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religious values (Williams et al. 2013). So cultural norms 
of societies limit individual decisions in a way that most 
individuals do not consciously recognize. Yet today, some 
of these norms are weakening as the rapidly rising number 
of interracial marriages in the United States reveals. Still, 
the question remains: How do we settle on a life partner?

Finding a Mate.  In most societies, mate selection takes 
place through arranged marriages, free-choice unions, or 
some combination of the two. Whether marriages are 
arranged or entered into freely, both endogamy and exog-
amy limit the number of possible mates. In either case, 
micro-level mate selection is shaped by meso- and macro-
level cultural rules of the society.

Arranged marriages involve a pattern of mate selec-
tion in which someone other than the couple—elder 
males, parents, or a matchmaker—selects the marital 
partners. This method of mate selection is most common 
in traditional, often patriarchal, societies. For many girls 
in traditional Muslim societies, marriage is a matter of 
necessity, for their support comes from the family system. 
Marriages create and strengthen economic arrangements 
and political alliances between family groups. Daughters 
are highly valuable in securing ties between families (Burn 
2011). Beauty, youth, talent, and pleasant disposition 

bring a high bride price and a good match. Should the 
young people like each other, it is icing on the cake. 
Daughters must trust that their families will make the best 
possible matches for them. Most often, the men hold the 
power in this vital decision.

Kako and Hiroshi of Japan met for the first time for tea 
after a matchmaker had worked with each one’s family to 
find a suitable mate. If they get along and do not object to 
the match, the wedding will be planned. Today, about 30% 
of marriages in Japan are still arranged this way, the rest 
being called “love marriages” (“Getting Married in Japan” 
2014). Abdul’s father has arranged a marriage for him with 
a girl from a nearby village. This marriage will solidify 
bonds between the families and the villages, reducing the 
chance of future conflict. Love has nothing to do with such 
arranged marriages, but political and economic factors 
matter big time! Some marriages are based on individual 
choice and love, and some are based on what is good for 
the family and community group.

Where arranged marriages are the norm, love has a 
special meaning. The man and woman may never have set 
eyes on each other before the wedding day, but respect and 
affection generally grow over time as the husband and wife 
live together. People from societies with arranged mar-
riages are assured a mate and have difficulty comprehend-
ing marriage systems based on love, romance, and 

courtship—factors believed to be insuffi-
cient grounds for a lifelong relationship. 
They wonder why anyone would want to 
place themselves in a marriage market, 
with all the uncertainty and rejection. 
Such whimsical and unsystematic meth-
ods would not work in many societies, 
where the structure of life is built around 
family systems.

Free-choice marriage is a pattern of 
mate selection in which the partners 
select each other based primarily on 
romance and love. The idea that each 
person has the right to choose a partner 
with minimal interference from others 
has become increasingly prevalent as 
societies around the world become more 
Westernized, women gain more rights 
and freedoms, and families exert less  
control over their children’s choice of 
mates (Eshleman and Bulcroft 2010). 
Sonnets, symphonies, rock songs, poems,  
and plays have been written to honor 
romantic love and the psychological and 
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Child marriage is especially common in parts of West, East, and Central Africa; the 
Middle East; and South Asia. In some countries, as many as 1 out of every 10 girls 
is married by the time she is 15 years old, some as young as 10, and nearly half are 
married by age 18. An Indian groom in this photo puts vermilion, the holy mark of Hindu 
marriage, on the forehead of his underage bride.


