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are sensual reasons for lt.13 

One of the greatest oontrlbut1ng factors to polygam7 �1 % � - - .,_,.. . ...,. _ .. - __ ..,.... ..... . --- .. . -
found rooted in the eoonomio co~1t~on of the people • . In 

West ATr1ca. ~here the chief occupation and source of income 

is agrioulture. all farm labor ~s relegated to the women. 
-- .It, • .... ...... • I. --• •· ... ·: - -..... 

Where t he idea o~ hiring labor is not genorall~ practiced or 

1m.de1•et00d by tho African • .female labor is essential for 

ueed1ng the f arm. oultivat1P..g secondary oropa. harvesting 

the 12,m harvest and gathering the palm fruit. FU.rthermore, 

polygamy 1s i nextricably interwoven with the system of dow-- -----·---- ---- .... -------···------- -- -
r y, f or among t he typical Afr1oan there is no llmltation, 

apal"t f'rom inclination and the resources commanded, on the 

nwnber of v,i vea t hat a man may at any tlme marry. Inasmuch 

as wives er a considered valuable property, acquired through 

the Afr lcar1 br!de•prioe. plural. marriage has an undoubted ad• 

vantage for the anergetio mon who has access to tracts of 

land for f'a1"l.D:lng or is active 1n the production of pal!!! oil. 

~-!Jives eor1etitute the \"IOrk1ng capital of the husband• and 

every f'resh outlay for the purchase of an additional wife 1a 

looked upon as a shrewd investment. For this reason alone, 

polygamy t o the primitive Af'r1can 1s considered a worthy in• 

at1tut1on. 
' 

In determining this economic bas·1B tor polygamy. Forde 

writes, 

13Norman A. Horner, •PolygJn7 Among the Bantu ot Frenoh 
Cameroun," International Review gt �1�.�l�i�a�a�i�o�n %  �,� XLIII (April, 
1954), 1'15. . 
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I was frequently told-by men, 1n explanat1on or certain 
of' their later marriages that 1noreaae 1n their Jam 
harvest or the death of' one wife mad-, it nooeaaary tor 
them to seok another without de]Jl.y.14 

;tA less ,,orthy reason f'or polygamy-•" cl.aims Geof'trey v · -·- .... __ ,.. . ---- . 
Parrinder, nhas been the desire for a higher status and so-- ·'-. - . 
cial r onown brought by possession of' a number of' w1vea.n15 

Although women are not teobn1oe.lly regarded as property. 

yet it 1a undeniable that the bride-prioe has this eff'eot of 

treating them as part of wealth and material possession. 

Plural mar r iage is valued because :lt oonib1nes both the relig­

ious and eoo11om10 motives, enabling a man to enlarge his fam• 

1ly and to i ncrease his crops. thereby seaur1ng tor him pres­

tige with.in h i s social group. To the pagan, ,a plurality of 

wives is a laudable a mbition and given the opportunity he 

\'1!.ll acld t o the number. The ohuroh. when dealing with po­

lygamy, 1nust remember t hat it is generall7 confronting the 

elite of African society and not the wealc and ignorant. ~ I t 

1s an unquestioned tact that in a soolety where wealth and 

prestige are based on a man•·s own initiative and drive. the 

greatest polygamists are the moat ambitious, intelligent and 

power.:f\.11 men of the olan. That a plurality of wives has al­

ways been associated with prestige, an early Presbyterian 

mleaionary, among the Bantu in the southern part ot French 

Cameroon. took not1 oe \7hen he wrote. 1n his diarys 

14
Porde• ~• -2.tt• • P• ff• 

15Parr1nder. .22• .!ll• • P• 11. 
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'lho Bulu idea of man, a real man. 1a that he must DBl'l"J' 
many wives. Osom. of course, said tbat he would mal'l')' 
but one. Some of bis people said that by beoomtng a 
Christian he had lost his manhood. · He was not a real 
rtan and was not deserving of a wife at all so that the7 
planned to take away the one ~ife ·he had •••• 16 

Forde records only one instance where little emphasis 1a 

givcn'l to the number of wives as a direct impression of a 

man's 11nporta noe am pres't1 ge. The priest leaders who are 

genex-a lly regarded &s the most influential men 1n the olan 

are not d istinguished by a '!19-rkedly highe:r:- degree of' polyga• ~ 

rq than the adult male population 1n genera.1. 1'1 

Because polygamy is int:bnately related ~1th the well-to-

do men, t he poor and young men are seriously handicapped. -
Tbs virile :voung men are often held baok from marriage for 

years before the~ can save the bride-pr1ae. and so conse­

quently thei r oho1ce also is limited. The outcome is that 

t he \7ee.lthy aco1LtnUlate more than their fair share of the 

women. 

Another reason for polygamy is the ouatgm...9.f __ a.-l[O~ --- --- ·----·--- ~----------·· -· 
withholding horaelt from the man _fol! .a ,oons~derable~.period -----,:--•--- - -· ---- - .. --
during lactation. nitb husband and wire praotio1ng abst1-

nence for a aouple or years, it does not oall for much imag­

ination to form some idea of the dU'fioul"tiea created by 

this impasa,. Laoking a natural outlet for bis phyaioal 

passion•• a man takea a aeoond w1te. "In 110 doing. he 
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evokes no resentment on the part of' the first, indeed, she 

probably has a. share 1n securing one.11118 In aonneotion with 

his reference to the ouatom of enf'oroed oontinenoe, Parr1n­

der comments , 

AgaL"'l and again \ihen investigating a lapse into polJg• 
arrry, I have found tbat the second wife bas been taken 
about the time when the first t11fe was bearing a child, 
and the husband was faoSng a prospect of two or three 
years enforced chastity.19 

Forde aleo asserts this faot that the second wife ls general­

ly procured shortly after the first marrlage.20 

One feature frequently omitted when considering the 

causes of' polygamy is that the custom is &U.P.P..Q.r.t_ed nearl.z as_ 

much by the women. Polygamy is by no means a one-aided af------ - ............ 
fair with tho material advantages resting with the men, for 

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

nists of the pra.ot1ce. Hence the taking of a wife nay be 

1ndiv1dualist1o or a mutually cooperative aot between lmsband 

18sasden, .21!• .2!!:.•, P• 230. 
19 ?a.rr1nder, .!!2• ~-, p. 11. 
20 Forde, .22• ~•, pp. '78-'79. In a survey taken 1n 

1939 ot the number of wives living with husbands of Ndai 
patr1olan it is seen that among 121 married men, the polyga­
my rate tends to be highest among the men of early age, 1.e., 
between oa. 25 and 42 years old, where the mean number of 
wives pe°r9man in a group of 58 men of the age of.!!• 26-40 
years 1nalue1ve is 2.0. .Among the 33 older men over oa. 42 
years the figure is markedly lower, viz. 1.6. Forde aiaima 
that if it oan be assumed that the aocial context of pol,sa­
m:, has been broadly stable over th! past fifty years, these 
rates 1ndioate that, among the Yako, .a man takes f'ewer wS.vea 
aooording to his need~ am opportunities tbrougbout his ear­
lier lite. J:,u,t bhat as old age approaches· he does not mal'l'J' 
aga;in and tbat where the wives of ma:rriagea 1n earlier 19ara 
predecease him they are not usually replaced. 



32 

and wife. Nau also stresses this fact when he writea, 

Polygamy has no stronger advocates than the wo•n 1n 
Ib1b1o land. Ibib1o women not only love the ola1ns 
whtoh bind them, but even kiss them, and ,rould hate 
him v1ho wants to take them off'.21 

'l'he first wife generally encourages her husband to marry v ----- _______ -..-..., ---- ------ .-....,_ __ ...,__ 

other women, suppressing whatever jealousy may be involved, ------- - ,,____ -~ __.__.._, 
in order to get help tor 1;.he.~houae and field work she 1a ob-

- - • Io ••W• • ,.,. • ••- ,_,- ---• --~-----

ligat cd to porf'orm. Vlbile it is true that the wife wanta 

companions and fellow workers, she also desires to enhanoe --.. - .,._ .. .. . ... 
her social status. To be an only 'llite is frequently regard-•• .. • ... "" .. 1••·•·""• ·-· •• • ~ - . .. . , _ _ 

ed as humiliating, 1nd1oat1ng that her husbam. is a poor man. 

Many a woman would rather be a mistress 1n oontrol of a num­

ber of other nomen than be a person of no lmportanoe. 22 

Mbonu Oj1ke speaks for his peoples 

Women prefer a polygamist to a monogamist beoauae the · 
latter ts socially regarded as a poor man. 'lhe polJB­
amist is a wealthy man whose prestige rises with the 
number of wives he oan support£ and whose wives enjoy 
with him bis high reputat1on.2~ 

Leith-Ross 1n her excellent treatise on Atrioan low ia alao 

lnolined to agree that mmen who have bad no oontaot with 

Western oulture are aatistied with a polygamous order and 
24 oan derive great vanity and benefits from it. 

21Nau, ,D• .!!.!1•, PP• 133-134. 

22Basden, .22• .!!ll.• • P• 230. 
23m,onu Ojike• I% A.trio& (London• Blandford Pre••• 

1958), P• 145. 

24sylv1a Le1th-Roaa1 Atrloan Women (London• Paber an4 
Faber, Ltd •• 1939). PP• 125-128. 
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Perhaps the greatest a1ng1e. f'aotor tor the female aclvo- ✓ 

oaoy of' polygamy 1s the desire f'or offspring. Perhaps the 

~eav1eet burden a woman can bear 1a to be ohildleaa. It 1a 

not only a personal disgrace but an injury to her family and 

to her husband. The woman who real~zes her 1nab111 ty to 

boar children more than likely will encourage her huaban4 to 

marry another woman that the children of' this union •Y be 

regarded as her own obi ldren. 'l'he oust om 1a .found among the 

Ibib1os that the barren w1te often personally pays the bride­

price or an additional ffi.te on behalf' of' her husband. 

Another contributing factor to polygamy is the tribal 

custom of Lev1rate maw1age. It must be kept in mind• how­

ever. that this marriage is frequently observed more out of' 

duty than out or choice. 

Having reviewed some of' the more prevalent oausea o.t po­

lygamy because or the benefits which each trom 1ta own point 

or view derives from it, we now present a .few important oon­

aiderations against the total framework of Af'riaan marriage. 

One of' the moat frequently atated oauaea of' polygamy. and 

oi ted as f'aot by anthropolo.giat • ml•a~ona17 and Ab-loan. is 

the disproportionate sex ration am the aurplua of' women. It 

la argued that polygam7 D8lcea marriage possible tor all wo­

men. for it' monogamy were the rule• a large number of' women 

would be husbamlleaa. It 1a the oonaiderecl opinion of' Bll■4en 

that this no doubt la the thought. at the baok of' the Af'rioan 

mind, namely. tbat unleaa pol7gam7 be paotloed• •n7 women 
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would perforce have no chance to marry. 25 The horrible 

thought of sp!tnsterhood is simply no problem amnp; a polyga­

mous people. It 1s expected that every woman even with 1n• 

fer1or beauty 0 health and m.ontal1ty will be married, and at . 
a oomparat 1vol y )-Oung age. 

The question la legitimate, 11 1&.lst :tt be taken :ror grant­

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

an excess of \7omen over men?11• In order to vc.lidate th!a 

claim or a di spropo~tionate oex rati o among the African ne­

gro r a ce, a s t a t i stical study must be furnished as to the 

proportion between the members of adult men and women. In 

the absence o f' trustworthy evid84""lce and inadequate census 

most availa ble figures are based on guesses and estimates. 

According to the Census ,at~ Southern Province, Nigeria, 

1931, it is noted: -
In no part G>f the Ibo country is there a proportion 
greater than 25 per cent •••• In the absence of 
truatgorthy ov1dence, . it would be unwise to express an 
opinion whether more girls are born than boys. When 
visiting the compounds and markets, females do seem to 
preponderate, and that is as tar as one dare venture 
to state. It is commonly held that young men are 
called upon to meet gl'Aater risks 1n life and, conse­
quently. their numbers fall below those of the girls. 
This was just possibly the case .formerly when inter­
tribal warfare accounted for a tew lives. In any 
case, polygamy stands independently or population 
statistica.26 

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

Under supervision of a resident European otf1c1al 1n 

25ao.sden. 2.2• .2!!•• P• 231. 
26Lo • t C ■ Cl. ■ --
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Allada one hundred a:nd forty-seven births that oc­
curred betv,een JS.nu&l'J' 1 and June 6, 1931, numbered 
fifty-three males and ninety-four femnlee. This mnn­
ber ts small. It gains some validity from 1931 oanaua 
of the canton of Alomey, where of 85,654 inhabitants 
onumerated, 45,320 or 54~ were women •••• 27 

James also says: 

The sexes are almost equally divided, and if' statistics 
shov, that women slightly predominate, the excess is so 
small that polygamy would not be generally praot1oed 
uithout ba.v1nl many .men to lead celibate or sinful 
lives •••• 2· 

The r.iost reoent and exhaustive study on the problem 'has bean 

submitted by Vernon Dahrjohn. Employing every available oen­

sus of AXrioa at his disposal he writes in oonolusion: 

The available data demonstrates that there are more wo­
men than men in the various A:trio•n populationsJ but 
that these differences are not enough to aooount for 
the i 11cidenoe and intensity of pol,samy- in Africa as 
previously determined 1n this study. The hypothesis 
that polygamy is possible because there are more women 
than man in the African territories is therefore incor­
root. We may, however, state that at least part o'f' the 
surplus of' adult women neoessttated by wide~pread polygs­
nous marriage is provided by a "ne.turaln female predom-
1l1ence in t~e sex ratio of the adult population.29 

It is assumed that the birth rate for bOJB and girls 

is about the same end that tho diftarenoes are too a light to 

account for the high incidence and intensity of polygamy, it 

• is obvious that in a culture where some men number their 

271,telville J. Herskovits, Dabomez: (New York: J. J. 
Augustin, 1938), I, 300. 

2ila-amea llelville, 11Pol7gam7 in West Af'rioa. 0 Interna­
t1ona;t; _Review gt Mtasiona, XIJ: (.Tul7, 1923), 404. 

29Darjom • .!!P.• oit., P• 308. 
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wives by the tena.30 and where the major1t7 of those married 

have two or more opou,aea, a large nwnber of' men 111U11t go un­

married. Yet the problem of enf'oroed oel1bao7 ts not aa 

great as would be supposed. tor the solution rests in part 

in sex d1fferent1ala 1n mortality. Lev1rate marriage and sex 

differentials in the mean age of the first marriage.31 

Another important f'aot ta be oonsldered 1s that while - - -·-
polygamy 1s prevalent tbrou~ut'.Blaak Africa. monogamoua 
--- - - · - • .. ... .. • _ _ .., .. ......-...... -- ..-,- -:w-r..r. · ·-- • .... .... .......... ___,._,4'11, ... 

mawiage is not ao alien to African ideas and praotioe aa ia 
• - • ....... .. ...... ... •• - --... ... • - ~... • - - ·. "C.. ~ :IIJ\.::~ ....,__ 

generally imagined. Lei th•Ross 1ntlmatea this truth when ·- -
she writes with regard to women's feelings of' being a wife 

of a polygamist. One 1ni'o:nnant told Leith-Ross that she was 

sure the average woman preferred polygamy. but qu1okly added 

the proviso, "so long aa ahe was the first wife," which. of 

course• would g1 ve ;tier 1mportanae in her husband ts eyes and 

a ~uperiority over the other women.32 In lf1ger1a. we f'ind 

the first wife 1a often regarded as the true wife and baa 

more privileges and authority than the aeoondary wivea.~ 

Formsrly among the Iblbios the lawful wife was never asked 

30The writer met a ob1e.t 1n the British Cameroons wbo 
baa over 400 w1vea. Gunther also notes that the klnga of' 
former daya were notorious for the a1ze of' their harem•• the 
number of women often running into three figures. Sultan 
Moula7 Ismail of' Uoroooo 1a aald to ha.Te had 549 wives, aa 
well as oonoub1nea by the tbou■and. (Gunther• In11de 
Afrlaa, P• 44:} ). 

31narjohn, D• .!.ll• • P• 309. 
32Letth-Roaa. 9.2• .!!!:.•, p. 22a. 
33Parr1nder, .22• .!!ll.• • P• 10. 
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to do any farm work, save that of loo~-at=.ter the compound 

and cooking food tor her husband. As( head w11' , it waa her 

duty alone to ohave her husband and to c :tp his hair. 34 A­

mong the neighboring n>os, a1m11.ouatoms are obaerveds 

A clear distinction needs to be affirmed between an ad­
ditional woman taken into the house. To all intents 
and purposes both are wives, and the7 are oom:nonly 
called soJ the casual observer would notice no differ­
ence. In ao~ual fact, under native law and custom,. 
the first woman the man marries alone enjoys the privi­
leges whioh belong to a legal wife • ••• She alone 
ot the number is qualified to be called "Anasi" (Head­
w1fe = wife approved by the family god) and, in virtue 
thereof, claims,. and is given, a measure of respect 
greatly superior to that accorded to the other women 
of the household. • • • She may not always be 1n prime 
f'avor with her husband, but abg5 ia what she ia by right 
ot being his first wife •••• 

The most fallacious assumption with re~~rd to pQlyga~y _____ ...-... __ 
1a t hat added wives increase the reproduotlon of children. 
- - - ---• -----~ -•• • •"""'t•lla __. 

0 

._.. __ •• • • • ~ ..-.a;&__. 

Soienti.t'ic data oan now be produced to prove oonol~stvely 
- -- - -- _ ., - • - · ... ~, •• , • .,,... ....... ..... _, ,a". ... 

that polygamy- baa a lowering e.ftect on reproduotion and that 
--- - ..................... ._,.r.,,. - • & • • -~ •-• .,., ..... 

the paramount purpose ot AtriO!ln ma~iage, the produotlon ot 
•••• ••• • .. ... • • ·- -iu. ...... ·,-- ~ 

; hildren f~r the -~ociety. ia deteated. 38 Amng the people 
·~•...... ~ . ol f" • •• • ~ -

of a t11>ical clan, a survey reveals that the mean number or 
births per wife la 3 (2.96). Only one-third ot the women 

bear more than three live children during their entire repro­

ductive period, and t1ve or !IK>re 11,re births are very 

Mp. Amoury Talbot, Tribe• s!, l!!! Niger Delta (London1 
The Sheldon Preas, 1;aa), PP• 198-198. 

~aden, -.21!,• J!U.• , PP• 228-229. 
38nahrjohn, .21?• .!!!.• • P• 350. 

-
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except1ona1.37 ) Also to be oona1dered is the high f'requeno7 

ot miaoarrlageo and stillbirths• together with the h1gb mor• 

tality of offspring. Because additional wives are sought 

out by men who are old and often less t'ertlle. ignorant or 

the natural la~s ot procreation• a polygamous marriage is no 

guarantee of a large family. In tact, R.R. Kuoz,naki de­

clares that " the r eal :rertlllty of the monogamous families -- - - ------ ----- .. -·- - -- --.--------
exooeds that of the pQlygamous by over 45~.n38 To this taot -- ------·--- -- ----- ,__,__ 
lorman Horner adds 1 

The number of ohlldren per w1te varies 1n inverse ratio 
to t he number of wives per man. · ibis tends to limit 
popula~ion inoreaae in an area where underpopulation ia 
a uerious problem. Presbyterian doctors 1n 1954 re­
por t ed a study of 1968 women. The women in polygonous 
marriages had an average of 1.a children. ffhoreaa those 
in monogamous marriages bad 3.3 ohlldren. The same 
study showed 49~ ot 240 polJgonous women w1th no oh11• 
dren, whereas only 10% ot 539 monogamous women were 
without children. 

Admitting the prob~b111ty ot too much generalization 
tron1 the study o.t a relatively small number• it 1s 
nevertheless true that govel'Dllent studies also indl• 
cate monogamous mrriages to be appreciably more pro­
l i fic. The FJtonoh admln1atrat1on baa maintained th1a 
from the beginning of 1ta ocoupatlon ot French Came­
l'OUJl. '!his justified an order of September 13• 1919• 
taxing women With leas than two ohildren by sayings 
"The tax d1mln1shea progress lvely according to tbe 
number of ohlldren. beoauae it ta a oonatant .taa.t that 
the more wives a man poaaeaaea, the leas these pro­
area te • • • • n 39 

37Forde, .21!.• alt., p. 95. Having personally gone 
through the f'amlly Mrth reoorda of over &00 marriages 1n 
a.t Ikpene d1v1a1on of Oalabar Provlnoe. lf:lgerla• the writ­
er would also attest that almost without exception the rate 
per wtf'e la unuauall7 low and that the number of ob1ld.ren 1n 
a polygamist •a hm117 1• not •• large aa generally l•g1ned. 

38 Aa quoted by Borner, S• ~-, p. 1'1'1. 

39.!es.• ~-
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for oonstitutionall7- weak children. Basden olatma that oom-____ ... _.----- · --. ·-·-- ·· .. -.., .. ....,___ __ _ 
parisons between polygamous and monogamous houaehol.da would 

immediately suggest thia.40 Perhaps one oontr1but1ng taotor -- - - ----.;--
is the spread of venereal ~1aeaae, whloh ia almost inevita-- _,_,,,_L ____ _ 

ble where there 1s a plurality of wives. It ia the oommon 

experience of mission dootora to find more syphilis 1n po­

lygamous households.41 

There is another aspect of- polygamy whi oh does not al­

ways receive 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 1a true that additional wives 

are often brought into the oompound with the consent, and 

possibly at the instigation of the first wife, a polygamoua 

household 1a admittedly a place of strife, unrest. quarrel-- - - .. , _ - .. .. .. ... - - ~ .. - - ___ , 
ings and jealousy. In fao~. the Ef1k word deaorlb~ a po-

··-- ... • • .... • .. · - .. - - · - , ....... "-1> ~ 

lygamus compOUlld is translated• "a family of quarreling and 
""eilS• • •I • • ._._ • • •• --- • .Ii _. !l,r .. :.,-_.• 

strife." Dr. Nau .furnishes an excellent deaariptlon of a 

tJPical polygamous home: 

The polygamous home is in reality not a home aooording 
to our ideas. It is just a atop for the nlght. a ref­
uge in rainy weather. 'lhe lmaband bla h1a 01111 room or 
houae for himself. Behind h1a house are the quarters 
of his women. together with ~hose of h1a goats and 
ohiokena. Reaponalb111t7 of tho man for hla wives and 
oh1ldren la unknown. The only thing he provide■ for 
than 1a a small house. '!hey must buy their olothea 

40Baaden• .22• .9.&l• • P• 238. 
41e:orner • .!!2• J!!!.• • P• 1'1'1. 


