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WOMEN'S PERCEPTIONS OF POLYGYNY
AMONG THE KAGURU OF TANZANIA

Introduction

In this paper, we discuss women' s attitudes toward polygyny by analyzing ethnographic
interviews among the Kaguru peoples of the Morogoro region of Tanzania. Among these women, we
find that polygyny is discussed only in the most pessmigtic of terms. Women are particularly concerned
with the diverson of financid resources from them to another wife and from their own children to the
children of a co-wife. Because of such concerns, a Kaguru woman may threeten to leave her husband if
he contempl ates taking another wife, or force her husband to leave her. Inissuing such thredts, a
woman exercises agency by ressting and/or expressing her dissatisfaction with an unsatisfactory marital
relationship rather than merely accepting the Stuation. In this manner, awoman indicates her bitterness
towards this socidly-sanctioned indtitution. Given the sociad condraints of avoiding polygyny, Kaguru
women use these threats of separation and divorce to express their resentment of polygyny.

Literature Review

Despite the relatively widespread interest in African polygyny, little research has been done
concerning women's attitudes towards polygyny. Much of the existing research in sub-Saharan Africa
focuses on the socio-cultura and demographic correlates of polygyny (Boserup 1970; Goody 1976;
Lesthaeghe et a. 1989, 1994), or on its demographic and economic implications (e.g. Garenne and van
de Walle 1989; Pebley and Mbugua 1989; Grosshard-Shectman 1986; Sichona 1992). In addition,
there has been considerable emphasis on the future frequency of and dternatives to polygyny (Clignet
1987; Goode 1970; Karanja 1987, 1994; Topouzis 1985; van de Walle and Kekovole 1984).

Studies of African marriage, however, generdly devote little attention to women's perceptions of
polygyny asit affects their marriage and the well-being of their children.

Scattered studies on polygyny in sub-Saharan Africa suggest that women's attitudes toward
polygyny vary both within and between societies (Dorjahn 1988; Potash 1989; White and Burton
1988). In some societies, women benefit from polygyny because co-wives cooperate in trade and
economic affairs (Amadiume 1987; MacCormack 1983). In other societies, women benefit from
polygyny because it provides them with labor assistance (Dorjahn 1988). Conversdy, in other
societies, women disgpprove of polygynous unions. Such may be the case when cooperation between
co-wivesislimited dueto jedousy. For example, anong the Luo of Kenya, the Hausa and Y oruba of
Nigeria, and the Bakgdagadi of Botswana, the term for a co-wife implies jedousy or rivary (Potash
1989; Solway 1990; Ware 1979).



Polygyny is often associated with problems in the household, not only between co-wives, but
a0 between awife and her husband. 1n polygynous unions, household relationships are complicated
by the presence of children, the husband's perceived favoritism of the children of one wife, and the
efforts of each wife to secure more resources for her own children. Both men and women may
manipulate marital Srategiesto their own advantage, and the interpersond relations within polygynous
families and households are highly variable (Dorjahn 1988).

Helen Ware (1979) remarked that in some societies socia pressures to accept polygyny may
be so strong that women may claim to be happy with a co-wife, even if such isnot the case. In her
study of women's attitudes toward polygyny among the Y oruba, Ware found that a mgority of the
women surveyed (60 percent) indicated they would be pleased to be in a polygynous reationship
because they could then share the burdens of work and also have another woman with whom they
could gossip and play. Those who would not be pleased to have a co-wife (23 percent), were
unwilling to share resources, both sexud and materia. Ware aso found, as did others, that more
traditional and less educated women are more likely to express positive views towards polygyny than
are less traditiona and more educated women (D'Hondt and Vandewiele 1980; Ferraro 1991;
Okonjo 1992; Pool 1972).

The issue, however, may be more complex. Jacqueline Solway (1990) points out that polygyny
is an ingtitution which may evoke contradictory fedingsin women. Persondly, awoman may find that
the lives of both hersdf and her children are enhanced because of polygyny; sharing the care of a
husband across wives decreases awoman' s workload and increases her leisuretime. Y, at the same
time, awoman may aso fed that polygyny creates a sructurd redity in which the increase in the
number of domestic groups created by multiple wives detracts from her ability to command the
household's economic resources.

In Solway's study (1990) of the Bakgalagadi of Botswana, many young wives stated thet they
would leave their husbandsiif they took second wives. Solway attributes this reaction to recent changes
in women's expectations of the conjuga bond and to their increasing materid investmentsin children
and the household. Furthermore, it may not be polygyny itsdf that women are adverse to, but marriage
per s2. Some widowed and divorced women may be able to maintain their independence outside of a
marita union. They thus may prefer not to remarry at al and this desire may be confused with adisdain
for polygyny. In other words, some of the negative sentiment expressed by women toward polygyny
may be connected to a growing negative attitude or indifference toward marriage itsdlf. Ware (1979)
aso relates women's attitudes to the value of marriage but she contends, in contrast, that women may
be more willing to share their husbands, rather than divorce them, when husbands are not valued very

highly.

Our study of the Kaguru illustrates another facet of women's reactionsto polygyny by raising
theissue of culturd variaion. Kaguru women face socia pressure to accept polygyny, yet they beieve
that polygyny is detrimenta to the well-being of themselves and their children. The typicaly mentioned
benefits of polygyny are not gpparent in Kaguru society. In fact, only one possible postive outcome of
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having a co-wife was mentioned-- to have someone share in the misery of abad marriage, a pessmigtic
gopraisa indeed of polygyny.

TheKaguru

The Kaguru reside in a hilly area near the Itumba mountainsin the Morogoro region of Tanzania
(Beidelman 1983, 1986; Mlama 1990; Winter and Beilddman 1972). The large mgority of Kaguru
live in the plateau surrounding the mountains, where the rivers from the mountains form arable vdleys.
Thoseliving in theriver valeys cultivate every year; those living in the higher and dryer regions practice
dash~and-burn cultivation. The Kaguru cultivate millet, sorghum, and maize, and supplement their
grain-based diet with avariety of vegetables. In addition to cultivating grains and vegetables, most
Kaguru keep chickens, goats, and sheep. During the rainy season mogt of the land is rdlatively fertile,
but recurrent droughts and related problems (such as flooding and rodent infestations) often destroy the
harvest, resulting in periodic food shortages (Beidelman 1986).

Asin many other societies, Kaguru males benefit from polygynous unions.  Although Kaguru
women are responsible for household work, household food production, and child rearing, it is not
uncommon for women to aso assist their husbands in cash crop production (Meeker and Meekers
1994). If thefirgt wife is barren, polygyny enables Kaguru men to still have children (Beidelman 1986:
23), and it provides men with a sexud outlet when awife is nursang a child (Beidelman 1973: 262).
More importantly, the nature of socid relations accords polygynoudy married men with enhanced
gatus. In Kaguru society, the main strategy for socia advancement is to secure followers or
dependents, rather than gain accessto land, ritua knowledge, or livestock. While such resources are
advantageous, they are only a means to increase the number of followers or dependents. For Kaguru
males, polygyny increases their number of dependents by adding not only the new wife, but dso her
children, and perhaps eventudly daughters-in-law (Beideman 1986: 15-16).

According to Thomas Beiddman (1982), Kaguru woman' s antipathy towards polygyny is a
least partly due to the influence of the Church Missonary Society (CMS). The CMSisthe Chrigtian
Church in Ukaguru. It represents a“low” Evangdica party in which formd theology is overshadowed
by Bible reading and prayer (Beidelman 1982). AsBeddman (1982:140) emphaticaly sates, “The
CM S was undterably opposed to polygyny,” and it dso condemned divorce. Thus, for members of
the Church, both polygyny and divorce were prohibited. Because the CM S identified monogamy asa
fundamentd tenet of civilization, polygyny wrought havoc with the mord fabric of the community. CMS
rules were at direct odds with the traditional Kaguru practice of polygyny, which enhanced the status of
men by enlarging their kinship network.

The ethnographic literature indicates that Kaguru men gppear to be reluctant to marry Chrigtian
girls, because the CM S condemns both polygyny and divorce. Thisimpliesthat if aman's wife is barren
he cannot divorce her, nor can he marry a second wife to bear children for him (Beidelman 1963: 87).
Although men who contract a Christian marriage cannot legally become polygynous, they are able to
initiate additiond informa unions with “outsde wives’ (Clignet 1987), women with whom they have a
rel ationship with both the obligations and rights of marriage but to whom they are not legaly married.
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According to data from the 1993 Tanzania Demographic and Hedlth Survey (Ngdlaba et d. 1993), 28
percent of married women are currently in polygynous unions (including informa unions); for the
Morogoro region, in which the Kaguru live, the corresponding figureis 22.5 percent.

Findly, dthough socidly sanctioned by Kaguru society, polygyny is banned for Chrigtian
marriages by the Tanzania Marriage Act of 1971. Legidation banning polygyny does not apply to civil,
Idamic, and traditiona unions (Meena 1992: 16) because only Chrigtian marriages ban polygyny.

M ethods and Data

Our information on Kaguru women's perceptions of polygyny is drawn from aset of semi-
structured ethnographic interviews conducted during the summer of 1992 as part of ademographic
study on women's lives and their desire for children (van de Walle et d. 1993). In theseinterviews, a
smdl group of rurd Kaguru women (43 cases) were asked to discuss ther views on polygyny. Asthe
precursor to a quantitative survey of 800 randomly selected women, these women were purposefully
selected by the project anthropologist to represent the generd life experiences of Kaguru women. All
polygynoudy-married women were senior wives. The questions were open-ended; the questionnaire
sarved merely as aguiddine for the interview, and respondents were alowed to raise additiona topics
for discussion.

Women who were or had been in a polygynous union were asked if they were happy when
their husband married another wife, and women who had never been in a polygynous union were asked
how they would fed if their husband were to marry another wife. Thus, the reports on women's views
about polygyny presented here are based on actua experience as well as on women's perceptions of
the effects of polygyny. Additiond information about women's reactions to polygyny was not
specificaly solicited, but was volunteered by the respondents during discussions about marriage
procedures, their rolein spousa selection, the teaching content of initiation ceremonies, the socid
position of women, and the reasons for divorce in Kaguru society. While unsolicited information about
polygyny may not be representative because it may reflect the opinion of respondents who hold
particularly strong views, such information isretained here for illudirative purposes.

All interviews were conducted in KiKaguru by afemae interviewer. The interviewer was
trained and supervised by Dr. PeninaMlama, an expert in the fied of Kaguru traditiona ceremonies
and theater. Theinterviews were subsequently trandated and transcribed, and andyzed with The
Ethnograph, a computer program for anayss of text-based data.

The forty-three respondents are spread across three age groups, five are under age 30, 22 are
aged 30-49, and 16 are aged 50 or older. Most respondents attended primary school, but only 12 had
reached standard seven. Of the totd, twelve women indicated that their husbands had other wives,
which corresponds to the overdl prevaence of polygyny in the Region.



Social Support for Polygyny

Conddering the many advantages of polygyny to Kaguru males and dders, and the culturd
normsin society supporting the ingtitution, it is not surprising to find that polygyny is sustained through
socid mechaniams. The acceptance of polygyny as away of life isreflected in the socidization process
during adolescence. For Kaguru women, thisis ingtitutiondized in the form of initiation ceremonies,
cdled digubi (Mlama 1990). During the digubi ceremonies, young girls are ingtructed by old women
about the norms and values of Kaguru society, including the proper behavior for married women. 1
When asked to specify what they were taught during digubi, severa respondents volunteered
information indicating that polygyny is an aspect of life that may be hard to avoid. Not only are the
young women taught to accept polygyny, they are warned that husbands are free to take outside wives
if they decide that their wives do not care for them adequately. Whether in the form of alega second
wife, or an informd outsde wife, women are ingtructed in digubi to accept this Stuation if it occurs:

[1 was taught that] you should not be jealous of your husband, even when you see him or hear
that he runs with other girls. Just leave him, when he comes home, just be happy (R41).

| wastold to live peacefully with my husband. Y ou should serve him asusud. If you won't
care about him he can find other women outsde. That will be the beginning of problems; thet is
what they told me (R37).

After marriage, there is considerable socid support (or even pressure) for males to marry additional
wives. One respondent, who was the first wife of a headman, indicated that, because of her husband's
position, he had experienced alot of socid pressure to marry a second wife:

People sarted talking that the headman is having only one wife, a headman should have two
wives. [...] They tried very much to convince him, but | wasrefusng. [...] Hisbosses were
againg him having only one wife. One wife cannot cater for dl the guests coming to the
headman's house, a headman has many guedts. [...] When they heard that | have got two
babies, they said now it isamust that the heedman should get another wife for himself (R30).

Despite her stated opposition to having a co-wife, this woman's husband was eventudly pressured into
marrying another wife during atrip out of town. This account illustrates the status that is associated with
polygyny. For men, the enhanced socid status afforded polygyny compels men who are financidly able
to marry again. For women, their reively lower satusin the community means thet they lack the
power to successfully resst having a co-wife.

Occasiondly, men aso defend polygyny by arguing that it reduces the wife's workload:
[My husband] clamsthat there are many duties for one wife, he wants to give me assstance

(R42).
However, the respondents themsalves never indicated that having a co-wife reduces awoman’s work.



These examplesillugtrate the socid support for polygyny in Kaguru society; starting in early
adolescence, the socidization process is geared to inform women that it is common for aman to marry
more than one wife and, that women have no recourse but to accept polygyny.

Women'’s Attitudes Toward Polygynous Unions

Kaguru women do not necessarily acquiesce to accept polygyny, despite both social support
for and agenerd resignation to polygyny. When asked how they would react if their husband married
another wife, many respondents expressed strong disapprova:

l. Would you mind having a co-wife?

R. [Having @ co-wifeisnot agood thing, | don't likeit. If it happens| cant avaoid it, but | would
hate to have a co-wife (R12).

R. | don't want a co-wife. | don't want my children to be married to co-wives. | hated thiseven
before | got married. Unfortunatdly, | [ended up having] a co-wife, though not legdly. It wasn't
my will; | came to experience this, so | don't want my children to experienceit (R8).

A few of the respondents, however, voiced gpprova of polygyny. They did so not because they
perceived benefits accruing to them and their children, but rather because it would alow them to share
the burden of an unsatisfactory marriage.

R. | would like [to have a co-wife], because both of us would suffer the same (R21).
l. Did you mind having a co-wife?

R. | was happy, how can one be unhappy for such thing? | thought maybe | treated my husband in
an abnormal way [...] | was happy in the sensethat | faced alot of problems. So | wanted to
seeif the new wife could tolerate [them] as | did. That was what made me happy (R22).

The latter response supports the argument that polygyny may or may not be beneficia depending on
whether the hushand is valued positively or negatively (Ware 1979: 190). In the above examples,
women are willing to share their husbands only because they have unsatisfactory relationships with
them.

Women provided severd explanations for their aversion to polygynous unions. Despite the
strong opposition of the CMS to polygyny, only one respondent noted that Chrigtianity prohibits
polygyny. On the other hand, many respondents mentioned that polygyny can cause problemsin the
household, elther because the husband shows favoritism towards the youngest wife, or because he
neglects hisfirg wife.



R. Men have many problems; it depends. When a man marries a second wife, he sarts troublesin
the house. If awoman tries to comment on what her husband does, he will Smply answer that it
isdueto jedlousy. Everyday there are alot of problems. No more love between the two. In
such a stuation, awoman can demand a divorce (R25).

R. If [aman] gets a co-wife, definitely one family will suffer. He won't manage to satisfy the needs
of both women; as aresult, he will favor the junior wife (R4).

R. | wouldn't be happy [with a co-wife] since life would change. Y ou know, if a husband has two
wives or more there will be no balancein love and in most cases the eder wife is the one
disadvantaged. Normadly, the junior wife is more favored than the senior wife, thet is, the junior
wife becomes number one, while the senior wife becomes number two (R25).

R. [When my husband married another wife] | was not happy because it distorted my life, dso you
are not confident about your completeness as a woman. The thought erodes your love for him
(R14).

R. Marriage isfor two people, if the third joins [the marriage], love will automatically fade avay
(R16).

Potentia conflicts between co-wives are another reason why many Kaguru women oppose
polygyny. According to Beiddman, tensions between Kaguru co-wives sometimes culminate in
witcheraft accusations. Some women are unwilling to let their children take food from a co-wife
because of beliefs that a woman may cause sickness among her co-wives children. They prefer to let
their children eat with their clan ssters and mother (Beidelman 1963:88-90, 1986: 154). Although
none of the respondents interviewed here mentioned such extreme reactions, many women expressed
concerns about conflicts with co-wives.

R. | would not be happy [with aco-wife]. | do not want to quarrd with a co-wife. If [my
husband] marries another wife, | will divorce him (R26).

R. [Having a co-wife] would pain me, since | would think that he has degraded me and loves the
other wife more. | think that | would quarrd very much with my co-wife (R23).

l. Would you mind having a co-wife?

R. If my father was dead, okay. But because heis dive, | could have gone back home.
l. Why?

R. It is not jed ousness, but polygamy has alot of problems.

l. Tdl me one problem.



Thefirgt wife will be killed by the other wife.

S0, the second wife is usudly offensve?

Yes (R29).

What causes [divorce] ismostly scorn. Sometimes the husband scorns you. The other wife
scorns you, and the husband sides with her and sees you as nothing. Y ou must get angry!

(R43).

Having a co-wifeis not good. It crestes alot of misunderstandings. Y ou know if ajunior wife
comesin she can think that sheis the most beloved and think that you (the first wife) are nothing
(R5).

While Kaguru men have atendency to think of al the women and children of a polygynous

household as one large family, women in polygynous unions compete with co-wives for atention from
their husband and for resources for both themselves and their children (Beidelman 1986: 16-20).
When awoman's husband marries another wife, or has an outside wife, the resources available to her
will decline because the husband's resources now need to be divided between the two women. In
some cases, the husband will only support his new wife.

R.

...when you become two it is not possiblein fact to have an underganding. Also even the
budget will be higher; how are you going to progress?|...] You don't progress. Do you think it
isjust paying bridewedth only! [...] The needswill increase. [...] Y ou could buy one kilogram
of meet and suffice, now you have to send for half akilogram.

Here hdf, and there haf?

| who camefirg have afamily, the haf kilogram what will it suffice? (R35).

[Since my husband] married a second wife, | am now nothing; he no longer loves me. | don't lie
about him. When | was sck he left me and went to another town with his junior wife. He did
not mind about me being sick. He is now visiting me, but for one year when | was Sck he was
not visting me (R41).

The reduced support aso affects awoman's children. In many cases, Kaguru women indicated

that husbands failed to provide for children after marrying another wife.

R.

When [your husband] married his second wife, did he continue to care for you?

He never did, | wasliving with my children facing troubles. He was only taking care of his new
wife, he forgot about me and my children (R22).
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R. When | got my sixth child my husband [got] an outsde woman, and they had a child. They
continued until they had three children. At thislong period, | had alot of problems of taking
care of the family. If my children were sick | had to take care mysdlf, for everything, | was
mother and father (RS).

l. When he married another wife, was he taking care of your children?

R. He wasn't caring. He could leave on Friday to Mamboya village -his woman was there- while a
child was sck. He would only give me some tablets for the child. He wouldn't come back until
Monday (R14).

R. After he had other women, he never worked in our farms, he never brought food in the house
and he never bought clothes for the children. He didn't even mind when the children were sick
(R25).

It is noteworthy that several women were upset over their husband's lack of economic support,
particularly when their children were Sck. Failure of aman to support his children, especidly when
they are sSick, is unacceptable to these women respondents. Lack of material support is one of the main
reasons why Kaguru women oppaose polygynous unions.

Women's Reactionsto Polygyny
Recent ethnographic studies have emphasized that African women should be trested as socid
actorsin their own right, actors trying to achieve their own godswithin certain congraints imposed
upon them by society (Mbilinyi 1992; United Nations 1992). This perspective suggests that Kaguru
women's averson to polygynous unions should be reflected in attempts to prevent their husbands from
marrying additiond wives, or, dternatively, in behavior geared at limiting the negative effects of such

polygynous unions.

Some Kaguru respondents expressed a fatdigtic point of view, suggesting that women have
little bargaining power to stop their husband from marrying another wife.

l. If you tell [your husband] not to marry the second wife, would he listen to you?

R. Never, he will never listen to you. We women are consdered as children, whatever the man
says we have to tolerate (R22).

l. Would you mind having a co-wife?
R. That depends on the man himsdlf. If he decides to marry, he marries.

l. Yes, if he decides to marry he marries, but in your heart would you like that or would you not
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likeit?
That is his own decison. A woman cannot decide for him not to marry (R33).

If he married another woman and you don't like it, why can't you leave him and get married to
another man?

Y ou as the woman, you are married, you haven't married the man, how can you decide to quit?

S0, you try to tolerate; even when you have problems you don't want to divorce. Y ou bear and
bring up your children in that Stuation?

Yes, thereis no other way (R24).

Other women, however, are less passve in accepting or tolerating polygyny. One Strategy

available to a Kaguru woman isto threaten to divorce her husband should he become interested in
marrying ancther wife (Beiddman 1982). Similarly, a polygynoudy-married woman may use the threat
of returning to her brothers or parents when reacting to a husband's stinginess or mistreatment. The
drategy of threatening divorceis particularly important for Kaguru women in resisting polygynous
unions, since here each wife tends to be set at odds against co-wives and their children (Beideman
1986: 20). Thus, to provent this from occurring, awoman will thresten divorce in the hope thet this
threat will prevent a second marriage.

R.

| wouldn't be happy [if my husband married ancther wife]. | would have told him to send me
back home before getting another wife (R15).

Would you mind having a co-wife?

| wouldn't be happy. | don't want to quarrd with aco-wife. If he marries another wife, | will
divorce him (R26).

[My husband] had another woman.
He had awoman in this same village?

He was migtreating me and therefore | told him to divorce me.

What did he say?

He didn't [want] to send me back home.

Did he carefor you in al aspects as he did before he got the other woman?

Y es, then the elder people tried to warn him about his affair with the outsde
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woman, S0 he decided to leave her. Then our life returned to normal.
Did he marry that woman or were they only friends?
He didn't marry her, they were friends (R13).

Such threats of divorce do not generdly lead to actua attempts at divorce, but rather to efforts

to resolve problems without dissolving the union. Indeed, it is probably no coincidence that two of the
respondents quoted above (cases 15 and 13) indicated, not that they would initiate a divorce, but rather
that they would or did tell their husbands to divorce them. Chances are that a Kaguru husband will
refuse to initiate a divorce because his bridewealth will not be returned if he initiates a divorce without
vaid reason. Demands for divorce are probably most effective when the woman has a strong support
network, as may be the case when the couple lives with the wife's kin because the husband was unable
to pay alarge bridewedth (Beidelman 1963, 1986). From our interviews, it gppears that although
threats of divorce are not uncommon, only afew women actudly left their husbands, and returned to
their parenta home.

R.

An evil spirit has entered [my husband], and he took up another wife. That iswhy | am resting
here a [my parents] home.

S0 you have decided to rest here at home.

| packed ready to go and stay. What happened with my husband made me come back [to my
parents], without a choice.

Y ou yourself decided to come back?
| had to come back.

So, your life [was| nice before that?
Yes, it was a happy life.

But when it came toward the end?

Difficult. But he has asked me to go back [to his house]; he has dready divorced that other
woman.

He has divorced her?

Yes, he has divorced her, but | haven't made up my mind to go back (R28).
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To some extent, the infrequency of women divorcing their husbands may be related to the fact
that women lack better marital dternatives, thusimplying that remarriage may not be an improvement.
Furthermore, a Kaguru woman is not generdly supported by her family members when she seeksa
divorce, in large part because of their respongbility to return the brideweslth.

l. Did you ever congder leaving your husband?

R. It was not possible; my father objected. He said my husband having another wife is not good
enough areason for us to separate. Men are like e ephants, they never eat from one tree! So, |
tolerated it (R14).

The lack of support for divorce from awoman's kin membersis not surprising considering that
aKaguru marriage is based on bridewedth payments. Since awoman's kin members are her
bridewedlth recipients, they would be expected to return the bridewealth when the woman initiated the
divorce. Given the congraints which prevent women from divorcing, their best srategy isto force their
husband to initiate the divorce instead. In this way, the woman’s kin would not be required to return
the bridewedlth payment and she would be accepted fredy a her father’shome. Thus, Kaguru women
have found thet the threat of divorce--which itsdlf is an implicit demand for the man to initiate the
divorce--is their most viable option to act in their own best interest.

Discussion

Through their own words, we examine Kaguru women's perceptions of the impact of polygyny
on ther lives and the lives of their children. Despite indtitutionaized socid support for polygyny, most
Kaguru women do not favor it. \WWomen who have not experienced polygyny are wary of the ingtitution
and the effect it may have on their lives, and those who have had a co-wife have only negative remarks
about polygyny. Our respondents did not provide much information about outside wives, but from the
avallable information it is evident that opinions about such unofficid polygynous unions are at least
equally stern (see also Ware 1979).

Although many Kaguru women reject polygyny outright, their opinions about the effects of
polygyny vary. While some Kaguru women stated that polygyny was undesirable because it disturbed
their own lives and happiness, others were much more concerned about the deleterious effects a co-
wife may have on their children. Unlike other studies (e.g., Amadiume 1987; Dorjahn 1988;
MacCormack 1983), Kaguru women failed to mention potentia positive results of having a co-wife,
such as the reduction of one's workload or the friendship of a co-wife with whom one can bond and
share gossip (Ware 1979). The one exception to this occurs when awoman states that she would like a
co-wife to share in the misery of marriage.

Whileit is not unusud to encounter such strong opposition to polygyny among educated and
urban women in many African societies (e.g., D'Hondt and VVandewiele 1980; Ferraro 1991; Okonjo
1992; Pool 1972; Ware 1979), in amore traditional setting, such asthat of the Kaguru, a more tolerant
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attitude may be expected, a least among some of the women. The findings from this study support
Beidedman's (1986) argument that Kaguru women in polygynous unions compete with co-wives over
resources for themselves and for their children. Materid support for awife and her children frequently
declines when the husband marries another wife. Consdering that resources are scarce in Kaguru
society, it isin women's best interest to oppose their husbands marriage to another wife. Women may
have limited power in actudly preventing their husbands from marrying another wife, or taking an
outsde wife, but it is not uncommon for a Kaguru woman to use the threat of divorce whenever the
continued materia support for hersdf and her children isa stake. It remains unclear whether these
threats result in divorce or the prevention of polygyny, but they do provide an outlet for women to
expressthear displeasure with the socid inditution of polygyny. Such athreat may result in the
dissolution of aninformd union when the woman engages her family inthiscrigs By drawing her
family’ s atention to the man’'s behavior and the necessary repayment of the bridewedth if he asksfor a
divorce, awoman brings public attention to her displeasure and the husband is encouraged to accede to
the woman' swishes.

An understanding and gppreciation of the culturd variation in responsesto polygyny in Africa
can shed light on women's roles within society and expose their efforts to mediate between socid norms
and their own wel-being when the two are a odds. Many studies, particularly from West Africa (eg.
Ware 1979) have eaborated on the feding of camaraderie and kinship among co-wives,; this gppears
absent among the Kaguru who spoke only bitterly about polygyny. The concerns of Kaguru women
when discussing the possible effects of polygyny on their lives focused primarily on two aress: 1) the
intrusion in their marriage and its effects on their reationship with their husband; and 2) the competition
for economic resources a co-wife would present for the woman and her children.

What gppears most gtrikingly different for the Kaguru is the inability of the women to provide a
single possible benefit to polygyny in terms of ether sharing their workload or developing a friendship.
The only remarks made which indicated some type of alowance for polygyny were made by women
who had an unsatisfactory relationship with their husband, and who were confident that the new wife
would be treated equally poorly by the husband.

Kaguru women are socidized from adolescence to accept polygyny. Because of the
competition for support a co-wife presents, however, most Kaguru women express a preference for
monogamy. While women must smultaneoudy live with the prospect of polygyny because of ther low
socid datus, they attempt to pre-empt polygyny with the threat of separation or divorce.
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1 Thisingruction is provided by women from dternate generations, i.e. girls are ingtructed by
women from the generation of their grandmothers (Beidelman, 1986).
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