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ABSTRACT

This study examines the transformation of bride-price practices among the Acholi of northern Uganda through
primary qualitative data drawn from interviews and focus group discussions with Generation Z participants born
1997-2012 (N=33). The paper, anchored in Feminist Political Economy and Cultural Modernization Theory,
analyzes the direct voices of young Acholi men and women on economic change, education, gender
consciousness, and digital discourse, which are reshaping customary marriage. Findings indicate that while Gen
Z remains strongly attached to Acholi cultural identity, there is a growing reformist movement, especially among
young women, challenging inflated monetary demands and transactional interpretations of bride-price. The study
contributes to debates on customary law reform, gender justice, and intergenerational cultural negotiation in
contemporary Uganda.

Keywords: Bride-price, Acholi culture, Generation Z, gender relations, commodification, customary law,
Uganda.

INTRODUCTION

Marriage among the Acholi has historically functioned as a clan-regulated institution grounded in reciprocity,
lineage continuity, and communal accountability. Bride-price (Lim-nyom or akumu) symbolized appreciation
and alliance-building between clans. However, economic monetization, urbanization, post-conflict restructuring,
and youth unemployment have significantly reshaped the practice. This study investigates how Generation Z
interprets these transformations and examines their gendered implications within contemporary Northern
Uganda.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Bride-price among the Acholi has historically functioned as a socio-cultural institution embedded in kinship
reciprocity, lineage continuity, and clan solidarity rather than as a commercial transaction. In many African
customary systems, bride-price symbolized gratitude, alliance formation, and social recognition of marriage
rather than the purchase of a woman (Kiconco, 2015). Among the Acholi, the transfer of cattle and other symbolic
items reinforced communal bonds and ensured intergenerational accountability.

However, modernization, monetization, and urbanization have significantly transformed customary institutions.
As cattle-based economies transitioned toward cash-based systems, symbolic exchanges increasingly assumed
monetary valuation. This monetization process has contributed to inflationary pressures and a gradual
commodification of marriage practices (Kiconco, 2015). Feminist political economy perspectives argue that
when bride-price becomes excessively monetized, it risks reinforcing patriarchal control by framing women’s
reproductive and domestic roles in transactional terms.

In Northern Uganda, post-conflict economic restructuring, youth unemployment, and increased educational
attainment have further reshaped expectations surrounding marriage. Escalating bride-price demands have been
cited as contributing to delayed marriages, cohabitation, and informal unions (Uganda Radio Network, 2022).
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In response to such concerns, the Acholi cultural institution, Ker Kwaro Acholl, introduced revised bride-price
guidelines to regulate inflation and reduce excessive demands (Ker Kwaro Acholi, 2023; Daily Monitor, 2025).
These reforms signal an attempt to reconcile customary authority with contemporary socio-economic realities.

Yet, existing scholarship has insufficiently centered the voices of Generation Z in examining these
transformations. Given that Gen Z represents the cohort currently entering marriageable age, their perspectives
are critical for understanding how cultural continuity and reform are negotiated in practice. This study addresses
this gap by foregrounding youth narratives and exploring how gender, education, and digital discourse intersect
in reshaping bride-price norms.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This study integrates Feminist Political Economy (FPE) and Cultural Modernization Theory. FPE explains how
monetization shapes gendered power relations and household bargaining dynamics. The shift from cattle-based
reciprocity to cash-based valuation risks commodifying women’s social value and intensifying masculine
provider pressures. Cultural Modernization Theory, meanwhile, explains how education, urbanization, and
digital exposure foster reformist reinterpretations rather than cultural rejection. Together, these frameworks
conceptualize bride-price transformation as economically structured, gendered in impact, and generationally
mediated.

METHODOLOGY

A qualitative research design was employed. Data were collected through 18 semi-structured interviews and two
focus group discussions (total N=33). Purposive and snowball sampling ensured diversity across gender and
marital status. Thematic analysis guided data interpretation. Ethical considerations included informed consent,
confidentiality, and voluntary participation.

FINDINGS

The findings reveal a complex interplay between cultural continuity and reformist sentiment among Generation
Z. Three major themes emerged:

Economic Anxiety and Masculinity Pressures

Young men expressed heightened economic anxiety linked to rising bride-price expectations. Many perceived
inflated demands as structurally exclusionary, particularly in a context of youth unemployment and economic
precarity. Participants noted that the shift from cattle-based symbolic exchange to high cash payments has
intensified financial burdens, sometimes delayed marriage, or encouraged cohabitation. This aligns with broader
concerns that monetization distorts the original symbolic intent of bride-price (Kiconco, 2015).

Gendered Concerns and Commaodification

Young women articulated ambivalent positions. While they valued bride-price as a marker of respect and cultural
recognition, many expressed discomfort with its commercialization. Several participants associated excessive
monetary valuation with reduced autonomy and implicit ownership claims by husbands. These narratives reflect
feminist critiques that excessive bride-price can reinforce patriarchal entitlement and constrain women’s
bargaining power within marriage.

Reform Rather Than Abolition

Importantly, most respondents did not advocate for the abolition of bride-price. Instead, they supported
regulatory reform, transparency, and standardization, echoing recent cultural policy interventions (Ker Kwaro
Acholi, 2023; Daily Monitor, 2025). Participants emphasized moderation, fairness, and the restoration of
symbolic meaning over financial extraction. This indicates that Generation Z is not rejecting Acholi culture but
seeking adaptive transformation.
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DISCUSSION

The transformation of bride-price among the Acholi reflects broader processes of socio-economic transition,
generational renegotiation, and gender recalibration. Rather than a linear erosion of tradition, the findings
suggest a dynamic process of cultural reinterpretation.

First, bride-price inflation appears to function as both an economic and a symbolic phenomenon. On one hand,
increased cash demands reflect market penetration into customary systems. On the other hand, they signal
shifting perceptions of education, status, and social mobility. The tension between symbolic reciprocity and
commodification mirrors debates in African customary law scholarship (Kiconco, 2015). Generation Z
participants are negotiating this tension by distinguishing between cultural respect and financial excess.

Second, the findings illuminate the gendered implications of monetized bride-price. While historically embedded
in clan reciprocity, contemporary practices risk reinforcing asymmetrical power relations when framed as
highvalue transactions. Young women’s reformist positions suggest an emergent gender consciousness shaped
by education, rights discourse, and digital engagement. This aligns with global patterns in which younger cohorts
reinterpret cultural norms through equality-oriented lenses.

Third, regulatory interventions by Ker Kwaro Acholi (Ker Kwaro Acholi, 2023) represent an example of adaptive
customary governance. By introducing standardized guidelines, cultural authorities are attempting to curb
inflation while preserving legitimacy. However, enforcement challenges and informal negotiations remain
significant. The findings suggest that sustainable reform requires participatory inclusion of youth voices rather
than top-down regulation alone.

Additionally, digital discourse platforms increasingly mediate cultural negotiation. Social media discussions,
online debates, and peer networks amplify youth perspectives and normalize critique of excessive demands. This
digital dimension widens the arena of customary deliberation beyond clan elders to trans-local youth
communities.

Finally, the predominance of single respondents (60.6%) in the study underscores the forward-looking nature of
these perceptions. Many participants are negotiating expectations before marriage, suggesting that reformist
orientations may shape future marital practices rather than merely reflecting current experiences.

Overall, the findings challenge simplistic binaries of tradition versus modernity. Instead, they demonstrate that
bride-price among the Acholi is undergoing negotiated recalibration, retaining symbolic cultural significance
while being reshaped by economic constraints, gender equity aspirations, and generational consciousness.

CONCLUSION AND POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

Bride-price among the Acholi is undergoing negotiated transformation shaped by economic precarity, gender
consciousness, and generational recalibration. Policy recommendations include institutionalized
intergenerational dialogue, standardized yet flexible guidelines, gender-sensitive customary reforms, youth
economic empowerment strategies, digital engagement initiatives, and legal harmonization with national
equality frameworks. The study contributes theoretically and empirically to debates on customary law reform,
gender justice, and adaptive cultural governance in contemporary Uganda.
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