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As argued earlier, the history of science and related work in the philosophy of science earlier
provides guidance towards learning more effectively, from playing the game of economics
(jargon and name-dropping of key researchers), to the role of exemplars and the tenuous nature
of “truth”. The foil for that analysis was Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific
Revolutions, which emphasized discontinuity. It is important to remember that revolutions are
not a normal facet of our personal experience, nor that of scientific communities. Instead a field
develops through the interaction of individuals through professional networks, in pursuit of a
common “research agenda” (to borrow the terminology of Imre Lakatos).

Our recent discussion of dowries provides a succinct illustration. The received interpretation,
from Gary Becker’s seminal A Treatise on the Family, is that a dowry is a price that clears
marriage markets. (Becker also discusses dowry as an element determining bargaining power
within a family.) But in natural populations the numbers of men and women are roughly equal,
so men in a physical sense are not scarce and need not be “bought”. There are exceptions, or so it
is claimed, where changes in either male mortality or female mortality could lead to imbalance.
For example, in the Dutch Republic in the 16th-18th centuries, the East Indies Company was a
major employer, and seaman had extraordinarily high mortality (de Vries and van der Woude
1996), leading to an imbalance that lasted for over a century. Likewise Bhat and Holli (1999)
argue that a sharp drop in the childbirth-related mortality in India produced a shift in the ratio of
marriageable women to men, as does Rao (1993, 1993, 2000). Presumably warfare can have a
similar transitory effect, and in such exceptional cases the Becker model might “fit”.

In any case, with dowries it is women (or their parents) paying for a husband, so implicitly
husbands must be scarce, or at least scarce at a zero price (men must be paid else they remain
celebate…). Of course if marriage is somehow an undesired burden, then we should find that
poor women can’t afford to buy a husband and perforce there must be a corresponding number of
unmarried men. In most populations marriage, however, is universal. (There are exceptions,
including medieval Europe, and early modern northern Europe, and perhaps we would find
dowries important in such societies.) But while I have not checked, I seriously doubt there is a
correlation between dowries and widespread celibacy. Similarly, if dowries are central to the
clearing of marriage markets, then they should not be observed in polygamous societies. Again, I
believe that turns out not to be the case. (The data supplement to Botticini and Siow [2003]
should make it easy to test these hypotheses; obviously, I have not done so.)

While Botticini and Siow (2003) do not go into great detail, they make clear that their
dissatisfaction with received interpretations of dowries is the impetus for their research. In their
case, they note that dowries serve as a way to split wealth among all children, and dowries
disappear as societies become wealthier – which correlates with the decline of family businesses
(including farms) as central to making a living. They also note that the timing of dowries and the
lack of sharing rules likewise fits with a bequest motive where incentives matter.



But you have the Botticini and Siow paper and can read their argument for yourself. It is written
in standard microeconomic style, in the pattern of normal science. They thus have a formal
model, and then develop a set of predictions that are related to the model (ideally, they are based
on the model, but in practice models seldom incorporate all of the key elements that we can
observe, while including lots of things we can’t). They then attest supporting evidence, culled
from a fascinating range of historical and anthropological studies.

But their story is really part of a dialog among those interested in family economics. In this case,
another researcher Anderson (2003) is familiar with India. In South Asia, dowry inflation is an
issue, because it leads to gender-selective abortions and in extreme cases to violence, such as
murders of daughters-in-law whose families don’t deliver sufficient dowry (Bloch and Rao 2002,
Agnihotri 2003). Furthermore, it appears to be a top-down phenomenon, which flies in the face
of the conclusions of Botticini and Siow (2003). Anderson’s paper – which follows up on her
Ph.D. thesis – is quite careful to document this dialog; almost the entire last page contrasts her
findings with Botticini and Siow (2003). Her bottom line is that there are various separate
explanations for dowries, and that Botticini and Siow (2003) are by no means wrong.

She is not working in isolation. Crawford and Rochford (1984) and Dalmia (2000) and Dalmia
and Lawrence (2001) use a similar matching “solution concept,” even if their papers are
otherwise quite different. Anderson does however largely ignore the Becker scarcity approach,
and so is implicitly arguing against it; if mortality changes are central, then this should lead to
shifts in dowries that do not correlate with caste, whereas she documents the “downward” spread
of dowries and other caste-specific elements. Her paper, and that of Botticini and Siow, is thus
part of a larger dialog.

Indeed, there is at least one other strand present, raised long ago by Becker, that property is an
element affecting intra-family power. Goody (1998), Fafchamps and Quisumbing (2000) and
Zhang and Chan (1999) are all papers in this tradition. Hence the logic of dowries among Jews in
Roman-era Cairo serving as a restraint on divorce that I cited in class is well known. Botticini
and Siow could thus refer to it in passing in their data appendix without feeling compelled to
explain the argument in detail, as it would be a common exemplar among their “community” of
researchers on the economics of family and marriage.

What we find, then, is that normal science leads to a proliferation of facts and explanations. Each
author presents their own explanation for dowries, often while complimenting the work of rivals-
cum-colleagues as complementary to theirs. If there is criticism, it is often subtle, though
sometimes a journal will sponsor competing papers. Hence in the Journal of Political Economy
(JPE) we see Edlund (2000) commenting on Rao (1993), who then issues a rejoinder in Rao
(2000), which is then “independently” preceded by Zhang and Chan (1999) and followed by
Anderson (2003).

What we see in this series of papers, including those published just in the JPE, is that hypothesis
testing does not lead to explanations being rejected, a paring down of theory, but rather to the
accumulation of models. A corollary – the documentation of which I will leave this to historians
of economic thought – is that over time, with the ebb and flow of “hot” or “important” research
areas, a great many such explanations will be forgotten, with the associated data and exemplars



fading into obscurity. While dowries are currently the focus of a modest community of
researchers, among them the consensus is that, despite their varying favored explanations,
dowries will fade into obscurity. If they are correct, then their research will likewise soon be
forgotten. But in economics topics also fade in and out – deflation was long relegated to the
footnotes of economic history, a feature of the Great Depression that was unlikely to ever
reoccur. Now it is on the front burner. Some of the participants in today’s debate, such as Barry
Eichengreen and Ben Bernanke, are in fact familiar with the contemporary debates in the 1930s.
But it is not unusual to find economists “reinventing the wheel” out of ignorance of past work.
Normal science is not linear, edging ever closer to the truth, at least in economics. It is instead a
social undertaking, and the content of what is known shifts over time in a manner that cannot be
characterized as progressive.
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