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INTRODUCTION

1)
This paper explores attitudes toward polygamy in relation to well
being among Zulu male migrants, a category of traditionally-oriented
blacks for whom the issue may still be a salient one. The intention is
to compare rates of polygamy among various cohorts of migrants in
relation to the perceived advantages of polygamous marriage and its
contribution to well-being.
Polygamy is a little-known subject; a theoretical introduction to
the topic is therefore provided in the first part of the paper by way
of a background to the reporting on the empirical study in the
second part.
Part one gives an overview of the incidence and functions of polygamy
in traditional society. The antecedents and consequences of polygamy
are reviewed from a macro- and micro-analytical point of view. A
discussion follows of the role of polygamy in transitional society
which is characterised by a higher rate of rural-urban migration than
in traditional society. In a last theoretical section the conceptual
linkage between polygamy and well-being is briefly outlined. This
theme is also the point of departure for the empirical studies
reported on in the second part.
The first study examines the relationship between access to rural
means of production and well-being in the more senior category of
returned migrants.
The second study explores dominant views of polygamy in a group of
traditionally-oriented working migrants.
1) The most common form of polygamy is polygyny,one man
married to two or more wives. In this paper polygamy and
polygyny are used as synonyms. As in other parts of
Africa only polygyny is practised by the Zulu people.

1. THE INCIDENCE OF POLYGAMY
Polygamy is commonly regarded as an anachronism in the
present day; an institution which belongs to a bygone era.
This may be an over-statement. In more than three-quarters
of the world's known societies there is social approval of
polygamy and men may even be encouraged to take two or more
wives (cf. Lee, 1979:701; Coult and Habenstein, 1965). Just
a few decades ago it was estimated that some 35 percent of
all men in traditional cultures in Africa had more than one
wife, i e practised polygamy (Dorjahn, 1959). Welch and
Glick's (1981) updated information on the incidence of
polygamy in contemporary Africa suggests that the continued
presence of polygamy as an alternative marriage form
warrants further study. In 80 percent of the 15 societies
for which data was available the incidence of polygamy was
some 20-30 polygamists per 100 married men. Where time
series data was available the rates remained relatively
constant over time.
It is most certainly true that wherever traditional society
has come in contact with the modern-industrial way of life
polygamy as a popular marriage form has tended to recede.

This is certainly the case among the Zulus domiciled in South
Africa where polygamists possibly account for some 10 percent
of rural-based married men. 1) Helander (1958) enumerates
changing economic circumstances ---- in particular the shortage
of agriculturally productive land, social pressures emanating
from white political and cultural dominance, and the rigid
policy of the Christian mission churches as having influenced
the shift from overt to covert polygamy and to monogamy.
This reduction in the actual rate of polygamous marriages does
not necessarily reflect the outright rejection of polygamy as
a socially acceptable and desirable marriage form. It is
important to note that polygamy always co-existed with
monogamy. Even though polygamy was traditionally widespread as
an ideal, its extent depended on the status and wealth of the
husband. Thus, polygamy was a privilege and not the norm. In
particular, chiefs and rulers were expected to practise
polygamy to give them a mark of high position. We shall return
to this point later.
1) Recent empirical studies conducted by University of Natal
researchers in a number of areas of KwaZulu and Natal reveal
regional variations in the rates of polygamy as follows: Peri
urban areas: C. Cross discovered that 11% of households were
polygamous in a modernising peri-urban area outside metropolitan
Durban. N. Bromberger conducted an 8% random sample of
households in the peri-urban area outside Pietermaritzburg in
1984. Nine percent of all married male household heads were
polygamous. E. Ardington's study of a black community near a
major industrial growth point (Isithebe) of KwaZulu revealed
that 3% of men were party to polygamous marriages.
Rural areas: Ardington's (1984:15) research in the rural
community of Nkandla in the heartland of KwaZulu revealed that
some 22% of marriages were polygamous unions. By contrast, less
than 1% of the rural black households settled on mission land
studied by E. Preston-Whyte in the Richmond area of Natal were
polygamous.
Blacks on white-owned farms: Another study conducted by
Ardington (1985) assessed that 4%, 13%, and 19%, respectively,
of married persons were party to a polygamous union in three
samples of Zulu and Transkeian farm labourers. The variations
reflect the origins and migration patterns of the farmworkers.
The incidence of polygamy was far higher on the coast with 19%
than inland. According to Ardington coastal polygamy was
probably overstated in that some marriage partners were not
wives in the strict sense but intended to stay with the men only
while they were working as farm labourers. (Private
communications)

In short, the ideal of polygamy may persist independently of its practice
as reflected in the rates of polygamy in any given society. In
contemporary African societies where the polygamy rate has dropped, it
will be important to bear in mind this disjunction between social norm
and behaviour when studying personal attitudes and preferences concerning
polygamy.
For example, Lee (1979: 701, 712) claims that the antecedents of
frequency of polygamy may be quite different from the antecedents of its
cultural permissibility. A theory designed to explain variation in the
frequency of polygyny in societies in which it is permitted may be
substantially different from a theory which explains its cultural
endorsement.
Following Lee's distinction we shall review first the existing theories
concerned with the dominance of polygamy at the societal level and then
turn to the motivational predispositions which are conducive to
individual practice of polygamy. A major concern of theorists are the
historical trends in variations of marital structure.

2.

ANTECEDENTS OF POLYGAMY AT THE SOCIETAL LEVEL

At the societal level of theorising it is structural
functional explanations of polygamy which proliferate. Arguments are
commonly based on ethnographic data bases. The thrust of these
efforts is to explain the dominance of polygamy in pre-industrial
societies and its recession in western-industrial societies. Polygamy
is regularly contrasted with monogamy, because other marriage forms
such as polyandry and group marriage are very rare in known
societies. Ethnographic studies have postulated three major
antecedents of polygamy: sexual necessity, demographic factors, and
economic factors. These are discussed briefly in the following
sections. We shall begin with the weakest of the three arguments and
proceed to the stronger factors which have earned greater credibility
in scholarly circles.
2.1 Sexual necessity
2.1.1 Differences in the male-female sex drive
A fairly common popular assumption is that males are biologically
endowed with a predisposition for variety in sexual partners; females
are not characterised by such a drive.
This argument is exposed as extremely weak. Firstly, the assumption
is untenable. There is no biological evidence which can be marshalled
in support of it. Furthermore, the argument ignores the fact that in
most cultures males can entertain numerous sexual relationships
outside the marriage. Most important for the discussion here, the
argument does not account for cultural variation in marriage norms:
There is little reason to expect that the male sex drive, which is by
definition innate rather than learnt, will vary across cultures (Lee,
1979: 702).
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Lee suggests that at best the sex-drive thesis may be an attempt to
explain the popularity of polygamy. However, as we shall see later the
sex drive factor is also a weak predictor of individual choice of
marriage form.
Furthermore, the sex-drive argument smacks of ideological bias. Clignet
and Sween (1981: 466) note that many analyses of polygamy are
"contaminated by tensions between the belief that polygyny is a lost
paradise where individuals enjoy as much sex as they want and the belief
that it is a bleak universe where women are treated as objects". In their
view such tensions also account for the dearth of more systematic studies
of the institution.
2.1.2 Sexual necessity in societies practising a long postpartum sex
taboo
This argument is similar to the sex-drive thesis but is theoretically and
empirically on a sounder footing. According to Whiting (1964) polygamy is
a societal response to lengthy post-partum sex taboos. Polygamy provides
the husband with socially approved sexual partners on a regular basis.
Whiting offers correlational evidence to support his argument. However,
Ember (1974) suggests that the correlation between polygamy and postpartum sex taboos may be spurious, and other more powerful explanatory
factors may be antecedent of both polygamy and the sex taboo. Similar
criticisms may be levelled at the post-partum sex taboo hypothesis as at
the sex-drive thesis. The post-partum sex taboo thesis is weak in the
sense that it offers only a partial explanation. Ember (1974: 198) points
out that in most societies legitimation of sex does not depend
exclusively on marriage.

2.2 Demographic factors
2.2.1 Sexually imbalanced societies
The thesis here is that polygamy functions to allow virtually all
females to marry in societies in which they outnumber marriageable
males.
In preference to Whiting's post-partum sex taboo argument Ember
(1974) resurrects Spencer's (1876) long ignored argument that
polygamy may be a response to the presence of more women than men in
society. Spencer accounted for the assumed spread of polygyny at the
expense of monogamy by pointing out that where warfare is prevalent
and the loss of warriors high, a society with polygamy would be
better able to maintain its numbers than a monogamous one and
therefore would be in a stronger position than societies which
remained monogamous (Ember, 1974: 198; Carneiro, 1967: xliii). Ember
presents evidence which is consistent with this thesis. Societies
with a high male loss in warfare were significantly more likely to
have an imbalanced sex ratio in favour of females than cases with a
low or zero male loss in warfare.
By way of criticism of Ember's warfare thesis one might draw on
arguments put forward by Chojnacka (1980) in an independent analysis
of contemporary polygamy. Chojnacka questions the causation
underlying most theories of polygamy. She maintains that cause and
effect in relation to polygamy is frequently confused. The practice
of polygyny in societies in which the sexes are evenly balanced is
feasible if there is a sex-age marriage differential. Chojnacka cites
early and almost universal marriage for women as a cause and
consequence of polygamy. This rule generates a constant
disequilibrium between demand and supply of girls of marriageable
age.

2.3 Economic factors
To date economic arguments seem to provide the most powerful and
comprehensive explanations of polygamy.
The basic premise underpinning this type of argument is that in
traditional societies the family is the primary unit of production.
The occurrence of polygamy generally is hypothesised to be positively
related to the importance of the direct or indirect contribution of
women to the subsistence base of their respective societies. Some
theorists emphasise the importance of the productive services of
women, others the reproductive services which contribute to the
welfare of the kinship group.
Two examples of the first school of thought follow: Heath (1958)
discovered a significant positive correlation between economic
productivity of women and cultural endorsement of polygamy.
Boserup (1970) argues that the productive services of women are
likely to be critical in economies which rely on non-mechanised
agriculture. Consequently, the economic utility of polygyny decreases
when mechanical innovations are introduced and cultural norms are
less likely to contain provisions for it.
The reproductive services of women are focal issues in other work:
According to Goody (1973: 185, 189) polygamy is to be explained by
its reproductive rather than its productive value. Polygamy
facilitates the birth of a larger number of children per family
during a given period of time. Goody's analysis of African rates of
polygamy suggest that the economic function of polygamy lies in the
labour potential of the children resulting from a multiple union
rather than the agricultural labour contribution of the wives
themselves.
In a thought-provoking socio-biological analysis Hartung (1982)
develops the concept of maximisation of reproduction even further.
On the basis of cross-cultural evidence Hartung

concludes that male-biased inheritance that provides for brideprice is a causal factor in the existence of polygamy. Hartung
argues that polygyny which ensures the production of sons will
also generate wealth for the family in societies where the malebiased inheritance rule obtains in that the brideprice secures
further polygamous marriages.
A complex economic proposition is advanced by Osmond (1965).
Osmond observes that polygamy tends to occur more often in
economic systems which are based on simple agriculture and/or
animal husbandry. On the basis of her analysis Osmond concludes
that subsistence type is the chief explanatory variable and the
type of stratification an intermediate one. Marital systems tend
to become monogamous as societies become more complex. Polygamy is
most common at the intermediate levels of societal complexity,
while monogamy is greater at the low and very high extremities of
the complexity continuum.
The economic analysis conducted by Lee (1979) represents an
attempt to synthesise some of the foregoing theses. Lee's
empirical analysis of ethnographic material led to the post facto
conclusion that different theories are required to explain
variation of marital structure at the societal level under
differing economic conditions. The various positions of Heath,
Boserup and Goody are all accurate if qualified correctly. Lee
(1979: 712) makes the following propositions:
In economic systems where potential female contribution to
subsistence is high, e.g. in gathering or agricultural economies,
wives are valued as productive farming members. In contrast, in
economic systems where potential female contribution to
subsistence is low, e.g. in hunting, gathering, fishing or herding
economies, wives are more valued for their productive capacities.
Lee (1979: 712) maintains that this logic may also explain the
curvilinear association between societal complexity and polygamy

discussed by Osmond (1965) as well as the negative association between
polygamy and the sex ratio reported by Ember (1974).

3. CONSEQUENCES OF POLYGAMY
The major theoretical efforts in the field of polygamy have
been directed toward uncovering the antecedents of polygamy.
Very few studies treat polygamy as an independent variable of
consequence. In this respect the work of Chojnacka (1980) is
exceptional. She explores the connnections between marriage
form and population increase.
Starting point for Chojnacka's analysis is the premise that
fertility among polygamous wives is lower than among monogamous
wives. Chojnacka (1980: 93) cites a U N publication which
concludes that as African countries become more industrialised
and polygamous marriages become less common fertility may rise.
Chojnacka (1980: 96) reports on cross-sectional evidence
collected in rural Nigeria in which no consistent tendency
towards lower or higher fertility between polygamous and
monogamous women was found. Divergencies which occurred between
groups resulted to a large extent from the higher incidence of
childlessness among polygamous women. In view of the lack of
significant variation in fertility between the two types of
marriage forms Chojnacka (1980: 106) concludes that fertility
differentials may be of secondary importance from the point of
view of demographic implications. According to Chojnacka, a far
more important consequence of polygamy is reflected in the very
young nuptuality pattern for women which directly affects
population growth. Age at first marriage was consistently lower
among the polygamous than monogamous unions she studied.
Chojnacka's (1980:100) work is also suggestive that family size
rather than fertility is the critical variable. A discrepancy
between conventional fertility indices and the popular
perception of fertility size existed among the indigenous
population she studied. Unlike the former the latter regarded
the number of children per husband and not per wife as
important. Chojnacka's analysis indicates that basic
differences between the two types

of unions are related to determinants and consequences of large family
rather than fertility size. The polygamous households studied had about
three times as many children as the monogamous ones (Chojnacka, 1980:
97).
At this juncture a closer examination of individual motivations to
practise polygamy may be useful.

4. ANTECEDENTS OF POLYGAMY AT THE LEVEL OF THE INDIVIDUAL
Within societies rates of polygamy vary substantially. Even where
polygamy is the ideal form of marriage it tends to be restricted
to a minority in the population. In this section a number of
factors are reviewed which are commonly considered to be
incentives for individuals to practise polygamy.
For the sake of simplicity let us assume that the family unit and
by implication the male head of household is the chief decisionmaker in matters of marriage. The predisposition to marry more
than one wife may be seen as a function, of the factors listed
below. The weights assigned to these factors will vary according
to the contextual constraints in which the decision is taken.
These constraints include the type of economic system in which the
decision-maker operates, his socio-economic position in society,
and to a lesser degree life cycle factors.
The major constraint is most certainly the economic base of the
society which encourages or discourages the practice of polygamy.
As noted earlier incentives which are valid under pre-industrial
conditions may no longer hold in societies undergoing transition
from a simple agriculture-based economy to one dependent on urban
industrialised modes of production. Advantages which can only be
achieved through polygamy in traditional society can be attained
by other means in complex modern societies. Factors which formerly
represented advantages under traditional conditions may be
transformed into disadvantages once these conditions are removed.
Secondly, polygamy presupposes rank and privilege. Persons of
wealth and status will be in a better position to avail themselves
of the advantages which can be achieved through polygamy. At the
same time pressure to adhere to the societal ideal will also be
greater.
Thirdly, as far as life cycle is concerned, a man is more likely
to achieve polygamy at the peak of his life or career cycle than
in the earlier or later stages. The marginal utility of taking a

second or third wife will vary according to progress along the
life cycle or career path. A certain threshold may be reached
where men who have not availed themselves of the polygamous option
are not likely to do so.
The list of factors cannot claim to be exhaustive but includes the
major ones which are commonly thought to predispose toward
polygamy. The order of the factors is incidental. The mix of
factors and their weights will vary from case to case. As might be
expected explanations of polygamy at the societal level also
operate as motivations for individuals to practise polygamy.
4.1 Individual motivations to practise polygamy
(1)
Stability and continuity of the family
In polygamous marriages wife services can be accumulated
over several women. Fewer demands are made on any one woman
to fulfil all the desirable qualities of the ideal wife.
The services provided by one wife can be substituted or
complemented by another. A man can be assured of an heir
and the continuity of the lineage without resorting to,
say, divorce and remarriage. Seen from the woman's point of
view; even if a wife in a polygamous union fails in her
function as a mother, she can adequately perform her
functions as housekeeper and labourer and thus secure a
position in society (cf Grossbard, 1976). It is also
reported that first wives may encourage their husbands to
take second wives to share the domestic burden.
(2)
Economic and social security for women
Related to the stability factor is the fact that polygamy
increases the opportunities of the security of marriage for
women in a society in which universal marriage is the norm.
For example, barren women stand a greater chance of
marrying. Where levirate which involves polygamy, is
practised, provision is made for the social security of
widows. It Is worth noting that social
pressure to

practise this type of polygamy may be extended to the less
wealthy members of society and therefore tends to dilute the
exclusivity of polygamy. Conforming to a social norm generates
social prestige especially where only limited numbers are
equipped with the means to do so. Thus the successful
conformists stand to receive rich rewards in terms of power and
prestige.
(3)
Status and prestige
It is reported that some women are keen to become second wives
in the belief that their husbands have the wealth to provide
adequately for them. The first wife, on the other hand, might
take considerable pride in the fact that her husband can be seen
to be affluent by taking a second wife.
(4)

Economic factors

(4.1)
Production and reproduction
Polygamy is the most efficient means of producing a large family
in a given time period. A large family is an asset in the
following instances:
a) wives and children provide the chief labour force
b) children provide social security in old age
c) children represent the means of commanding extensive
political power.
(4.2)
The quality of wife services
The quality of wife services are likely to be improved in
polygamous marriages. Wives will compete for the husband's
favour and thereby increase the rewards of marriage. In this way
each wife in a polygamous marriage will seek to multiply her
husband's wealth.
(5)
Political power
Polygamous marriages are likely to produce numerous children who
can assist in consolidating a power base. Lineages and clans are
the building blocks of power in traditional society.

(6)
Sexual variety
Sexual variety is provided within the confines of the polygamous
marriage. A Senegalese proverb distinguishes between the wife
"for the heart" and the wife "for the hearth" (Clignet and Sween,
1981: 465). Of particular importance is the fact that polygamy
provides a socially approved sexual outlet during the post-partum
period. Furthermore, as Chavunduka (1979: 11) points out the
incentive to adhere strictly to the post-partum rule will have
been of vital importance to mother and child in societies where
mother's milk substitutes were unknown.
(7)
Companionship
In traditional society which is characterised by a strict division
of labour between the sexes, polygamy provides companionship for
women.
(8)
Social pressure
A last factor concerns social pressures to conform to the
societal ideal. In cases where individuals do not recognise the
advantages outlined above social pressures may exist which force
them to practise polygamy. The prominent members of the
traditional community may be expected to uniformly conform to the
societal ideal while other members might only be expected to
practise polygamy under exceptional circumstances, such as the
failure to produce an heir, or in the case of widowhood of a
sister-in-law.

5. POLYGAMY IN A TRANSITIONAL SOCIETY
In a rural society which is transforming from an agricultural nonmaterial economy to an urban-industrial one the factors listed above may
no longer be valid. The individual advantage to be gained from polygamy
may be weakened or even inverted in the wake of changing consumption
patterns and modern values.
For example, the family ties which were strong in traditional society
have been weakened by the increased mobility of its members. The rule of
universal marriage for women has been somewhat relaxed. In many parts of
contemporary Africa households headed by single women are commonplace.
Education and participation in the labour force have been instrumental
factors in achieving greater equality and emancipation for women.
In the new economic order power and prestige can be measured in the form
of material wealth. Social standing is no longer reliant on family status
alone. In most of Africa the land-labour ratio has decreased to the
extent that the large family represents a liability rather than an asset.
If the family no longer works the land extensively children have little
productive value unless they can be employed in wage labour. However,
population increases have created a labour surplus in most of Africa
south of the Sahara so the chances of children contributing to the family
income are slim unless they are educated. The longer-term support and
education of large numbers of children is an additional economic burden
and the returns on this investment in late life are by no means certain.
Traditional social pressures to practise polygamy have been displaced by
other influences. A particularly strong influence has been exerted by
Christianity and the mission churches which have assumed an
uncompromising negative attitude toward multiple unions. All over Africa
the value judgements contained in the Christian condemnation of
polygamy have been passed on to

converts during the colonial era. Their successors today may reject
and even deride the traditional marriage form as an outdated
custom. Lastly, industrial employers may discriminate against
polygamists for practical rather than moral reasons. Chavunduka
(1979: 12) reports that in some instances employers anticipate that
polygamists may demand more leave of absence to attend to family
affairs.
It is a certain fact that the changing circumstances may have
deflated the positive effects of polygamy for certain categories of
black South Africans, such as Christians, urban dwellers with no
rural land, and the better educated who have access to alternative
channels of social mobility.
Nevertheless, in spite of changing socio-economic circumstances the
ideal of polygamy remains alive in black society even if the
marriage form is no longer practised extensively for practical
economic or moral reasons. It is for instance noteworthy that while
some modern businessmen feel polygamy diverts capital from more
profitable uses others may still consider marriage with several
wives as partners in a husband's enterprise as the most efficient
and secure way to establish and carry on a business (Chavunduka,
1979: 11).
To counter mission influence in doing away with old customs,
African sects have emerged which have openly reintroduced polygamy
(Helander, 1958). Among regular Christian groups men and women may
rationalise their need to form a polygamous union. This allows for
the Christian value of monogamy to be "stretched" to allow for
individual circumstances (Chavunduka, 1979).
The dilemma faced by a Christian who is party to a childless union
is a case in point. On the one hand there is the church which
teaches the doctrine of monogamy, on the other hand there are the
ancestors who may be offended in the case of failure to produce
children who will perpetuate the lineage and clan. A respondent
in Chavunduka's study described his dilemma as

follows: "If I don't produce children the ancestors will be angry with
me. They want descendants. I still want to be a Christian, but I must
also please my ancestors" (1979: 19).
Variations of the traditional polygamous marriage have emerged to fill
the gap between competing values. Chavunduka reports from Harare,
Zimbabwe that the "mapoto" marriage is quite popular among urban-based
Africans. The mapoto marriage literally means the sharing of a pot.
Although not registered, mapoto unions are regarded as marriages by those
involved. A woman agrees to sexual fidelity in return for social or
economic support. The man party to a mapoto marriage must also
acknowledge any children born as his own. The attraction of the mapoto
marriage for Christians is the expectation of its impermanence. Once the
aim of the polygamous marriage is achieved the deviant Christian can
return to the flock.

6. POLYGAMY AND LABOUR MIGRANCY
In South Africa the migrant labour system may have inadvertently
preserved rather than displaced the practice of polygamy. The migrant
labour system is a direct extension of influx controls which prevent
the permanent settlement of blacks in white urban centres of
employment. Under this ruling male migrant labourers work in urbanindustrial areas and leave their wives and families in charge of the
rural home. In town separate accommodation is provided for
circulatory migrants in single-sex hostels. As a result of this
living arrangement peer pressure to conserve and practise rural
traditional values such as polygamy, is relatively strong in the
migrant category of urban workers. Polygamy also provides a solution
to the problem of being forced to spend long periods away from the
family. Polygamous wives keep each other company and look after each
other. If necessary one wife can visit the husband working in town
while the other remains in charge of the rural homestead. Even
migrants who have broken away from the strict regime of the singlesex hostels and have formed a mapoto union with a girlfriend in town
may end up legalising this informal polygamous arrangement when
returning to live permanently at the rural home.
The migrant labour system is also a factor which has led to the
relative under-urbanisation of South African blacks. The pass law
system which restricts migrant movements is due to be reviewed and
this is likely to increase the permanent emigration of higher
proportions of blacks into urban-industrial areas' of employment.
However, according to expert opinion rural people will still
represent a sizeable proportion of the black population of South
Africans in the foreseeable future (cf Smit, 1985). And it is among
rural subsistence agriculturalists that polygamy has been practised
most extensively, presumably because it offered certain socio
economic advantages.

It is therefore highly likely that some groups of blacks which are
still partially dependent on subsistence agriculture and honour
the traditional rural African values will retain the ideal of
polygamy and practise this marriage form in preference to
monogamy. Earlier research among Zulu migrants (Moller and
Schlemmer, 1981) confirms that the majority of regular sale
migrants retain their rural identity despite spending long periods
of their lives in urban wage employment and also plan to retire to
the rural areas at the end of their migrant careers. Counteracting
this traditional determinant of rural values including polygamy
may be the cohort effect (Grossbard, 1976: 706). Increasing
exposure and adoption of modern-industrial values may affect the
social acceptance and personal preference of polygamy among
younger cohorts of migrants. We shall return to this point when
discussing the results of the empirical investigation in section
9.

7. POLYGAMY AND WELL-BEING AMONG RETURN MIGRANTS:
CONSIDERATIONS

THEORETICAL

Prior to discussing the results of the empirical studies it is
necessary to provide a brief introduction to the role of labour
migrancy in the lives of rural blacks.
Labour migrancy epitomises the need for cash income which has become
an integral and growing part of black rural life in the South African
"homelands". The system of labour circulation is entrenched the South
African "apartheid" system which does not recognise the rights of
black people to remain permanently in urban areas of employment.
However unfair the migrant labour system may be, it is an institution
which gives rural Zulu families access to the cash economy and
provides them with some measure of security and a hedge against the
unpredictable droughts and floods which plague South African farmers.
The majority of Zulu men are employed as migrant workers during their
productive years. At the end of their working lives Zulu migrants
typically return to their rural areas of origin and practise
subsistence agriculture. In more recent times the more successful
returning migrant might engage in larger-scale farming operations.
Thus, labour migrancy is widely regarded as a means to an end among
traditionally-oriented men to achieving the better things in life;
values which include wealth and prosperity, a secure home and a
future for one's family, and recognition in one's rural community
after years of toil away from home. In some areas of KwaZulu 1)
polygamy still figures in this bundle of values which signifies a
life of quality for rural Zulus.
1) The self-governing "homeland" of the Zulus.

According to Holleman (1962: 11, 18) a close but extremely subtle
relationship exists between polygamy and socioeconomic well-being in
traditional Zulu society. A key to the understanding of the polygamous
factor may well lie in the wider and more fundamental concept of wealth,
which has virtually become lost in western materialistic society. (As an
aside the "quality of life" concept may have been resurrected as a
sociological concept to fill this vacuum). There is a Zulu concept
(umfuyo) which can be interpreted as something between property and
wealth;it has a connotation of asset in the productive sense, also of
potential well-being, strength, richness, and a promise of prosperity in
a more than material sense.
In traditional Zulu society, then, wealth is a productive and organic
concept which contrasts sharply with capital accumulation of the monetary
kind. Assets in the form of cattle and wealth represent primarily the
potential of the family to reproduce itself. Consequently, a polygamous
head of household who has several wives and a large herd of cattle may be
expected to feel optimistic about his social and spiritual security in
old age. For migrants whose world view and rural resource base is
congruent with those described by Holleman, polygamy can be expected to
be positively associated with well-being. Holleman's analysis suggests
that in traditional society the polygamous factor is an intervening
factor interposed between wealth and well-being.
It would therefore appear that economic motivators may be an equally
strong predictor of polygamy at the individual as at the societal level.
However, the causal relationship between economic advantage and polygamy
is by no means clear-cut on either level. A number of researchers have
posed the chicken-and-egg question in connection with the relationship
between various indicators of wealth and features of polygamous unions.
Forexample, Chojnacka (1980:100)notes that although historically polygamy
has been a means of acquiring wealth, it is

perceived today as a necessary condition for polygyny. She reports that
in Nigeria there is a common belief that only a rich man can afford more
than one wife, although statistically contemporary polygamous families
may enjoy a lower standard of living than monogamous ones in the same
community. In her study the proportion of polygamous families rose
sharply with increasing size of landholding and so did the average
family size and the standard of living per household. But if expressed
per member of household the standard of living declined with expanding
size of household income (Chojnacka, 1980: 99).
Cain (1985) also questions the logic of the standard interpretation of
the positive relationship between landholding and fertility. He reasons
that the relationship may be spurious in that labour migrancy, which is
a by-product of access to rural resources such as land, may also affect
fertility rates.
In a similar vein Spiegel (1982: 32) points out that in the labourexporting remittance-dependent areas of Southern Africa it may not be a
household's size and composition which determines its wealth level, but
almost the reverse. "If the household has material resources - by and
large obtained through remitted wages - then it can afford to be large,
although by being large it may also improve its ability to increase its
resources."

8. AN EMPIRICAL STUDY OF WELL-BEING AND POLYGAMY AMONG ZULU RETURN
MIGRANTS1)
Empirical support for the proposed positive association between the
polygamous factor and indicators of well-being were evident in a study of
Zulu return migrants conducted during 1984. Focus of the inquiry was the
quality of life of male migrants who had retired from work in the city
and had returned to live permanently in their rural areas of origin.
8.1 Method
The study covered a wide variety of rural circumstances in five different
districts of KwaZulu. In each district clusters of retirees were sampled
in a number of subwards.
The fieldwork was carried out by three Zulu male research assistants. The
fieldworkers spent up to several weeks in any of the research areas to
make a detailed study of living conditions of the rural communities in
which return migrants resided and to gain the confidence of the local
people under observation. In each district clusters of retirees were
sampled in a cross-section of subwards. In all 253 men were interviewed
by means of a questionnaire schedule containing open- and closed-ended
items.
1) The results presented in this section are based on research which was
undertaken under the auspices of the National Programme for
Environmental Sciences. Views are those expressed by the authors, who
also wish to acknowledge financial support from the Foundation for
Research Development of the Council for Scientific and Industrial
Research.

8.2 The sample
The sample consisted of mainly Zulu-speakers of whom some 70 percent were
well-established in their rural communities. The median age was some 65
years. The median age at retirement was some 53 years and the majority
had been retired for about 10 years. Some 40 percent stated they were
satisfied with their health and 46 percent indicated they were
infrequently restricted in their day-to-day activities by ailments. The
majority of the men had received no formal education and had worked as
unskilled or semi-skilled labourers before retiring.
Most of the men had spent over 33 years working away from home before
retiring from wage labour and had left their wives behind in the rural
areas. Some 60 percent had stayed in single sex hostels during their
migrant careers. Just over 60 percent had visited their homes monthly or
more often while working. The majority (70%) recalled they were satisfied
with their jobs while working.
Over half of the retirees (56%) indicated affiliation to a Christian
denomination, a third to a black independent church, and some 11 percent
were traditionalists.
The majority of the men were rank-and-file members (74%) of their rural
communities. However, the sample included small numbers of tribal
authorities (10%), traders (2%), and larger-scale farmers or landlords
(14%). Almost half the retirees had access to only 5 acres of arable land
or less. The main sources of income were agricultural production (39%),
social (old age) pensions (27%), non agricultural activities (15%), and
company pensions (9%). Seventy-two percent reported three or more
dependent children, 39 percent 5 or more dependent children. According to
the interviewers' assessments approximately one-fifth of
the retirees were well-off or comfortable, one-third were making ends
meet, and almost one half were poor or destitute.

8.3 A profile of polygamy In retirement
Polygamists represented a minority of 32 men or 13 percent of the
retirement sample; the majority of the men in the sample (74%)
were married to one wife. Less than 5 percent had never married,
were widowed, or divorced, respectively.
The polygamists differed significantly from other retirees in
that they were more likely to be older, to have completed what
might be considered a successful migrant career, and to belong to
the more privileged socio-economic stratum of rural society. Some
details of the differences between polygamous and other men are
given by way of example.
The cohort effect: Variations in the incidence of polygamy by
age-cohorts meets expectations. Polygamy is assumed to be
relatively more common among older men who still value the
traditional customs. As might be expected the polygamists in the
study were predominantly traditionalists or members of black
independent churches (59%). Nevertheless, it is interesting to
note that some 40 percent of polygamists claimed to be affiliated
to a Christian denomination. Polygamists were also overrepresented
in one of the surveyed districts which contributed
one-fifth of the men in the sample who were married to more than
one wife. The rural area in question lies in the heartland of
KwaZulu. According to field reports the people living in this
area still hold traditional values, such as cattle wealth, in
high esteem and apparently set less store by education, unlike
other rural communities in KwaZulu.
Successful completion of a migrant career may be partially
related to the cohort effect. It may have been easier for older
migrants to work continuously in earlier periods before the South
African economy was affected by the world recession.
Significantly higher proportions of polygamists (59%) than other
men (41%) had retired some 11 years before the date of the
survey, i.e. in 1973.

Polygamists were more likely than others to have been satisfied with
their jobs (84% vs 68%) and to have retired of their own accord (66% vs
39%)after a full working life. This career achievement may have been
instrumental in consolidating their position in the retirement community.
Congruence between expectations and achievements may be reflected in
polygamists' expression of satisfaction with their successes in life.
Larger proportions of polygamists than others indicated success in areas
such as paying lobola (bridewealth) (100% vs 88%), educating their
children (66% vs 46%), building a solid house (91% vs 66%), acquiring
cattle wealth (63% vs 25%), sufficient arable land (97% vs 73%) and an
adequate income (38% vs 4%), gaining influence in the rural community
(84% vs 28%) and withdrawing from labour migrancy while still in good
health (97% vs 67%).
Regarding positions of privilege in the
rural community and
access to rural resources, significantly higher proportions of
polygamists than others were tribal elders (22% vs 8%), and substantial
but not significantly higher proportions were active as small businessmen
or larger-scale agriculturalists (25% vs 15%). Polygamists were also more
likely than others to have access to larger fields of 6 or more acres
(84% vs 43%), and to produce enough maize to cover domestic needs (63% vs
26%).
Higher percentages of men in plural marriages than others reported they
were financially better off or at least as well off in retirement as when
they were working (38% vs 14%). According to an interviewer assessment
polygamists tendentially enjoyed a higher standard of living than the
other retired men. Forty-one percent of polygamists but only 17 percent
of other retirees were rated as affluent or comfortable. Only 13 percent
of polygamous but 53 percent of other retirees were estimated to be poor,
destitute or scraping an existence.
Social participation appeared to be more characteristic of polygamous
men.
In comparison to their monogamous and single counterparts significantly
higher percentages of polygamists were satisfied with
their health (69%
vs 34%), encountered fewer

restrictions in their lives due to ill-health or physical
disability (81% vs 41%), engaged in a wider variety of activities
(38% vs 27%), and had access to a confidant (80% vs 64%).
In sum, it would appear that polygamists are men who have the
health, wealth and love which are commonly known to be the
essential ingredients of well-being for people of all ages in all
cultures. We would therefore expect polygamists more than other
retired migrants to perceive their quality of late life as being
generally satisfactory.
8.4 Indicators of well-being
True to expectations the men in plural unions seemed to have
adjusted well to old age and retirement. More polygamists than
others felt they had grown old gradually (74% vs 43%) and felt
younger or as young as their age-peers (66% vs 46%). Polygamists
tendentially were more likely to be able to name at least one
positive aspect of life in retirement (75% vs 55%). Fifty-three
percent of polygamous but only 28 percent of other men felt
retirement had turned out better than anticipated. Only 9 percent
of polygamists but 29 percent of other men sometimes contemplated
returning to work in wage employment.
Four global measures of personal well-being were applied in the
study. These measures are ones which are typically used to assess
the subjective quality of life among the elderly (Larson, 1978).
Two single-item measures consisted of 5-point scales of perceived
overall satisfaction with life and general happiness. A third
measure, called "morale" for convenience sake, was an index
composed of 16 items. The majority of the 12 discriminating items
were those derived from the LSIA index which is a particularly
sensitive measure of the quality of life among the aged (Neugarten
et al., 1961).

The fourth measure was also a multi-item index called "mood". The 15
items in the mood index were based on several sources, the main source
being Bradburn's (1969) affect balance scale. All measures of well-being
were suitably adapted for local use and translated into Zulu. As the
measures have not been validated in the study context they cannot
indicate the absolute levels of individual well-being. They do, however,
provide a means of distinguishing between retired migrants whose quality
of life is relatively low and those who enjoy a comparatively better
quality of life in retirement. All four measures were consistent and
intercorrelations were all higher than 0,50 (Kendall's Tau).
The results of the measurements are shown in Tables 1 through 3.
Polygamists scored significantly higher than other retirees on almost all
of the discriminating items of the morale (Table 1) and mood (Table 2)
indexes. It is noteworthy that the response pattern reflects the social
integration of polygamous men. Polygamists tendentially felt less lonely,
neglected, unimportant, or useless. They were more likely to feel they
received as much love and affection in old age as when they were younger.
Table 3 gives an overview of scores on all four measures of overall well
being. The figures show that polygamists are significantly more contented
with their life situation than other married and single men.
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8.5
A tentative explanation of the relationship between polygamy and
well-being in late life
Why this superior well-being of polygamists? There are a number of causal
explanations which might be attempted:
Firstly, it is possible that the nature of the polygamous union is such
that it produces feelings of well-being.
A second possibility is that the nuptuality pattern
is
only
indirectly linked with contentment in the sense that a polygamous
marriage affords
advantages in life which have, a direct
and
positive impact on personal well-being.
A third possibility is that the relationship between marriage pattern and
subjective well-being is incidental or spurious. In this case other
factors are the causes behind nuptuality pattern and well-being. For
example, one might consider whether the cohort effect discussed earlier
is operative here. Higher age might predispose toward the polygamous
marriage option for traditional reasons. At the same time advancing age
might also lower expectations of quality of life resulting in an inflated
estimate of one's personal well-being.
The results of the multivariate analysis which was applied to the survey
data provide some clues as to which of the above approaches yields the
best solution to the puzzle.
Regression analysis was undertaken to explain the variance in the
standard of living and the well-being of the retired men in the study. In
the first analysis the standard of living variable was the interviewer's
assessment of the relative affluence or poverty of the subject. It will
be remembered that several theories of polygamy propose a close
relationship between economic privilege and marriage pattern although the
direction of causation is debatable. True to expectations the results of
the multiple regression analysis shown in Table 4 indicate that a
polygamous marriage makes a significant independent contribution to
standard of living in retirement.

A similar exercise was conducted to identify what constitutes well-being
in the late life of returned migrants. Regression analyses were
undertaken to account for the variance in each of the four indicators of
well-being in terms of a selection of some 50 variables which were
entered into the regression equation one at a time. Separate analyses
were conducted for the older and younger groups of retirees as well as
for the sample as a whole. This yielded twelve regression solutions in
all which explained some 50 -60 percent of the variance in the indicators
of well-being in question. Space does not allow the reproduction of the
results of this exercise. Suffice it to say that the solutions differed
substantively according to age group. Various

indicators of socio-economic status and health were represented in all of
the regression
solutions. In contrast, the polygamous factor featured in only the one
solution shown in
Table 5.

Even here the contribution of the polygamous factor is obscured by
the additional variables entered into the equation. With 12
variables in the equation, the beta weight of the polygamy variable
is low and its contribution is insignificant in terms of the Tstatistic.
It is also interesting to note that the variable "number of
children" which is commonly considered one of the major economic
advantages of polygamous unions, suffers a similar fate.
These analyses suggest that being married in a polygamous union is
most likely to be an indirect cause of well-being which is
mediated by other factors such as standard of living and health.
The structural model exhibited in Figure 1 depicts the proposed
relationship between five key variables which is consistent with a
path analysis applied to the survey data.1) The model may be
interpreted as follows: Older cohorts of return migrants are more
likely to be traditionally oriented than others and therefore
choose to practise polygamy. Being married to two wives conserves
the health of the polygamous men. (Note, age and health are
unrelated in the first instance, while polygamy is positively
correlated with both age and health. However, if the effects of
polygamy are partialled out, the correlation between age and health
becomes negative, suggesting that a polygamous marriage may protect
men from feeling the more negative effects of the ageing process.)
Polygamy is also one of the many factors which contributes to
increased economic welfare. Good health and economic privilege then
jointly account for the morale of the elderly folk. When the
effects of the health and economic factors are controlled polygamy
has almost no direct effect on morale.
1) It will be noted that the path correlations are calculated on
the basis of ordinal-level measurements and are exploratory
rather than inferential.

8.6 In conclusion, this explanation of the relationship between
polygamy and well-being must be regarded as tentative because the
numbers involved are relatively small and the path analysis was of
an exploratory nature. Nevertheless, the model shown in Figure 1
does suggest that a cohort factor might have operated as a
precondition to practising polygamy which indirectly boosted the
morale of the return migrants in the study. If this is the case a
further supposition lies close at hand. One might presume that
younger cohorts of migrants currently in the workforce will not
practise polygamy to the same effect as their predecessors. The
rationale underlying this assumption is the following. At variance
with the popular conception of polygamy and progeny as social
security in retirement is the fact that land in the rural areas of
Southern Africa cannot cope with the burden of a rapidly growing
population. In consequence progeny increasingly may be considered a
liability rather than an asset in an economic system which
requires that children must be educated in order to find wage
employment. Therefore, from a sociological point of view one might
expect attitudes toward polygamy to be less favourable among the
younger cohorts in the migrant labour force, if only for pragmatic
reasons.
In short, it is hypothesised that the cohort factor might shape
attitudes to polygamy. In order to shed more light on this
proposition a second study was designed to explore the perceived
advantages and disadvantages of polygamy and personal preferences
with regard to type of marriage among younger cohorts of working
migrants. The results of the second study are discussed in the
following section.

9. AN EMPIRICAL STUDY OF ATTITUDES TOWARDS POLYGAMY
AMONG WORKING MIGRANTS
The second study was conducted in late 1984 among 330 dockworkers
who were employed by a large stevedoring company operating in
Durban. This group was thought to represent an ideal starting
point for an exploratory study. South African stevedores are known
to be conservative people, therefore one could expect polygamy to
be a familiar concept for them in the practical as well as in the
theoretical sense. The survey focussed on a number of social
issues and toward the end of the interview several closed- and
open-ended items probed the attitudes of the men toward polygamous
practice in terms of social, economic, and sexual preferences. The
respondents were also questioned about their personal preferences
regarding a polygamous marriage.
9.1 Method
A stratified sample of dockworkers was drawn from categories of
men living in company hostels and in other hostel quarters or
lodgings in the Durban metropolitan area. Quota controls were set
for district of origin and age. The minority of stevedores living
outside of the company hostels was slightly over-represented in
the sample for technical reasons. However, this is of no
consequence, as the sample serves as a convenience sample for
purposes of this study.

9.2 The sample
The sample consisted mainly of men who worked as stevehands
(75%) and had been with their firm for over 14 years (56%).
Approximately half the men were over 40 years of age (45%) and
had received no formal education (46%). The majority of the men
originated from KwaZulu (73%) but there was also a substantial
1)
Transkeian minority (21%) . The majority of the men were
married and were housed in single-sex hostels (88%) while they
were working in town. Eighty-six percent of the men identified
themselves as rural migrants "whose real place is in the rural
areas but have to work in the city". Fifty-seven percent did not
wish their wives to live with them in town while they were
working and 94 percent intended to return-migrate and retire at
their rural homes.
9.3 The incidence of polygamy in the sample
Seventy-four men in the sample of 330 were married to 2 or more
wives. Polygamists represented a substantial minority of 24
percent among the 315 men in the sample who were married at the
time of the survey. Polygamy appeared to be more common among
the Zulus than the Transkeians. Sixty-two of the 74 polygamists
were Zulu-speakers, and 27 percent of the married Zulus but only
14 percent of married Transkeians were polygamous. Only 15
percent of Zulus but 64 percent of Transkeians came from areas
where few men practised polygamy.
1.
The Transkei is an "independent" homeland of South Africa
situated to the south of KwaZulu. Durban is the neares larger
employment centre for Transkeian migrant workers.

9.4 The profile of the polygamous migrant worker
A comparison of married men revealed that polygamists differed from
their monogamous counterparts in a number of attributes. Relative
to their monogamously married counterparts the polygamous men
tended to be older and occupy the more senior positions in the
occupational hierarchy. They were also less likely to have been to
school. The polygamists tended to have larger numbers of adults and
children as dependents at the time of the survey and also expected
to still be supporting a larger number of school children by the
time they reached retirement age. The rural base of support
appeared to be better established for the polygamous than the
monogamous men. These differences meet expectations and are also
supportive of the findings of the retirement study discussed in the
previous section.
Details of these distinctions are as follows:
In the under-forties age category 1 in 5 married men were married to 2
or more wives, in the under 50s age group 1 in 3 married men were
practising polygamy. Some 34 percent of polygamous but only 20 percent
of monogamous men were working in occupational ranks other than that of
the stevehand. Sixty-six percent of polygamists compared to only 41
percent of monogamous men had received no formal education.
Approximately 51 percent of polygamous but only 37 percent of
monogamous men supported 4 or more adults. Polygamists reported they
supported a median of 8 children, monogamous men a median of 5
children. Of those who could give estimates, polygamous men expected to
have a median of some 4 schoolchildren in the household by the time
they retired from labour migrancy. monogamous men only 3. Higher
percentages of men married to two or more wives than one wife had
access to arable land (99% vs 94%) and to larger size plots of 4 or more
acres (62% vs 37%), and perceived their land to be secure (100% vs
95%), and produced enough maize for domestic consumption (16% vs 9%).
The differences reported on above are significant as measured by the
Kendall's Tau statistic.
Also noteworthy for the discussion to follow is an account of the areas
where differences were expected but none were revealed in the survey. For
example, unlike their retired counterparts the polygamous workers did not
appear to be significantly more contented than other workers with their
lives in general.
This single-item measure may not have been sufficiently powerful. It

will be recalled that the life satisfaction measure was the least
discriminating of the four measures applied in the retirement study.
Furthermore, exceptionally high proportions of all working migrants (5060%) reported satisfaction with various aspects of life as well as with
life in general. This suggests that the context of the study may have
blurred distinctions in the area of perceived well-being which
might otherwise have emerged as significant ones.
9.5 Attitudes toward polygamy
As might be expected polygamists (68%) were more likely than monogamists
(41%) to come from rural areas where polygamy was commonly practised.
However, polygamy was a familiar concept for most of the men in the
sample. Some 46 percent of the married respondents indicated they came
from areas where "many" men practised
polygamy, and a further 25 percent from areas where a "fair number" of
men had more than one wife. Only 29 percent of married men reported that
"few" men in their areas were polygamists (Table 6).

9.5.1 Perceived advantages and disadvantages of polygamy
Two survey items probed the advantages and disadvantages which
the respondents associated with polygamous unions. The results
are shown in Tables 7 and 8. Approximately 45 percent of the
respondents were not able to name a particular advantage and a
further 7 percent simply mentioned that polygamy was a
traditional
custom. Polygamists (93%), Zulus (57%), and
monogamous men from areas where polygamy is common practice
(50%) were more likely than others to state a specific
advantage.
Substantial minorities cited a wide range of advantages. The
major advantages were seen to be the quantity and quality of
wife services, economic advantages accruing to the household,
And certainty of the continuity of the lineage. Only few explicit
mentions were made of factors such as social prestige, sexual
advantages, and companionship for wives in polygamous unions.

Particular emphasis was placed on the large numbers of children born
of a polygamous union. Frequent mention was also made of the fact that
polygamous wives operated in tandem: wives assisted one another in
assuming responsibility for domestic chores and substituted for each
other when one was ill or visiting the husband working in town. As a
result of the competitive spirit between the women in the household,
polygamous wives were more likely than their monogamous counterparts
to remain efficient and faithful and respectful toward their husbands
throughout their married lives.
Some excerpts from the interviews illustrate these points (cf.
Illustrations 1):

As regards the disadvantages the respondents drew attention to two
major types of problems: domestic and economic ones. Approximately
one-third of the men pointed out that polygamous marriages tended to
be disharmonious. Wives quarreled and bickered among themselves. One
could not expect men to love and provide for several wives equally,
thus jealousy was inevitable. A polygamous husband was bound to be
long-suffering because he would constantly be required to restore the
peace in his household. It was not improbable that members of
polygamous households would resort to witchcraft to sort out their
differences.
Roughly one-third of the respondents were of the opinion that the
large polygamous family was a financial burden rather than an
economic asset. In particular, it was pointed out that the costs of
educating a large number of children were beyond the means of the
average migrant worker. Furthermore, there were now fewer employment
opportunities for young people than in former days, so that the
children of polygamous men might not be able to provide for their
elderly parents. Some examples of these types of arguments are given
in excerpts from the interviews in Illustrations 2.
Some 14 percent stated there were no real disadvantages to practising
polygamy. This view was significantly more pronounced among
polygamous men (37% vs 9% monogamous) and Zulus (19% vs 4%
Transkeians) than other categories. There was also a tendency for
monogamous men originating from areas where many rather than few men
practise polygamy (15% vs 3%) to discount the negative effects of
multiple unions, however this difference was not statistically
significant.

In another exercise respondents were asked to review a number of
statements describing positive and negative facets of being married in
polygamous union. The results set out in Table 9 reveal that views
concerning polygamy differ dramatically. As might be expected
significantly higher percentages of polygamists than monogamists
endorsed the positive statements and disagreed with the negative
statements. Zulus and monogamous men from rural areas where polygamous
practice is common also tended to give a more positive assessment of
polygamy.

Two exceptions referred to issues which were most probably taken as
statements of fact rather than opinion. There was relative
consensus that polygamous men are allotted more fields to meet the
needs of their families and that they pay higher taxes. The first
point is also consistent with the survey finding referring to
differential access to fields reported on above.
It is important to note that majorities of monogamous and
polygamous men conceded that there were both advantages and
disadvantages to be gained from practising polygamy. However, on
balance the disadvantages tended to dominate (see average
percentage agreement with positive and negative statements in Table
9).
Turning to the content of the survey items the overall pattern of
responses is consistent with the spontaneous reaction. The major
advantages associated with polygamy tend to be economic rather than
socio-political in nature. The danger of disruption of the domestic
peace appears to be the most prominent issue as far as
disadvantages are concerned. At the same time the economic
incentives to form polygamous unions tend to be balanced by
economic discentives. In particular, the popular image of the large
polygamous family as a social security investment appears to have
been displaced by anticipations of problems of educating children
during an extended period of the life cycle.
9.5.2

Personal preference of polygamy

After obtaining spontaneous reactions to the concept of a
polygamous union respondents were asked if they themselves would
consider practising polygamy. The results are shown in Table 10.
Just under one-fifth of the men married to one wife replied they
would like to take another wife, the remainder replied in the
negative. Zulus, younger men, and men originating from areas where
polygamy was a common practice were more likely than other
monogamous men to indicate a preference for forming a polygamous
union (cf Table 10).

The monogamous men were asked to qualify their choice (cf Table 11).
Approximately one-third of persons desiring to marry a second wife
mentioned the domestic and economic advantages of a polygamous union.
About one-fifth wished to have a large family or at least be certain of
an heir. Traditional reasons and respect for the head of a large
household were further incentives. Smaller percentages referred to taking
another wife in the case of the death of the first wife, (which
technically speaking is serial marriage rather than polygamy), intentions
of marrying their girlfriend, and the sexual advantage of "alternatingw
between wives.
At least 45 percent to possibly one-half of the men who declined to marry
a second wife in response to the survey item qualified their choice in
terms of economic disincentives. They could not afford to support a large
family and educate many children, and make lobola (bridewealth) payments
for a second wife. Approximately one-fifth were either satisfied with
their monogamous state and/or anticipated domestic tensions if multiple
wives and their children lived together. About one in ten stated it would
be ill-advised to marry another wife at their advanced age. Only some 5
percent indicated religious factors as the determinant of their choice.
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9.6 The cohort effect
Most studies of polygamy assume a cohort effect to operate. Older
generations
which have been less exposed to
modernising influences
are
expected to practise polygamy more extensively than younger
generations
whose values have
been modified by urban-industrial
experience. It will be recalled that the retirement study confirmed the
cohort effect. However, in the study of working migrants the cohort
effect appears to have been displaced by regional factors.
The
practice of polygamy appears to be more popular in some rural areas than
others and the men originating
from
places where polygamy is an
accepted
practice were
more likely than others to view polygamy in a
favourable light and also to wish to follow in
the
footsteps
of
their forefathers and continue with the practice. These findings imply
that a supportive environment is a requisite
if
the potential
advantages of a polygamous family structure are to be developed fully.
In contrast to the findings of the retirement study, the cohort effect
appears to be negligible in the second study of working migrants. In
fact,
among monogamous married men it is the younger cohorts which have
a more positive attitude toward polygamy. For example,
the younger men
in monogamous unions are more likely than their older counterparts to
see
no disadvantages in a polygamous union (13% vs 8%) and to wish to
take a second wife (25% vs 17%). Significantly higher proportions of
the younger monogamous men than the older ones also agree that
polygamous men have more say in local matters (57% vs 41%), and that
polygamous families represent a labour advantage (76% vs 60%), and
disagree with the statement that -older polygamists have difficulties
educating their children (29% vs 14%).
These findings suggest that older men who have not availed themselves of
the polygamous option are either confirmed monogamists or deprived
polygamists who seek to justify their behaviour
by the rationalisations
provided in the survey items.

As suggested by Grossbard (1976) and confirmed in this study (cf
Table 11) there may be an optimal period of the life cycle during
which men take a second wife. After this phase has passed the
polygamous option is effectively closed. Therefore, a substantial
minority of younger monogamous men, especially those who enjoy the
support of their community, may still succeed in taking a second
wife. The positive regard of polygamy among substantial proportions
of the younger monogamous men in the study may reflect their
expectations of forming a polygamous union as soon as their
circumstances permit it.

10. CONCLUSIONS
The survey evidence presented here has been generally supportive of the
economic explanation of polygamy, the explanation which is commonly
viewed as the most powerful predictor of nuptuality patterns. Economic
factors figured both as incentives or disincentives to join a polygamous
union. Although all the respondents in the second study admitted there
were both economic gains and losses to be made from a polygamous
marriage, the majority felt that on balance the economic disadvantages of
polygamy outweighed its advantages. In contrast to practical economic
factors, issues such as social prestige and sexual variety appeared to
have little salience.
The senior migrants involved in polygamous unions reported above-average
well-being. It was observed that polygamy and material privilege tended
to go hand in hand but the tentative conclusion was reached that polygamy
has a mediating rather than a direct effect of promoting personal
contentment.
The empirical studies indicated that polygamy as a lifestyle is practised
by only a minority of migrant workers. Among traditionally oriented folk
the rate of polygamy may be some 20 percent of all married men. In areas
which are supportive of the idea there are survey indications that
polygamous unions may account for up to some 30 percent of marriages.
In rural areas where polygamy is relatively popular younger generations
do not appear to be more disinclined than others to practise polygamy.
Domestic advantages such as the quantity and quality of wife services,
and the enhanced personal prestige of a polygamous husband, as well as
the influence of traditions which die slowly seem to play a role here. It
is, however, interesting to note that younger migrants tend to argue for
or against polygamy in terms of economic factors. Wife services and the
education of children are particularly salient issues for the middle and
youngest cohort. The older cohort tendentially
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assessed the significance of polygamy in terms of the ideal of the
large family and kinship group.
Although the majority of male migrants would not necessarily opt for a
polygamous marriage as their first choice, it nevertheless appears to
represent a reserve option in unfortunate cases. According to survey
findings polygamy is still an acceptable solution if the first wife
fails to bear an heir or children of both sexes. Christianity did not
appear to unduly influence the attitudes of the men studied. However,
it is probable that the religious factor was disguised by the regional
effects identified in the study. One can assume that in areas which
fall under the jurisdiction of mission churches few of the older
generations of migrants practise polygamy and younger generations
follow suit.
A general conclusion to be drawn from this study is that the
attractions of the polygamous option are fading owing to economic and
practical reasons more than any others. In pockets of rural KwaZulu
social support of polygamy may enhance the still existing economic
advantages to be gained from polygamy and thereby promote the personal
well-being of senior migrants. Under this condition even younger
cohorts of migrants may wish to emulate their forefathers and practise
this traditional value. However, there are tentative signs that younger
cohorts question the advantages of the larger family in the longer
term.
The empirical surveys have tapped a wealth of insights into popular
views of ideal family structures and family size. However, only the
male point of view has been explored in this study. In view of the
fact that the population factor is a key issue in the development
planning of rural areas such as KwaZulu, perceptions of optimal family
size is a subject which obviously deserves careful consideration in
future research into polygamy. The demographic aspects of marriage
patterns may prove to be a rewarding topic of further inquiry
especially if the study is extended to include the view-points of women
with regard to polygamy.
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