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I was frequently told -by men, 1in explanation of certain

of thelr leter marriages that increase in theilr yam

Thiom bo asels SnobieriekthontisTey: LAk e Mt

6

®A less worthy reason for polygemy,"” claims Geoffrey
Parrinder, "has been thé desire for a higher status and so=-
cial renown brought by poséeasion of a number of wives."1®
Although women are not technically regarded as property,
yet it 1s undeniable that the bride-price has this effect of
treating them as part of wealth and material possession.
Plural marriage is valued because i1t combines both the relig-
lous and economic motives, e'riablling 2 man to enla:rge his fam=
11y and to increase his crops, thereby seocuring for him pres=
tige within his social group. To the pagan, a plurality of
wives 1s a2 laudable ambition and glven the opportunity he
will add to the number. The church, when dealing with po=
lygemy, must remenber that it is generally confronting the
elite of African soclety and not the week and ignorant. It
is an unquestioned fact that in a society where wealth and
prestige are based on & man's own initlative and drive, the
greatest polygamists are the most ambitlious, intelligent and
powerful men of the clan. That a plurality of wives has al-
ways been associated with prestige, an early Presbyterian

missionary, among the Bantu in the southern part of French

Cameroon, took notice when he wrote. in his dlary:

14?0:'&3. OD. citey Do 7.
15

Parrinder, op. cit., p. 1l.
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The Bulu idea of man, a real man, 1is that he must marry
many wives. Osom, of course, sald that he would narry
but one, Some of his people sald that by becoming a
Christian he had lost his manhood. He was not a peal
man and was not deserving of a wife at all so that they
planned to take away the one wife he had, , . .16

Forde reccrds only one instance where little emphasis is

glven to the number of wivea as a direct impression of a

man's lmportance and prestige. The priestleaders who are

generally regarded a3 the most influential men in the clan

are not distinguished by a markedly higher degree of polyga=- -

my than the adult male population in genera1.17

Because polygamy 1s intimately related with the well-to-

do men, the poor and young men are seriously handicapped.

7§£s-virile young men are often held back from merriage for
years before they can save the bride=price, and so conse=
quently their cholce also 1s limited. The outcome 1s that
the wealthy accumulate more than their falr share of the
women.

Another reason for polygamy is the custom of & women

¢
withholding herself from the man for a considerable.period

during lectation. With husband and wife practicing absti-

e T

nence for a couple of years, it does not call for nuch imag-

Ination to form some idea of the difficulties created by :
this impassdé. Iacking a natural outlet for his physical

paessions, a man takes a second wife. "In so dolng, he

16H°mer’ OopP. cit., p. 174.

lvForde. Oopb. citep D 79,
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evokes no resentment on the part of the first, indeed, shs
probably hes a share in securing one."™'® In gonnection with
hia reference to the custom of enforced continence, Parrine
der comnents,

Again and again when investigatling a lapse into polyg=-

amy, I have found that the second wife has been taken

abvout the time when the first wife was bearing a child,

and the husband was facing a prospect of two or three
vears enforced chastity.l

Forde alzo asserits this faot that the second wife is general=-

1y »rocured shortly after the first marriage.zo
One feature frequently omitted when considering the

causes of polygamy is that the custom is supported nearly es .

much by the women. Polygamy is by no means 2 one=sided af=

fair with the material advantages resting with the men, for

it is not uncommon to find that the women are stout protago=

nists of the practice. Hence the taking of a wife may be

individualistic or a rmtually cooperative act between hunaband

]'BSasden, op. git., p. 250.

19?arrinder. op. cit., p. 1l1l.

2°Forde, op. cit., pp. 78-72. In a survey taken in
1939 of the number of wives living with husbands of Ndal
patriclan it is seen that among 121 married men, the polyga=-
my rate tends to bs highest among the men of early age, i.e.,
between ca, 25 and 42 years o0ld, where the mean number of
wives per men in a group of 58 men of the age of ca. 26=40
years inclusive is 2.0. #wong the 33 older men over ca. 42
years the figure is markedly lower, viz. 1.6. Forde claims
that if it can be assumed that the social context of polysa=
my has been broadly stable over the past fifty years, these
rates indlcate that, among the Yako, a man takes fewer wives
according to his needs and opportunities throughout his ear=
lier 1ife but that as old age approaches he does not marry
again and that where the wives of marriages in earller years
predecease him they are not usually replaced.
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end wife. Nau also stresses this fact when he writes,

Polygamy has no stronger advocates than the women in

Ibibio land. Ibiblo women not only love the chains

which bind them, but even kiss them, and would hate

him who wants to take them off.21

'I'he first wife generally encourages her hnsband to marry v
other women, suppresalng whatever Jealousy may be involved,
!.'1 order to get help for the house and field work she 18 ob-

ligated to perform. Hhile it 1s true that the wlfe wants {

companions and fellow workers, she also desires to enhance
her soclal status. To be an only wife 1s frequently regard-
ed as humiliating, indicating that her husband is a poor man.
Hfany a woman would rather be a mistress in control of a nume
ber of other women than be a person of no 1mportanoe.22
lbonu O0jike speaks for his people:
Vomen prefer a polygamist to & monogamlst because the
latter is socially regarded as a poor man. The polyg=-
amist is a wealthy man whose prestige rises with the
number of wives he can support5 and whose wives enjoy
vith him his high reputation.2
Ieith=Ross in her excellent treatise on African love is also
inclined to agree that women who have had no contact with
Ylestern culture are satisfied with a polygamous order and

can derive great vanity and benefits from !.1:.24

21Nau, op. cit., pp. 1335=134.

zzsasden, ope. cit., p. 230,

23ybonu Ojike, My Africa (London: Blandford Press,
1955), p. 145.

243 1via Lelth-Ross, African Women (London: Faber and
Fabel'. Ltd., 1959). PPe 125-126.
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Perhaps the greatest single factor for the female advo=

cacy of polygamy ls the desire for offspring. Perhaps the
heaviest burden a2 woman can bear is to be childless. It is
not only a personal disgrace but an injury to her family and
to her husband., The woman who realizes her inablility to
bear children more than likely will encourage her husband to
merry another woman that the children of this union may be
regarded as her own children. The custom is found among the
Ibibios that the barren wife often personally pays the bride-
price of an additional wife on behalf of her husband.

Another contrivuting factor to polygamy is the tribal
custom of Levirate marriage. It must be kept in mind, how=
ever, that this marriage 1s frequently observed more out of
duty than out of choice.

Having reviewed some of the more prevalent causes of po=-
lygamy because of the benefits which each from its own point
of view derives from it, we now present a few important con-
slderations against the total framework of African marriage.
One of the most frequen'tly stated causes of polygamy, and
clted as fact by anthropologist, missionary and African, 1is
the disproportionate sex ration and the surplus of women., It
is argued that polygamy makes marriage possible for all wo-
men, for if monogamy were the rule, a large number ‘or women
would be husbandless. It is the considered opinion of Basden
that this no doubt is the thought at the back of the African
mind, namely, that unless polygamy be practiced, many women
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would perforce have no chance to marry.25 The horrible
thought of spinsterhood is simply no problem among a polyga=
mous people. It is expeoted that every woman even with ine
ferior beauty, health and mentality will be married, and at
2 comparatively young age.
The questlon is legltimate, "lMust it be taken for grant-

ed that, in order for polygamy to be practiced there must be

an excess of women over men?” In order to velidate this

claim of & disproportionate sex ratlo among the African ne-
gro race, a statistical study must be furnished as to the
proportion between the members of adult men and women. In
the absence of truatworthy evidence and inadequate census
most available figures are based on guesses and estimates.
Aecording to the Census of the Southern Province, Nigeria,
1931, it is noted:

In no pert of the Ibo country is there a proportion
greater than 25 per cent., . . . In the absence of
truatworthy evidence; 1t would be unwise to express an
opinion whether more girls are born than boys. Yhen
visiting the compounds and markets, females do seem to
preponderate, and that is as far as one dare venture
to state., It is commonly held that young men are
called upon to meet greater risks in life and, conse-
quently, their numbers fall below those of the girls.
This was just possibly the case formerly when inter-
tribal warfere accounted for a few lives. In any
case, polygamy stands independently of population
statistics,26

In treating the problem in Dahomey, Dr. Herskovits notes:

Under supervision of a resident European officlal in
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Alleda one hundred and forty-seven blrths that oc-
curred between Jamary 1l and June 6, 1931, numbersd
fift y=three males and nineoty=-four femalea, This num-
ber is small., It gains some validilly from 1931 cenaus
of the canton of Alomey, where of 83,654 inhabitants
enumerated, 45,320 or 54j Were WOmMEeN. « « o7

James also sayss

The szexes are almost egually divided, and if statistlcs
show that women sligntly predominate, the excess ia so
small that polygamy would not be generally practiced
1;:‘;thout havhé:__i many men to lead cellbate or sinful

- ‘7‘39. [ ] L] [ ] =

The most recent and oxhaustive study on the problem has been
submitted by Vernon Dahrjochn. Employing every available cen=-
sus of Africz at his disposal he writes in conclusions

The eveilasble date demonstrates that there are more vio=
men than men in the various African populationsi but
thaet these differences are not enough to account for
the incldence and intensity of polygamy in Africa as
previously determined in this atudy. The hypothesis
that polygamy is possible because there are more women
then men in the African territories is therefore incor=-
roct, We may, however, state that at least part of the
surplus of adult women necessitated by widespread polygy-
nous marriage is provided by & "natural® female predom=-
inence in the sex ratio of the adult population.29

It is assumed that the birth rate for boys and girils
is about the same and that the differences are too slight to
account for the high incidence and intenaity of polygamy, 1t

. 18 obvious that in a culture where some men number thelr

274elville J. Herskovits, Dashomey (New York: J. J.
Augustin, 1938), I, 500.

253'!::193 Helville, "Polygamy in West Africa," Interna=-
tional Review of ilasslons, XII (July, 1923), 404. =

2%parjohn, op. cit., p. 308.
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wives by the tena,ao and where the majJority of those married
have two or more spouses, a large number of men must g0 une-
married. ¥Yet the problem of enforced cellbacy is not as
great as would be supposed, for the solution rests in part
in sex differentials in mortality, Levirate marriage and sex
differentials in the mean age of the first marriase.sl -~

Another important fact to be considered is that wyile /

polygamy is prevalent tl;rpughqut‘.B;a}c};__A:ri_qg_,mmﬂop_gg_g.z:_mrus
marriage is not so alien to African ldeas and practice as is
: generally imagined. f.eith—Ross intimates this truth when
w;he writes wiﬁh regard to women's feelings of being a wife
of a polygamist. One informant told Leith-Ross that she was
sure the average woman preferred polygemy, but quickly added
the proviso, "so long as she was the first wife," which, of
course, would give her importance in her husbandfs eyes and
& superiority over the other women.32 In Nigeria, we find
the first wife 1s often regarded as the true wife and has
more privileges and authority than the secondary wives.a‘s

Formsrly emong the Ibibios the lawful wife was never asked

30mme writer met a chief in the British Cameroons who

has over 400 wives. Gunther also notes that the kings of
former days were notorious for the size of their harems, the
numbey of women often running into three figures. Sulten
loulay Ismall of lorocco is said to have had 549 wives, as
well as concubines by the thousand. (Gunther, Inside
Africa, p. 44}). :

51Dar,ohn, op. eit., p. 309,
32

5"‘51’13.'&'r:l:rxd.ez-, op. eit., p. 10.

Leith=-Ross, op. cit., p. 2235,
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to do any farm work, save that of lookil _—&ﬂt\gr the compound
and ccoking food for her husband. As/head wlréj. 1t was her
duty alone to shave her bushand and. to"iil"i’i)' 'l"ii.; natr, ¢ 2o
mong the neighboring Ibes, simﬂ.lwcuatoms are observed:

A clear distinction needs to be affirmed between an ad=-
ditional woman taken into the house. To all intents
end purposes both are wives, and they are commonly
called soj; the casual observer would notice no differ~
ence. In actual fact, under native law and custom,

the first woman the man marries a2lone enjoys the privi-
leges which belong to a legal wife. « . . She alone

of the number is qualified to be called "Anasi" (Head-
wife = wife approved by the family god) and, in virtue
thereof, claims, and is given, a measure of respect
greatly superlior to that accorded to the other women

of the household. « « « She may not always be in prime
favor with her husband, but shg is what she is by right
of being his first wife. . . 9O

The most fallacioua asaumption with regard to polygamy

R S

is tnat adued wlves 1norease the reproduct!.on of chilldren.
Seient:l.f:lc data ca-n‘r-x-c;;ﬁe produced l:o prove conclusihv-;ly
that polygamv has a lowering effect on reproduction and that
the paramount purpose of Af_n!_.c_an marriage, the'prpq'_u:ggg.q:} of
children for the ;ocaggy,_is'qefegted.?s Among the people
of a t'ypical élan, a survey reveals that ths mean nunmber of
births per wife is 3 (2.95). Onily one=third of the women
bear more than three live children during their entire repro-

ductive period, and five or more live births are very

34p. Amoury Talbot, Tribes of the Niger Delta (Londons
The Sheldon Press, 1332), PpP. 196-198.

85pgsden, -op. oit., pp. 228-229.

36pahrjohn, op. oit., p. 350.
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exceptional.>”? thlso to be considered is the high frequency
of miscarriages and stillbirths, together with the high mor-
tality of offspring. Because additional wives are sought
out by men who are old and often leas fertile, ignorant of
the natural laws of procreation, & polygamous marriage is no

guarantee of a large family. In fact, R. R. Kuczynskl de-

clares that “the real fortility of the monogamous familie

_oxcceds thet of the polygamous by over 4551.“38 To this fact
Horman Horner adds:

The number of children per wife varies in inverse ratio
to the number of wives per man. This tends ¢to 1limit
population increase in an area where underpopulation is
a serious problem. Presbyterian doctors 1in 1954 re=-
rorted a atudy of 1968 women. The women in polygonous
marrisages had an average of 1.8 children, whereas those
in monogamous marriages had 3.3 children. The same
study showed 49% of 240 polygonous women with no chil-
dren, whereas only 10% of 539 monogamous women were
without children.

Admitting tho probability of too much generalization
from the study of a relatively small mumber, it is
nevertheless true that govermment studies also indi-
cate monogamous marriages to be appreciably more pro-
lific. The French administration has maintained this
from the beginning of its occupation of French Came=
roun. This justified an order of September 13, 1919,
texing women with less than two children by sayings
“The tax diminishes progressively according to the
number of children, because it is a constant fact that
the more wives & man possesses, the less these pro=-
create. « o o“ 9

storde, op. cit., p. 95. Having personally gone
through the family birth records of over 500 marriages in
>t Ikpene division of Calabar Province, Nigerla, the writ-
er would also attest that almost without exception the rate
per wife is unusually low and that the number of children in 4
a polygamist's family is not as large as generally imagined.

38A’ quoted by Hormer, op. cit:, p. 177.

59150, cit.

ey — S S ]
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It has also been proved that polygamy 1s reaponsible L=

for constitutionally weak children. Basden claims that com=

parisons between polygsamous and monogamous households would

immediately suggest this o Perhaps one contributing factor

- g —~.

1s the spread of venereal disease, which ls almost inevita=-
ble where there is a plurality of wives. It 1s the common
experience of misslon doctors to f£ind more syphilis in po=-
lygamous households.41

There is another aspect of polygamy which does not al-
ways reoceive the attention it should, and that is the ad=-
Justments which must be made by the several wives over a=
gainst the husband. While it is true that additional wives
are often brought into the compound with the consent, and

pessibly at the instigatlion of the first wife, a polygamous

household is _adm:_lttedly a place of strife, ‘u:‘;rest,‘qgarrel-

-

ings and jealousy. In fact, the Efik word describing a po=-
'iyéart‘nus compouwnddis trgnglated, "_a_ family of qtlxgmfg:!.:"l‘_r_;;g and
strife.” Dr. Nem I'u'rnihe an excellent description of a
typical polyzamous home:s

The polygemous home is in reality not a home according
to our ideas. It is just a stop for the night, a ref=-
uge in rainy weather. The husband has his own room or
house for himself. Behind his house are the quarters
of his women, together with those of hils goats and
chickens. Responsibility of the man for his wives and
children is unknown. The only thing he provides for
them is a small house., They must buy thelr clothes

40gasdaen, op. oit., p. £36.
41Eamer. oD, cit., p. 177,




