offered predictability at the
cost of individual freedom.

Near Eastern courtship thus establishes the pattern that will echo through history:
marriage as alliance, consent as ritualized and conditional, etiquette as the
choreography of obligation, and power as the invisible hand shaping choices. The clay
tablets record transactions, but beneath them pulse human desires and
anxieties—hopes for children, fears of poverty, ambitions for status. These early
documents do not speak of love in the modern sense, but they speak of commitment,
responsibility, and order.

From this foundation, other civilizations would adapt and transform these practices.
Some would emphasize different aspects—religious doctrine, clan structures,
philosophical ideals—yet the core logic of alliance and contract remained influential.
The ancient Near East offers the first blueprint for how societies institutionalized
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romantic partnership, embedding it in law, property, and ritual. It is a practical,
pragmatic start to the long history of courtship and consent.

As we read these ancient records, we can imagine the scenes they imply: families
gathered around a scribe’s table, seals pressed into clay, vows spoken before
witnesses, a procession through the city streets. Courtship here is a public, social
event, shaped by economic necessity and legal precision. It is not private, but it is
intimate in its stakes. The future of households—and the community—hangs on these
carefully negotiated unions.

The ancient Near East gives us marriage as a foundation for civilization itself: a system
for distributing labor, securing property, and producing heirs. Courtship is the prelude
to this essential social machinery. In these earliest examples, we see the beginnings of
the intricate dance between individual desire and collective regulation that will
continue to shape who can love whom across the ages.
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