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Abstract 

The incidence of polygamous marriages has declined overtime but its practise is still carried 

on in some communities. To understand the persistence of polygamy, it is relevant to list 

ind ividual incentives motivating men and women to preferthis type of union. The analysis of 

the effects on women welfare is used to justify why most of the women perce ive polygamy 

as an advantage. ln the surveyed village in Burkina Faso, the institution has positive effects 

on women's autonomy and individual wealth but polygamous women experience less well

being in t erms of their marital conditions, the environ ment and follow-ups when giving birth 

and their health. One of the factor explaining this difference might be the higher amount of 

members living in a polygamous households leading to a sharing of the husbands' resources 

and attention. 



"The sad truth is, polygamy constitutes a national embarrassment in any 

country thatfantasises about progress and development. Polygamy devalues 

women and the on/y persan who revels in it is the husband who gets to enjoy 

variety. You, poor women, will become nothing more than a dish at the buffet" 

"There is not enough aboutit in literature, the effects on women, how it 

changes a woman and impacts her choices" 

Lola Shoneyin 



1. Introduction 

Polygamy is still widely practised in some reg ions of the world even if, in most countries, it is 

completely forbidden and monogamy dominates. The institution of having multiple wives is 

mainly persistent in the Middle East and in sub-Saharan Africa. The aim of this research is to 

analyse and understand the causes and consequences of this practise in Burkina Faso, a sub

Saharan country where the institution is still persistent. The current literature is brimming with 

theories clarifying the emergence of polygamy from two distinct perspectives. On the one hand, 

the instit ution can be explained with broader models of supply and demand between men and 

women matching on the marriage market. On the other hand, the presence of polygamy can be 

described with the help of individual incentives from men and women. The following study is 

focusing on the second type of theories because the aim is to understand why women would 

engage in polygamy. To reach this objective, the present research will start by detecting 

ind ividual incentives to engage in polygamy to further evaluate the effects of the institution on 

welfare, especially from the point of view of women. 

After a review of the state of literature to set the context and analyse the theories explaining 

ind ividual incentives to account for polygamy, the empirical part will use data from Burkina Faso 

to look at three main tapies. Firstly, the characteristics of women (in terms of education, 

professional activity, family and demographics) who engage in polygamous marriages, then the 

reasons pushing women to opt for polygamy as well as the type of relationship existing between 

co-wives in Burkina Faso and finally the effect of polygamy on women welfare. This last research 

question will also contribute to the understanding of the women's tendency to choose polygamy 

in the studied society in Burkina Faso. 



Il. Literature review 

The literature review is divided into three main sections regrouping the relevant information of 

previous research linked to the tapie. After th is brief introduction, the first section will broadly 

define polygamy and its geographic extent as well as its long-term history evolution and the 

general effects it may have on the economic development. The aim is to set the context of the 

tapie and to evaluate what has already been covered in the literature. The second section will 

compare the different theories explaining the main reasons or the benefits to engage in a 

polygamous marriage for men and for women, from an individual perspective. Finally, the last 

section will inform about posit ive and negative aspects of polygamy on women welfare and 

investigate the state of lite rature concerning relationships between co-wives. 

1. POLYGAMY 

a. Definition 

Polygamy is still persistent in several specific regions worldwide through different forms and 

cust oms depending on the region's cultural traditions. According to the etymology of the word, 

polygamy literally means "often married". Hence, the term polygamy can be defined as an 

institut ion in which one individual is officially married to at least two spouses at the same time. 

The cont rary, called monogamy, refers to the case where a persan is married to only one 

ind ividual (Zeitzen, 2008). Polygamy is a general term which can be classified into three main 

types. The literature typically distinguishes between polygyny, polyandry and group marriage 

depending on the gender of the individual who marries more than one persan. Polygyny, which 

is the most common form of polygamy, refers to the case where one man is simultaneously 

married t o several women . For the purpose of this research, the focus is centred on polygyny, 

even if t he general term polygamy is being used. A scarcer type of polygamy, called polyandry, 

is a woman who is married to more than one man. The last form, also quite rare, is group 

marriage which is defined as the practise of several husbands being married to several wives. 

Even though these three types of polygamy prevail in the literature, the term is more complex 

because of the large variations of the institution across different reg ions and cultures. ln some 

communit ies, the act of wife-sharing is common but does not necessarily refers to polygamy 

because of the absence of official marriage (Zeitzen, 2008). 



b. ln which cultures? 

Historically, the practise of a man having multiple wives has been observed in some Jewish 

and Muslim societies, in ancient Greece, in Africa and in some Chinese communities (Becker, 

1981). Nevertheless, the major part of polygamous marriages has always occurred on the 

African continent. More than 20 years ago, the term "polygamy belt" was used to describe 

the expansion of the institution from Senegal to Tanzania where more than a third of married 

women were engaged in polygamous marriages (Jacoby, 1995). ln Cameroon, a decade ago, 

the numbers were even more impressive with more than half of the men having more than 

one spouse (Tertilt, 2005). Overtime, the trend has tremendously decreased but the tradition 

remains important. Today, Africa remains the area with the highest prevalence of polygamy 

in t he world (Zeitzen, 2008). More precisely, polygamy is mostly permitted and practised in 

sub-Saharan African countries. On the contrary, a high amount of regions in the world have 

set polygamy as illegal by penalizing practitioners with fines and imprisonment (Wheaton, 

2015). Polygamy is also still observable in the Middle Eastern lslamic countries but to a much 

lower ext ent (Tertilt, 2005). The country selected for the present research, Burkina Faso, is 

cha racterized by a significant persistence of the institution today. Among adult married 

women, 4 2% are in polygamous unions. As far as men are concerned, 22% of married men 

between 15 and 49 years in Burkina Faso have more than one wife (DHS, 2010). 

c. Long-term history evolution 

The incidence of polygamy in the world has shown a downturn trend in history often justified by 

the emergence of religions and the increasing importance of women's rights or by the change in 

relat ive gains to men and women from polygamy (Becker, 1981). The significant disappearance 

of polygamy in many parts of the world has made some room for other marriage institutions. 

The evolution over time shows that polygamy has been abandoned with the increase of 

economic development and the wealth of men. Moreover, this decrease of polygamy has 

happened a long with an increase in strict monogamy later followed by se rial monogamy (De la 

Croix & Mariani, 2012). Serial monogamy has appeared with the emergence of divorce which 

gives ind ividuals the possibility to remarry. lt refers to an institution which allows men to have 

ch ildren with several distinct women but not at the same time. 



---------- - -------------------- --- - - --- ---- ~ 

d. Polygamy and economic development 

Another research field in the literature has explored the general effects of polygamy on 

economic growth and development. 

ln the early 20oo's, Michèle Tertilt has conceived several economic arguments showing some 

global consequences that polygamy can have on developing countries' development process. 

Many su b-Saharan African countries are stuck in poverty traps because of different reasons and 

a marriage system allowing for polygamy could be an obstacle among others to development 

(Tertilt, 2 006). ln fact, we observe today that ail developed industrialized countries advocate for 

monogamy while prohibiting polygamy. More specifically, one study shows that implementing 

pol icies t hat directly or indirectly ban polygamy can (through different mechanisms) have 

positive effects on other variables such as fertility, investment and output/capita (Tertilt, 

2005) . Concerning the fertility rate, women in polygamous countries tend to engage earlier and 

have more children compared to women in monogamous countries. Then, as fathers have the 

opportunity to make the marriage arrangements for their daughters, they will get a positive 

ret urn on their female children because of a high demand for wives in a polygamous country 

which inflates the bride prices. As a result, the author explains that investments are crowded out 

because men invest in the marriages of their daughters instead of putting their money in 

physical capital. Hence, she proves that the investment rates and per capita output are 

substant ially higher in areas where monogamy prevails. Therefore, enforcing monogamy could 

posit ively trigger the economic development of poor regions by lowering the fertility rates, 

increasing investments and the output per capita (Tertilt, 2005). ln terms of policy making, a ban 

on polygamy seems to be complicated. However, empowering women to let daughters make 

thei r own marriage choices could serve as a proxy policy to decrease the return on female 

ch ildren fo r fathers and raise the incentive to invest in alternative assets (Tertilt, 2006). 

Another research uses the chi Id quality-quantity trade-off to expia in polygamy as a potential 

brake to development. A polygamous marriage system can negatively influence the trade-off 

decisions by encouraging men to gather several wives and increase the number of children. 

lndeed, in a polygamous society, there will be more kids because more women get married and 

become mothers at an earlier age than in monogamous societies. The choice to conceive a 

higher a mou nt of children may be detrimental to the quality of the children who will have fewer 

educational opportunities. ln the end, this may have negative impacts on the country's 



economic growth. Therefore, monogamytends to be linked to less poverty and better economic 

growth (Gould, Moav, & Simhon, 2012). 

Furthermore, the literature has shown that there is a positive correlation between monogamy 

and economic development through a rise in the steady-state human capital level resulting 

from the imposing of monogamous marriage system. The assumption behind this finding is that 

polygamy leads to a disequilibrium on the marriage market. The institution prevents some 

young men from marrying and having children because of aider men ta king advantage of the 

abi lity to remarry several times. The overlapping generation model used in the study affirms that 

young and old men use their available time differently. On the one hand, aider men allocate their 

time between investment in their children's human capital and work. On the other hand, the 

young men have an additional activity, leisure. Hence, if young men are unable to marry and 

have offspring, their time and resources devoted to the investment in children's education will 

be very low or inexistent. As a consequence, the steady-state human capital is expected to be 

higher when old men don't have the opportunity to remarry. ln other words, imposing 

monogamy could increase the average human capital by encouraging young men to substitute 

the ir leisure activities with human capital investment in their children (Edlund & Lagerloef, 

2012). 

2. THEORIES TO ACCOUNT FOR POL YGAMY-ECONOMICS OF POL YGAMY 

ln t he present research, the discussed theories explain the emergence of polygamy from an 

individua l perspective by specifying the individual incentives motivating men and women to 

choose polygamy. The current literature is brimming with contrasting theories explaining 

why individuals would choose to engage in a polygamous marriage. Reasons to account for 

polygamy go far beyond basic cultural and traditional customs. lndeed, according to Singh, 

marital decisions are expressed by rational individuals who wish to maximize their economic 

welfare (Singh, 1988). Several researchers have developed approaches to clarify the 

emergence and the persistent existence of this institution. Sorne theories expia in the benefits 

of polygamy from men's point of view and other authors give arguments justifying women's 

choice. 

The oldest theory on the economics of polygamy in Africa dates back to 1970. ln her theory, 

the author stipulates that polygamy can be chosen by men for economic reasons (Boserup, 



1970). For instance, a man can increase his incarne by marrying multiple productive wives 

who will contribute to an enlargement of the family workforce. As a consequence, the 

husband will be able to work less and substitute work for leisure time devoted to other 

act ivities such as hunting. Another positive effect encouraging men to marry several wives is 

the increase in a man's progeny which boosts his dignity and standing. Hence, the man will 

have the possibilityto show a better status thanks to a higher numberof children and a higher 

incarne. Nevertheless, this set of benefits only appears in cultures where the major 

agricultural work is done by women (in shifting cultivations), while the major share of 

resources is in the possession of men. The reason to prefer polygamy in this type of 

agricultural communities is that the incarne of having an additional wife exceeds the cost 

because women play an important raie in the agricultural production. As a consequence, 

women have more value and are more desirable because they give their husband the ability 

to command more land, produce more food and achieve a high status due to wealth. Besides, 

women enjoy more economic independence and a larger freedom of movement (Boserup, 

1970). 

The incidence of polygamy can also be explained by using the differences in productivity 

between men as a basis (Becker, 1974). The theory points out that some men appear ta be 

more productive than others, depending on parameters such as the size of a man's farm, his 

strength, etc. When assuming that women are identical in productivity and that marginal 

products are decreasing, the gap in men productivity makes polygamy lead to a greatertotal 

output over all marriages. lndeed, a woman might generate a higher productivity by being a 

productive man's second wife than by being the only wife of a less productive husband. 

Therefore, the total output might be higher if a man marries two women while leaving 

anot her man unmarried than if bath men marry one woman each. This reasoning implies that 

more productive men with more resources have a higher ability to marry multiple wives. ln 

fact, this result is proven in many empirics such as polygamy appearing amongst the 

wealthiest and most successful men (Becker, 1974). 

Another t heory to account for polygamy has been established by using a model of a 

marriage market where men are the demanders and women are the suppliers of marital 

services (Grossbard, 1976). Results show that wealthier men have more women because of 

an incarne effect. lndeed, the number of married women increases with the men's incarne 

and education (which indirectly impacts earnings) . ln particular, polygamy achieves a peak 



when a man is at his most productive age. Moreover, the theory proves that the number of 

wives pe r man is smaller when his senior wife is more educated. Basically, wealthier and more 

educated men tend to have more women but the higher the number of wives, the less 

educated they will be (Grossbard, 1976). Further researches produce similar results by 

affirming that polygamous women tend to be less educated than monogamous women while 

on t he men side it is the contrary (Brown, 1981). ln another article, the author highlights some 

theories to account for polygamy but from the wives' perspective. He emphasizes some 

reasons showing that polygamy positively impacts women's well-being. For instance, as 

polygamy is synonymous with a higher male competition forwomen services, the bride prices 

will surge in polygamous societ ies. Moreover, allowing men to marry more than one woman 

gives the opportunity to less attractive women such as widowed and divorced ones to get a 

second chance and decreases the proportion of unmarried women (Grossbard, 1978). This 

possibility for women to remarry is highly valued in societies where being married can 

increase an individual's social status. For instance, in Burkina Faso, a widow could remarry 

wit hin her husband's kinsmen because the society expects all women to be married (Mason, 

1988). 

Similar to Boserup's theory of economics of polygamy, other approaches use African 

women's productive contribution to agricultural work as a reason to account for polygamy 

(Jacoby, 1995). As female labour is highly valued, the shadow price of women is relatively low 

which leads to a high demand for marrying multiple wives. As a result, polygamy worsens 

wealth inequality between men. A gap arises because men with productive farms manage to 

attract more wives who hope to improve their welfare since consumption is proportional to 

wealth while poorer men are left with no chances in the competition for wives (Jacoby, 1995). 

The importance of women's contribution pushing men into polygamous practises is 

composed of two major elements. Actually, according to Singh, wives' economic value for 

thei r husbands are made up of their work in the household or on the farm complemented by 

thei rfertil ity (Singh, 1988). Hence, as individuals are always willing to maximize their utility, 

household heads will magnify the returns from wives and children through polygamy. 

Finally, a last argument demonstrating why polygamy might still be practised is the 

institution's ability to serve as an insurance system (Posner, 1981). By marrying multiple 

wives, a husband enlarges the close relationships with his network of kinship. Hence, the 

number of individuals who could potential ly offer financ ial help during crisis situations 



increases and polygamy serves as a substitute for credit or insurance markets which are often 

absent in primitive societies. 

3. EFFECTS ON WOMEN WELFARE 

The following section will caver the literature review referring to the consequences of 

polygamy on women welfare. lt is important to notice that the literature on the effects of 

polygamy on men's well -being is quite rare. Most of the existing studies foc us on the benefits 

that polygamy offers to husbands but the research on welfare and well-being is mainly 

centred on women and children. However, this component should not be neglected since 

having multiple wives can also negatively impact the psychological well-being of husbands. 

lndeed, polygamous men seem to have more mental health problems, a lower marital 

satisfaction and more problematic relationships with their children (AI-Krenawi, 2006). 

Besides, it would also be relevant to analyse the effects on single men who need to stay in 

the ir parents' family because of the imbalanced marriage market caused by polygamy. 

By gathering the positive and negative effects of the institution on women welfare and well 

being, it will appear that scholars have arguments for both types of marriage systems. 

However, the major part of research on this tapie concludes that polygamy represents rather 

a disadvantage for women than an advantage. ln particular, the literature regroups opinions 

affi rming that the institution may be harmful to women. 

a. Advantages 

One of t he main advantages ensuing from the previous section about the economics of 

polygamy theories is that women in polygamy may benefit from greater consumption. 

Numerous studies have shown that polygamy is mainly within the reach of wealthy and 

productive household heads (Becker, 1981) (Grossbard, 1976). Consequently, women 

accepting polygamy end up in households with more resources and can probably allow 

themselves more expenditures and consumption. Furthermore, polygamous women have 

the opportunity to increase their leisure time by sharing different kinds of labour. On the 

one hand, co-wives are able to share domestic tasks by dividing imposed household duties 

such as childcare, husband care, cooking and cleaning. On the other hand, they can also carry 

out farm work together to save time for other activities and get more time slots to rest. For 

instance, women in polygamous hou se ho Ids can free one another to participate more often 

in economic activities and earn money. Hence, co-wives have more autonomy and they can 



increase their economic productivity by gathering together to process food for sale or 

perform other business duties such as marketing, for example (Brown, 1981). 

b. Disadvantages 

Polygamy also counts multiple negative consequences on women welfare. For instance, it 

seems to represent rather an oppressive institution than the outcome of a woman's rational 

choice (lckowitz & Mohanty, 2015). The research demonstrates that women in polygamous 

relat ionships tend to accept and experience more domestic violence compared to women in 

monogamous unions. As women living in larger compounds with several co-wives have less 

decision-making power within the household, the probability is low that they will have the 

audacity to confront their husband to rebel against domestic violence. 

ln addition to being oppressive, polygamy can negatively impact women's health (Bove & 

Valeggia, 2009). The study informs that polygamy can negatively affect women's physical 

(illness, sexually transmitted infections) and mental (depression and anxiety) health through 

different channels. ln particular, they are more exposed to illness and their access to medical 

treatment is limited compared to their monogamous counterpart. Through the husband's 

higher number of sexual partners and low contraception use, polygamous women have 

higher probabilities to attract sexually transmitted infections. Women's mental health seems 

to be hurt when women are afra id and angry about their husband's decision to marry an 

additional wife. Their feelings of sadness and of being abandoned can inadvertently lead to 

disast rous depression episodes (Jankowiak, Sudakov, & Wilreker, 2005) . 

Polygamy can also negatively impact women's health and welfare through the channel of 

bequest ru les (Lambert & Rossi, 2014). According to the lslamic inheritance law, women are 

rarely ent itled to a share of inheritance after their husband's death. ln the case of a bequest 

intended for the husband's polygamous wives, this part has to be shared amongst co-wives. 

As polygamous men appear to be wealthier (Becker, 1974), the institution may not 

automatically decrease the amount each woman receives. However, the channel of bequest 

ru les cou Id represent an issue in a polygamous marriage since the children of other wives are 

also entit led to a share of inheritance which could increase the competition between wives. 

Moreover, as women are rarely left with enough resources, they, even more, need to use their 

ch ildren as financial instruments or insu rance policy (Banerjee & Duflo, 2011). Consequently, 

women in polygamous unions are even more urged to get a male chi Id to serve as widowhood 



~----------- - ---

insurance. These women will force themselves to increase their fertility by shortening birth 

spacing with the aim of getting a son. As short birth spacing is known to increase maternai 

and infant mortality, they endanger their health by practising this method. Finally, an 

important negative effect of polygamy on women welfare is the violation of their rights (UN 

Women, 1994). ln their general recommendations, the United Nations Entity for Gender 

Equality and Women Empowerment states that polygamy should be prohibited because it 

rem oves a woman's right to equality with men and can have negative emotional and financial 

consequences on women's welfare. The report even defines the marriage system as a 

"harmfu l, traditional practise" which can hurt women's health by infecting them with 

different diseases. 

c. Harmony between co-wives 

Among the negative effects of polygamy on women welfare, scholars sometimes mention 

the confl icts that can arise between co-wives. However, the nature of relationship between 

co-wives can be either competit ive or collaborative, depending on the contextual conditions 

(Madhavan, 2002). The atmosphere prevailing in a compound will be influenced by 

soc ioeconomic and cultural features. ln accordance with this context and harmony, the 

impact of polygamy on a woman's welfare may be beneficial or harmful. Other stud ies tend 

to maintain that conflicts between co -wives are unavoidable. Even if women in polygamous 

marriages prefer cooperating (always by keeping a certain distance), co-wife conflicts are 

usually present in the early years of marriage and often accompanied by verbal and physical 

violence (Jankowiak, Sudakov, & Wilreker, 2005). Ouarrels seem to be part of routine when 

several w ives are sharing the same husband whose attention and affection is rarely equally 

distributed. Therefore, it leads to a certain rivalry and competition between co -wives who 

may be jealous. The results of that study show that conflicts are the norm in polygamous 

households and that a new wife is generally not welcomed with pleasure and enjoyment. 

Hence, co-wives avoid close relationships with each other and try to live their lives separately. 

There are some exceptions to these distant relations, such as sororal polygamy or the 

existence of differences in age, health or reproductive status. Concerning this last point, 

another source of conflict between co-wives can be reproductive rivalry (Rossi, 2015). The 

emergence of a certain competition between the spouses tends to drive fertility by giving 

women incentives to want more children. ln other words, fertility choices of women in 



·---------------- ----- --- - --------------, 

polygamous marriages are strongly influenced by the fertility of their co-wives. As a result, 

the atmosphere remains strained in the compound and total population of regions with 

polygamous societies is surging. The literature also contains information on co-wife 

relat ionships in a specific village in Burkina Faso where Moose is the predominating ethnie 

group (Mason, 1988). Similar to other studies' results, the author explains that co -wife 

relat ionships seem to be characterized as either amicable or hostile. Both types of harmony 

appear when looking at people' perception as well as their actual behaviours. However, 

results also show that supportive, amicable relationships are predominating over conflictual 

behaviours in the evaluated village in Burkina Faso. According to the author, co -wives are 

present t o help each other if one is ill, care for each other's children, share work and goods 

and offe r companionship. The negative relationships deteriorating women's welfare are 

observed in the form of teasing and hostile behaviours but are less common than the 

am icable relationship (Mason, 1988). 

The state of lite rature spreads out different facts and theories that have been elaborated and 

developed until today. The present research contributes to the literature by evaluating the 

perception of polygamy from women's point of view to better understand their choices in 

te rms of marital institutions. 



Ill. Empirical part: The case of Burkina Faso 

Burkina Faso is a low-income, sub-Saharan African country with a population of 18.6 million 

in habitants (World Bank, 2016) . According to a measure computing the number of men who 

assume having more than one wife, Burkina Faso is characterized as a country with a high 

leve l of polygamy (Gebreselassie & Mishra, 2007) . More precisely, among the married women 

(15-49 years old), 42% are in polygamous unions. Not surprisingly, the share of women in 

polygamies increases with the age of wives. ln fact, from the married women aged below 35 

years, there is a higher share engaged in monogamous than polygamous unions. For aider 

married women, the tendency is reversed . Regarding the geographic repartition in Burkina 

Faso, polygamy is mainly practised in rural areas, where 48 % of married women have at least 

one co-wife, compared to only 22% in urban areas. ln the Northern reg ion of the country, 

which is the one surveyed in th is study, the number even reaches 53% of married women. As 

far as men are concerned, 22% of married men between 15 and 49 years in Burkina Faso have 

more than one wife. Aga in, this statistic is increasing with a man's age and the highest value 

is observed in rural areas, especially in the North and the East of the country (DHS, 2010). 

1. RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Which types of women engage in polygamous marriages rather than monogamous 

marriages? 

The first research question refers to the background and demographics of women engaged 

in polygamous marriages. The objective is to analyse the characterist ics of women in terms 

of educational background, parents' characteristics, activity performed before the marriage 

and demographics (age, ethnicity, religion). According to the literature review, women 

engaged in polygamous unions are characterized as being less educated (Brown, 1981) 

(G rossbard, 1976), aider and Muslim (Becker, 1981). More specifically, the share of women in 

polygamous marriages in Burkina Faso varies from 47% of adult married wives for 

uneducated women to only 12% for women having accomplished at least secondary 

education (DHS, 2010). Hence, the level of education of polygamous women is expected to 

be lower than the education of monogamous women. 



Women's opinion of polygamy 

The second analysis will investigate how women perce ive the polygamous marriage system. 

The first objective is to find out if women refer to polygamy as an advantage or an 

inconvenient and for what reasons. A major part of the lite rature states that polygamy seems 

to be more a disadvantage for women since they would be in favour of its prohibition (Aluko 

& Aransiola, 2017). Polygamy would represent an inconvenient as it has proven to violate 

the ir rig hts (UN Women, 1994), to increase domestic violence (lckowitz & Mohanty, 2015) 

and to have a negative impact on their physical and moral health (Bove & Valeggia, 2009). 

However, some theories discussed above could justify why women would see polygamy as 

an advantage. According to some studies, polygamous households are better off in terms of 

incarne and resources (Becker, 1981) (Grossbard, 1976) and having co-wives can increase a 

woman's leisure time and economic productivity through a sharing of labour activities 

(Brown, 1981). Afterwards, it is essential to find out about women's perception of the 

relations ip with their co-wives and how polygamy impacts family solidarity. ln the literature, 

research in polygamous families finds that relations are emotionally unsatisfactory for the 

majority of women because of constant competition leading to violence and jealousy 

(Jankowiak, Sudakov, & Wilreker, 2005) but also to reproductive rivalry (Rossi, 2015). 

Women's welfare in polygamous marriages 

The last research question involves the analysis of women's welfare in polygamous unions. lt 

is essential to focus on the effects of polygamy on women to better understand why 

polygamy could be preferred or rejected in a polygamous society. To find an explanation of 

women's choice to engage or reject polygamy, the present study will analyse women's 

welfare in terms of autonomy, wealth at individual and household level, fertility, marital 

conditions and physical health. The starting hypothesis established further to other 

researchers' results is that women would choose to engage in polygamy to enjoy a higher 

family incarne (Becker, 1981) (Grossbard, 1976) allowing for greater consumption. Another 

reason which could justify this decision is the augmented freedom of movement resulting 

from the sharing of housework (Brown, 1981). Concerning fertility in polygamy, the lite rature 

has highl ighted that polygamous women often have more children (Tertilt, 2005), especially 

because men want to increase their progeny to show off with a higher status (Boserup, 1970). 



The marital conditions (age at first marriage, if the women knew her husband before the 

marriage and if the marriage was arranged by their families) are expected to be worse in 

polygamous unions since other studies have shown that polygamous women tend to engage 

earlier and in arranged marriages (Tertilt, 2005). Finally, the women's physical health, 

assessed with the help of their Body Mass Index and if they have been too sick to work since 

the last harvest, is expected to be worse in polygamous unions. ln fact, the literature 

highlight s that polygamous women are more exposed to illness and have less access to 

med ical t reatment (Bove & Valeggia, 2009). 

2. METHODOLOGY 

Measurements 

The analysis of the characteristics of polygamous women, their perception of the marri age 

system, as well as the effects on their welfare, has been carried out with a database issued 

from a household survey performed in a Northern region in Burkina Faso in 2013. The survey 

form is composed of a first part containing individual information and demograph ics while 

the second partis about the women's parents, her marriage and fertility. The detailed list of 

selected survey questions can be found in Appendix 1 . 

The quest ions chosen to answer the first research question concern the background and the 

demographics of the women. Concerning the woman's education, it is relevant to consider 

the attendance to a formai school and to literacy classes in addition to the ability to read and 

write. The aim is to find out if polygamous women are more or less educated than 

monogamous women. The analysis of each woman's familiar background is performed 

firstly by asking about the father's involvement in a polygamous marriage system and 

secondly by examining the woman's parents' attendance to formai schools. The idea is to 

learn if polygamy is an intergenerational tradition influencing a woman's choice when 

accepting or refusing to join or welcome co-wives. To investigate the woman's professional 

background, women were asked if they had practised a non-agricultural paid activity before 

living with their husband. For the demographics. 1 used individual information question 

concerning women's age, ethnic ity and religion. 



The analysis of the second research question, the women's opinion of polygamy. starts with 

a part of the survey asking women if, from their point of view, polygamy represents an 

advantage or a disadvantage. ln addition, women are requested to give a reason justifying 

their op inion. Later, these reasons are classified into categories regrouping the main 

responses for a better understanding of why polygamy could be chosen or refused. 

Afterwards, the impact on familiar cohesion is measured with a question asking if, from the 

woman's point of view, polygamy encourages or discourages family solidarity. As the 

lite rature reveals that wives sharing one husband might be in competition with their co-wives 

and create intra-family conflicts, it is also relevant to examine how they perceive the 

relat ionship or harmony with their co-wives. 

Finally, the last research question evaluating women's welfare in a polygamous marriage is 

divided into five main sections. To find out why polygamy may be preferred in a polygamous 

society such as Northern Burkina Faso, it is essential to compare women's welfare in 

polygamous unions with their counterparts in monogamous marriages in terms of autonomy, 

wealt h, marital conditions, fertility and health. To evaluate a woman's autonomy level, the 

selected questions ask if they practise any self-employed activity which generates incarne 

and if t hey participate in village associations. Moreover, the study takes into account if 

women had the possibility to leave the household for at least one month du ring the last year 

for various reasons (visit family, work, education, ceremonies, etc.). For the wealth 

component, the analysis firstly refers to individual wealth in terms of personally owning plots, 

livestock and food stocks. Here, the women had to respond with yes or no if they personally 

did own plots, livestock and food stocks at the time of the survey. Besides, women's welfare 

is estimated through the proxy of family resources such as land ownership and food 

production at the level of the concession. For these measures, the concession's wealth is 

divided by the total number of members per household, including women, children and the 

man. More specifically, the concession's per capita land is expressed in terms of the a mou nt 

of land cultivated collectively du ring the 2012 agricultural season (in hectares per capita). The 

concession's per capita harvest refers to the total quantity of cereal harvested in 2012 (in 100 

kg bags per capita). The last family wealth indicator is the household's cereal self-sufficiency 

level during 2010/2011/2012 agricultural cycles. The cereal self-sufficiency is expressed on a 

latter bet ween zero for households who were not self-sufficient at all and three for 

concessions being self-sufficient on the whole period . 



Moreover, marital conditions such as age at marriage, if women knew their husband before 

the wedding and if their marriage was arranged by their family, are relevant indicators of 

women's well-being in polygamous unions compared to monogamy. Similarly, some 

questions concerning women's fertility are used. For instance, the number of births, the time 

span between the marriage and the first child, the presence of a serious pregnancy follow

ups and t he birth location can signal a positive or negative welfare effect of polygamy on 

wives. For the fertility section, only responses from women who have been married for more 

than five years were taken into account to avoid biases resulting from recently engaged 

wives. To conclude the analysis of women's welfare, two different variables are used to 

compare women's' health. Firstly, to evaluate if there is a difference in health, the study 

makes use of the Body Mass Index. Another parameter used in this last partis if women have 

been constrained to work because of any illness since the last harvest. 

Sample 

Table 1 : Frequency of polygamy 

Polygamous? Frequency Percent 

YES 885 65.41 

NO 468 34.59 
Total 1353 100 

The database is composed of observations which are the result of a broader survey. For the 

purpose of the present research on polygamy, only observations from adult females (>16 

years) were ta ken into account. Therefore, the analysis is based on responses from more than 

2000 women issued from 600 different households. The data set shows that from a sample of 

1353 women, 65.41% affirm that they have co-wives. Most of the women engaged in a 

polygamous marriage tend to count one or two co-wives. More specifically, most of 

polygamous relationships are composed of one man and two (60.36%) or three (30.69%) 

women. 

Moreover, it is important to notice that some data are missing because some questions were 

not answered by every woman . lndeed, some individuals either refused to reveal some 

information or they did not know the answer. Consequently, some parts of the survey are 

composed of more or fewer observations than others. ln the context of descriptive statistics, 

the whole set of answers were taken into account which explains the distinct results in terms 



of t otal observations. The size of the sample is provided in the tables for each measured 

variable. 

3. LIMITATIONS 

ln the present study, several circumstances should be considered and explicitly mentioned as 

they might have impacted the results. The most important limitations, listed below, need to 

be discussed be cause they may have influenced the manipulation and interpretation of the 

data base. lt is aise essential to understand that these limitations were either net controllable 

by the researcher or they reflect specific boundaries that have been established for the 

purpose of the study. 

Firstly, t he existence of a potential selection bias was unavoidable because of pre-existing 

diffe rences between women in the sample. The method used is a comparison between 

polygamous and monogamous women' characteristics, but the observed differences are net 

necessarily the result of the marriage institution in which women are engaged. Hence, the 

problem of unobserved or missing variables concerning differences which may net be linked 

to the type of union could lead to biased results. 

Another serious limitation is the way women were classified as being polygamous or 

monogamous. lndeed, a woman is perceived as being polygamous if she affirms to have co

wives at the time of the survey. However, a woman might net have any co-wife at that 

specific moment in time when the survey takes place, but the possibility remains that her 

husband will engage with other wives in the following years. Therefore, it is highly probable 

that a woman classified as monogamous in the study will become polygamous later in her 

life. 

Then, concerning the methodology, the selection of the sample and the way the questions 

were asked in the survey may aise impact the final results. For instance, as the survey was 

carried out in a society where polygamy dominates and is deeply embedded in local 

traditions, women's opinions of the institution is probably influenced. For example, if a 

woman's parents were polygamous and she has always been used to live and observe only 

this type of union, her perspective might net be completely objective. Moreover, when it 

cornes to the process of questioning individuals, it is possible that some answers, especially 



to open questions, were subjectively interpreted either by the pollsters or later during the 

analysis and sorting of the data. ln other words, the reasons given by the women who 

perceive polygamy as an advantage or an inconvenient were interpreted to be ranged into 

several distinct categories (Mutual aid, solidarity, conflict, etc.). Another limitation of the 

question ing process concerns the freedom of expression that women were offered du ring the 

survey. As some co-wives participated in the survey together, some women may not have 

dared to give accurate responses in attendance of the other women, especially for the 

questions relating to the relationships between co-wives. Similarly, the question if polygamy 

encourages or discourages the solidarity in the family is based purely on women's perception 

of polygamy instead of giving actual effects of the institution on family cohesion . 

Finally, when analysing fertility dimensions, it is essential to keep in mind that the differences 

between both types of women might be linked to the age of women at the time of the survey 

ratherthan be the result of the marri age institution. ln fact, if a woman is at the beginning of 

her lifecycle, her fertility (expressed by the number of children she gave birth to) at the time 

of the survey might not be her actual fertility. This limitation is reinforced by the age 

distribution since polygamous women are, on average, older (M=39.67, SD=11.7) than women 

without co-wives (M=31.25, SD=n.8) at the time of the survey. 

4. RESULTS 

Background and demographics 

The first research question analyses which types of women engage in polygamous marri ages 

rather than monogamous marriages. For this section, table 2 regroups the different 

characteristics of polygamous women compared to their monogamous counterpart. Both 

means are computed and tested to observe if the difference is statistically significant (p<o.05) 

or not. 

Table 2: Background and demographics 

POLYGAMOUS MONOGAMOUS Combined Difference 

#observations Mean #observations Mean #observations Mean 

Education 

=1 if formai school 875 0.0606 465 o.r:n-=1 1~40 0.08,;8 0.0728** 
=1 if literacy class 880 0.1761 465 0.1978 1345 0.1836 0.0217 



=1 if able to read & 
write 

Parents 

=1 if father polygamous 

=1 if father educated 
(formai school) 
=1 if mother educated 
(formai school) 

Activity before 
marriage 

Demographics 

Age 

Ethnicity (=1 if Moose) 

Religion (=1 if Muslim) 

*p < 0.05 

** p < 0.01 

882 0.1304 466 

877 0.7628 463 

851 0.0411 448 

862 0.0174 453 

849 0.1614 451 

885 39.67 468 

880 0.9170 467 

882 0.9478 467 

0.2210 1348 0.1617 0.0906** 

0.6458 1340 0.7224 -0.1170** 

0.0603 1299 0.0477 0.0191 

0.0199 1315 0.0186 0.0025 

0.1641 1300 0.1623 0.0027 

31.25 1353 36.76 -8.4173** 

0.8544 1347 0.8953 -0.0627** 

0.8373 1349 0.9096 -0.1106** 

ln table 2 , each variable is being compared between polygamous and monogamous women 

in order to reveal the specific characteristics which are describing which women tend to 

engage in a polygamous marriage. For the purpose oftesting the means of the variables, each 

characteristic is expressed as a dummy variable where the mean refers to a percentage, 

except for the age which is expressed in years. 

For t he educational background, the data shows that only 8.58% of the surveyed women 

actually attended a forma i school. There is a sign ificant difference of 7.28 percentage points 

between polygamous women (6.06%) and monogamous women (13.33%). This result can be 

interpreted as a negative relationship between having attended formai school and polygamy. 

ln fact, t he less a woman is educated, the higher is the probability of engaging in a 

polygamous marriage. Results also show that there are more women who attended literacy 

classes (18.36%) than formai school (8.58%). However, the difference of 2.17 percentage 

points between polygamous and monogamous women in attending literacy classes is not 

statistica lly significant. Nevertheless, we observe again a significant difference between both 

types of women in terms of ability to read and write. ln general, women in monogamous 

marriages have a higher probability of being able to read and write. 

Regarding the woman's familiar roots, results prove that polygamy is an intergenerational 

institution. Parents have a significant influence on their daughter when it cornes to engaging 

in a polygamous marriage. ln fact, polygamous women's fathers were more often engaged 

in polygamy (76.28%) than monogamous women's fathers (64.58%) and the difference of 

11.7 percentage points is statistically significant. However, there is no significant link between 



a woma 's choice to engage in polygamy and her parents' educational background. 

Concern ing the professional activity before getting married, the difference is very tiny and 

not sign ificant. For both types of women combined, only 16.23% of the sample had a non

agricultural, paid professional activity before her marriage. This low percentage point is not 

surprising as most of individuals in developing countries are working in the agricultural sector. 

Final ly, with respect to demographics (age, religion, ethnicity), there are also significant 

differences between polygamous and monogamous women. ln terms of ethnicity, it is 

important to notice that a major part of the women in the surveyed community is Moose 

(89.53%), which is the predominant ethnie group in Burkina Faso. Women who engage in 

polygamous marriages are more likely to be Moose (91.7%) compared to monogamous 

women (85.44%), but the difference in tiny (6.27 percentage points). Concerning their 

religion, most of them are Muslim (90.96%). Polygamous women are more often Muslim 

compared to women who do not have any co-wives, with a significant difference of 11.05 

percentage points. The significant difference was expected as religions lay down which 

traditional practises are allowed and accepted. ln the case of Islam, polygamy seems to be 

tolerable and encouraged, while in other religions (Catholicism for instance), the institution 

is proh ibited and considered inappropriate. Therefore, it is very surprising that amongst 

members of the second most dominant religion in the country, Catholicism, there is still a 

considerable number of women living in polygamous unions. For these women, either 

individual incentives or the influence of traditions may take over ru les dictated by religion. 

The observed average age is also statistically significant. Polygamous women tend to be 

older (M=39.67, SD=11.7) than monogamous women (M=31.25, SD=11.8). This difference 

cou ld be biased since some women are considered being monogamous because they did not 

have any co-wives at the time of the survey but their husband may decide to marry other 

women some years later. Hence, women classified as monogamous might be at the 

beg inning of their marriage as a first wife and therefore younger while women classified as 

polygamous already live with at least one co-wife. 

Women's perception of polygamy 

The analysis of women's perception of polygamy is carried out with the help of three relevant 

questions which were asked in the survey. Firstly, women revealed if the institution 



represents more an advantage or rather an inconvenient. Then, another question required to 

say if polygamy encourages or discourages family solidarity. The last part refers to the nature 

of the relationship between the co-wives. 

Table 3: Women's perception of polygamy 

POLYGAMOUS MONOGAMOUS Combined Difference 

Advantage/ 
lnconvenient (=1 if 
advantage) 

Solidarity (=1 if 
encourages solidarity) 
*p < 0 .0 5 

** p < 0 .01 

#observations 

823 

820 

Mean #observations 

0.8748 426 

0.8683 422 

Mean #observations Mean 

0.7042 1249 0.8167 -0.1706** 

0.6754 1242 0.8027 -0.1929** 

Polygamy seems to represent an advantage for 81.67% out of 1249 female respondents. ln 

table 3, we observe a significant difference between opinions of polygamous and 

monogamous women . Among women who actually have co-wives, 87.48% think that it is an 

advantage compared to 70.42% for monogamous women. lt is very surprising that such a 

high share of monogamous women perceives the institution as being an advantage rather 

than an inconvenient. This unexpected result might be due to the above-mentioned 

lim itation that women who are described as monogamous in th is study are those that do not 

cou nt any co-wife at the time of the survey, but they might become polygamous later. ln the 

survey, women were also asked to answer to an open-ended question to detect for which 

reasons they would choose to engage (or not) in a polygamous marriage. For the purpose of 

highl ight ing the main reasons, different categories were created to gather together the 

women 's responses which were similar. ln total, eight categories were created for the 

advantage side and nine for the disadvantages. ln addition, there are some answers (37) 

which were stored in a "NA" category because the surveyed woman did not give a relevant 

answer. For instance, specifications such as "no reasons", "not necessary", "bad thing" or 

"bet ter t o be alone" have been coded as NA (not applicable). 

Table 4: Reasons to choose or reject polygamy 

Advantages Disadvantages 

Poly Mono Total Total Poly Mono Total Total 

in% # in o/o in % # in o/o 

Mutual aid 51.31 60.49 527 54.05 Conflict 57.43 61.29 134 59 .56 

Labour force 20.78 14.69 185 18.97 Family 9.9 4.03 15 6.67 
management 



Solidarity 18.31 15-73 171 17-54 Oppression 3.96 7.26 13 5.78 

Wealth 2.62 1.75 23 2.36 Lack of resources 8.91 3- 23 13 5.78 

Freedom 1.89 1-75 18 1.85 Lack of solidarity 3.96 4.84 10 4.44 

Cohabitation 0.73 2.45 12 1.23 lnheritance 2.97 1.61 5 2.22 

Children 0.44 0 3 0.31 Religion 0 4.03 5 2.22 

Other 2.91 0.35 21 2.15 Children 1.98 1.61 4 1.78 

NA 1.02 2.8 15 1-54 Other 3.96 0 4 1.78 

NA 6.93 12.1 22 9.78 

TOTAL 100 100 975 100 TOTAL 100 100 225 100 

Mutual aid is the most cited reason for polygamy to be an advantage. regardless of the type 

of marriage institution. ln fact, 54% of 975 women who accepted to specify their opinion 

estimate that having co-wives is an advantage because it provides a division of work burdens. 

This category regroups all answers from women who see polygamy as a way to get mutual 

support and assistance in achieving housework or in case of illness. Mutual aid is perceived as 

even more important by monogamous women than by polygamous women. The second 

most listed reason (by looking at the total sample) to opt for polygamy is the increase of 

labour force. Almost 19% out of 975 women prefer polygamy because it increases the 

number of family members which means a higher workforce to work in the family fields. This 

benefit appears to be more cited by women already engaged in polygamous households, 

probably because they observe the work of their co-wives on a daily basis. Another reason, 

which is cited several times by bath groups of women, is solidarity. Sorne women consider 

the institution as a good thing because it fosters family cohesion and it creates a pleasant 

harmony or atmosphere in the concession. This result seems to be coherent with women's 

perception of their relationship with their co-wives (see Table 5). Moreover, the surveyed 

women would opt for polygamy since a bigger concession can create more wealth and 

women in polygamous marriages apparently benefit from more individual resources (see 

Table 6). Furthermore, several explanations to choose polygamy include freedom. Having 

co-wives seems to improve women's well-being by offering them more travel opportunities 

and giving a possibility to rest and to be absent from time to time. They also feel more 

autonomous through more security, less suffering and pain and higher respect from their 

husbands. 

Concerning the disadvantages. the biggest negative consequence of polygamy, from the 

point of view of all the women, regardless their type of union, is the risk of conflicts. 59.5% 



of all female respondents who judge polygamy as a disadvantage argue that this institution 

tends to create situations of discords and jealousy between co-wives. This result was 

expected because previous research has shown the existence of competition between co

wives. Another fact dissuading women from choosing polygamy is the complexity of family 

management. This reason is mainly cited by polygamous women, whereas for monogamous 

women it is less important. According to the surveyed women, living in a concession 

represent s an unbearable burden because the family is extended. A polygamous marriage 

can also be oppressive because it has a direct negative impact on women's well-being. For 

example, women affirm that it can lead to a lack of freedom, respect and love which can make 

them sad and unhappy. Other statements reveal that polygamy is synonymous with 

discrimination and an unfaithful husband who needs to be shared. However, it is crucial to 

notice t hat especially monogamous women perceive polygamy as being an oppressive 

institution . Furthermore, a negative effect of polygamy is the lack of resources. As the 

ava ilable resources need to be divided among the concession members, they can become 

lim ited and some families might experience a shortage of food. Th is reason to describe 

polygamy as an inconvenient emerges mainly from the opinions of women who already have 

co-wives with whom they need to share the family resources. Finally, another cited reason to 

reject polygamy is the lack of solidarity. Since the husband takes care of more family 

members, the cohesion might be reduced which can lead to family division. This result is 

opposed to the previous finding that solidarity was one of the major reason to perceive 

polygamy as an advantage. Moreover, th is reason contradicts the results obtained in the 

analysis of the perception of the harmony between co-wives (see table 5). 

lndeed, t his last point is not in line with the results concerning the effects of polygamy on 

family solidarity. ln fact, Table 3 shows that 80.27% of all women affirm that polygamy 

encourages solidarity. Nevertheless, especially women currently engaged in polygamous 

marriages share this opinion (19.29 percentage point of difference). 

Table 5: Harmony between co-wives 

Bad Medium Good Very good 

1.09% 8.09% 83.09% 7.73% 



ln addition, most of the surveyed women enjoy their good relationship with their co-wives. 

Only 1.09% of individuals have reasons to think that there is a bad harmony between the 

women in their concession. However, it is essential to specify that not ail women responded 

to this question. lndeed, only women actually engaged in polygamous marriages were 

supposed to evaluate the relationship with their co-wives. Moreover, the analysis only 

informs about the perception of the relationship from the perspective of women while it does 

not give any evidence of the true harmony existing between co-wives. Perhaps, some 

respondents did not dare to assess the relationship in a negative way in front of other women 

or pollsters. This result clearly contradicts previous research on the tapie which affirmed that 

relationships between co-wives were mostly driven by competition and conflicts (Jankowiak, 

Sudakov, & Wilreker, 2005) (Madhavan, 2002) . However, the positive perception of the 

relationship between co-wives corresponds to former evidence showing amicable 

re lationships between co-wives in a Moose ethnie group in Burkina Faso (Masan, 1988). 

The resu lts obta ined in this section prove that women in Burkina Faso tend to prefer 

polygamy in a society where this institution seems to be the norm. To find out why most of 

the women have a positive opinion about polygamy it is crucial to analyse the welfare of the 

women who live in polygamous marriages compared to their female neighbours engaged in 

a monogamous marriage. 

Women's welfare in polygamous marriages 

Women's welfare in polygamous marriages has been analysed at the level of five main 

facto rs: autonomy, wealth, marital conditions, ferti lity and health. For each point, the welfare 

status of polygamous women is evaluated with the help of different indicators. 

Table 6: Women's welfare in polygamy 

POLYGAMOUS MONOGAMOUS Combined Difference 

#observations Mean #observations Mean #observations Mean 

Autonomy 

=1 if self-employed 873 0.1672 463 0 .1188 1336 0.1504 -0.0484* 
=1 if participates in 

863 0.3581 454 0.2093 1317 0 .3068 -0.1488** 
villaqe associations 
=1 if absent for 

885 0.0362 467 minimum 1 month 
0.0257 1352 0.0325 -0.0105 

Absence period (in 
32 3.53 12 3.75 44 3.59 0.2188 

months) 



Wealth 

=1 if individual plot 

=1 if individual 
live stock 
=1 if individual food 
reserves 
Concession's per 
capita land 

Concession's per 
capita harvest 
(includ ing cowpea) 

Concession 's per 
capita harvest 
(excluding cowpea) 
Concession's self-
sufficiency (2010-
2011-2012) 

Marital conditions 

Age at marri age 

=1 if woman knew 
husband befo re 
weddi nq 

=1 if arranged 
marriage 

Fertility 

Number of births 

Distance Marriage -
First child (in years) 
=1 if medical 
preqnancy followinq 
Medical birth location 
(=1 if hospital or 
maternity ward) 

Health 

BMI 

=1 if too sick to work 
since the last harvest 
*p < 0 .05 

** p < 0.01 

865 0.0173 455 0.0154 1320 0.0167 -0.002 

863 0.372 455 0.2154 1318 0.318 -0.1566** 

768 0.8945 396 0.793 1164 o.86 -0.1016** 

878 0.2572 459 0.2747 1337 0.2632 0.0175* 

883 1.5272 464 1.6663 1347 1.5751 0.1391* 

883 1.3962 464 1.5278 1347 1.4416 0.1316* 

876 1.6621 460 1.5761 1336 1.6325 -0.086 

861 18.49 452 17.84 1313 18.27 -0.6562** 

879 0.2048 464 0.3664 1343 0.2606 0.1616** 

880 0.8182 464 0.6595 1344 0.7634 -0.1587** 

ONL Y FOR WOMEN MARRIED SINCE MORE THAN FIVE YEARS (before or in 2008) 

774 6.0452 316 5.0032 1090 5-7431 -1.0421** 

755 2.4464 306 2.0065 1061 2-3195 -0 .4398 

767 0.8383 313 0.8914 1080 0.8537 0.053* 

765 0.7373 312 0.7885 1077 0.7521 0.0512 

807 21.61 428 21.74 1235 21.65 0.1382 

868 0.2961 457 0.2144 1325 0.268 -0.0816** 

Table 6 lists which differences between monogamous and polygamous women are 

statistically significant and evaluates which type of marriage institution seems to be better in 

terms of effects on women welfare. By observing the results, it appears that polygamy can 

have both, positive and negative, effects on women welfare. 

On the one hand. we observe that women engaged in polygamous unions significantly enjoy 

more autonomy. The choice to live and share one husband with several co-wives seems 

evident when looking at this results. lndeed, women in polygamies have 4.84 percentage 



points more opportunities to engage in self-employed activities than monogamous women. 

As they have the possibility to occasionally be absent by leaving their children and husband 

with t hei r co-wives, polygamous women are able to dedicate more time and effort to other 

activities such as establishing their own small business, selling food or working in the gold 

mining industry. ln a similarway, women accept and choose to share their husband with other 

wives in order to save time for leisure activities. By sharing time-consuming domestic work, 

wives can make themselves available to engage in village associations. Results show that 

35.81% of polygamous women are members of village associations compared to only 20.93% 

of monogamous women. Polygamous women's greater autonomy is also visible when 

looking at the incidence of leaving the household for at least one month. The result is not 

statistica lly significant but it shows that amongst the surveyed women who left their house 

for at least one month, 1.05 percentage points more are from polygamous unions. However, 

monogamous women are, on average, leaving their homes for longer periods. The main 

reasons justifying women's absence are to visit their family or to attend ceremonies. Hence, 

polygamy could enhance women's welfare by increasing their opportunities to spend time 

with t heir loved ones and be present for special events. The results regarding the visits out of 

homes may not be statistically significant because the sample of women leaving their house 

is very ti ny. The higher independence from which women in polygamous unions benefit is 

one of t he reasons why female survey respondents think that polygamy would be an 

advantage rather than an inconvenient. ln addition, the results represent a proof that 

polygamy offers women a greater individual wealth. ln terms of individual livestock and 

food reserves, women in polygamous marriages are significantly better off than in 

monogamy. Women with co-wives also own slightly more individual plots but the difference 

is not significant. The higher degree of autonomy and the more important individual wealth 

cou ld be val id reasons explaining why women perceive polygamy as an advantage. 

However, on the other hand, we observe that on the concession level, monogamous women 

are richer on average. ln fact, in per capita measures, they benefitted from a significantly 

higher amount of cultivated land in the 2012 agricultural season compared to women in 

polygamous households. The difference is also statistically significant regarding the quantity 

of cereal harvested which appears to be higher (in per capita terms) in monogamous 

concessions. This is still the case when excluding cowpea, which can also traditionally be used 

to feed livestock. Nevertheless, even if the indicator measuring the household's self-



suffic iency capacity over a three-year period (2010-2011-2012) is not significant, it shows that 

polygamous households are slightly more self-sufficient. Even by computing the difference 

in cereal self-sufficiency for each year separately (2010, 2011 and 2012), the result is not 

statistica lly significant but still a little better for polygamous families. Hence, both types of 

compou nds seem to have more or less the same level of cereal self-sufficiency in the three 

agricultural seasons no matter the marriage system. 

Moreover, it appears that women engaging in polygamy have to tolerate less desirable 

marital conditions and birth processes. More specifically, polygamous unions are more often 

the fruit of marital arrangements elaborated by the bride's family. ln numbers, 16.16 

percentage points fewer girls knew their husband before the wedding in the case of 

polygamous marriages compared to monogamy. Similarly, 15.87 percentage points more 

girls were promised to their husband in polygamy. These results could explain why some 

women would consider polygamy as an inconvenient. Nevertheless, not knowing one's 

husband before the marriage or being promised to a man are considered as normal marital 

cond itions in some developing regions such as Northern Burkina Faso and could cross a 

woman's paths in bath marriage systems. Another difference noticed in this study concerns 

fertil ity. ln polygamous marriages, women give birth to their first chi Id in a larger time frame 

after the marriage (not statistically significant) but they tend to have more children on 

ave rage. This result could be interpreted by affirming that polygamous women have more 

possibilit ies (in terms of time and resources) to bring up a higher amount of children. The 

argument is in line with the previous research outcomes stipulating that women enjoy more 

freedom and wealth in polygamy than in a monogamy. However, the result differs from 

former lite rature in which studies reported that fertility was lower for women in polygamous 

marriages (Brown, 1981) . Concerning fertility conditions, they also display that women in 

monogamous unions have 5.3 percentage points more chances to get a serious follow-up of 

their pregnancy than polygamous women. ln the same way as the marital conditions, this fact 

about polygamy cou Id be a reason to refuse the adoption of co-wives, even if the difference 

between bath marriage institutions is quite small. Finally, the last observed difference is in 

terms of health. The Body Mass Index is slightly higher for monogamous women but the 

difference is not statistically significant. However, polygamous women have been 

significantly more constrained to work because of an illness. This proves that women in 



polygamous marriages experience worse health conditions, either because of a lower access 

to health treatments or further to a higher exposure to illnesses (Bove & Valeggia, 2009). 

5. CONCLUSION 

To conclude the empirical analysis, the significant results from the study will be summarized 

to remind the major findings. The first part of the research has highlighted the main 

differences between polygamous and monogamous women by looking at the demographics 

and fami ly background . The results show that women in polygamous unions are, on average, 

significantly less educated and older than monogamous women. For the most part of 

polygamous women (over 90%), they belong to the Moose ethnicity (the most predominant 

ethnie group in Burkina Faso) and Muslim religion. ln the second part of the research which 

dealt with women's opinion about polygamy, it is interesting to notice that for more than 

80% of t he surveyed women, the institution represents an advantage and encourages 

family solidarity. The main reasons justifying their preference for polygamy are the mutual 

aid, the higher labour force and a stronger solidarity. Regarding the harmony between co

wives, the major share of polygamous women perceives this relationship as good. The last 

part of the result analysis, which focuses on the effects on women welfare. concludes that 

most of the women tend to see polygamy as an advantage because it offers them more 

autonomy and higher individual resources. lndeed, the study shows that polygamous 

women enjoy more self-employed activities and participate more in village associations 

compared to their monogamous counterpart . ln terms of resources, they own more 

individual plot and livestock but the land and harvest at the concession level are lower for 

polygamous households. Furthermore, women's welfare is deteriorated in a polygamous 

union since they experience worse marital conditions, they benefit from less medical 

pregnancy follow-ups and are more often constrained to work be cause of illness compared 

to monogamy. 

IV. Discussion 

The study's main findings show that most of the women in Burkina Faso perce ive polygamy 

as an advantage which encourages family solidarity. When looking at the effects of polygamy 



on women welfare, it appears that this preference is justified by individual incentives rather 

than agricultural reasons, as it is explained in the literature (Boserup, 1970). lndeed, in this 

research, it is proven that polygamous households are less wealthy in terms of per capita 

harvest and per capita cultivated land than monogamous families. This difference might 

appear because the wealth is evaluated in per capita terms and polygamous households 

count relatively more members since women have a higher fert ility rate. Therefore, 

polygamy might be chosen because of its beneficial individual effects, such as higher 

autonomy and more individual resources. These individual incentives explaining the 

emergence of polygamy are also mentioned in other researchers' works. For instance, 

polygamy has the reputation of increasing the freedom of movement and economic 

independence (Boserup, 1970) by offering women more leisure time (Brown, 1981). However, 

women's choice does not seem rational when observing the negative impacts that polygamy 

can have on women's welfare. This might be explained by the fact that, in Burkina Faso and 

in ot her developing countries, women do not always have the opportunity to choose by 

themselves whom they are going to marry with (Mason, 1988). Therefore, their marital 

institut ion might not necessarily be the fruit of their own decision and a polygamous system 

might be imposed on them aga inst their will. Concerning the negative impacts on their 

we lfa re, in accordance with the literature review, the present study finds out that 

polygamous women are more subject to arranged marriages, benefit from less medical 

followings during their pregnancy and are more often constrained to work because of illness 

compared to their monogamous counterpart. The negative effect on their health has also 

been proven in the literature (Bove & Valeggia, 2009) and has been mentioned in another 

part of t e survey. More specifically, when explaining why polygamy represents an 

advant age, some polygamous women affirmed that having co-wives could be useful to take 

care of their children and housework burdens in case of illness. 

Regarding women's background and demographics, the results seem to be coherent with 

former studies. Especially, concerning education, polygamous women are, on average, less 

likely to have attended a formai school which causes a lower ability to read and write. This 

significant difference is in line with the state of literature (Brown, 1981) (Grossbard, 1976). 

The demographics of polygamous women are significantly different from monogamous 

women, but the differences remain quite small. lt was predictable that the major part of 

women would be of Moose ethn ie group and Musl im religion which are the most 



predominant ethnicity and religion in Burkina Faso. However, it is quite surprising that 3.63% 

of polygamous women are Catholics because this marriage institution is normally not 

accepted by this religion. 

The result s of the second part, asking for women's opinion about polygamy, are unexpectedly 

positive. Opposing the literature, women tend to choose polygamy when expressing their 

point of view. For instance, a previous study has affirmed that to decrease the incidence of 

polygamy, one could use the channel of empowering women to let them choose their 

marriage institution themselves (Tertilt, 2006). However, in the case of this reg ion in Burkina 

Faso, such a policy would be useless, since, even when having the freedom to choose, women 

would probably opt for polygamy because they perceive it as an advantage. Nevertheless, 

the reasons explaining why women see polygamy as an advantage, mainly mutual aid, are 

similar to the positive aspects of the institution in the literature where polygamy allows to 

share work burdens (Brown, 1981), help each other and care for each other's children (Masan, 

1988). 

Moreover, concerning women relationships in a polygamous household, the literature 

affirms t hat the institution mostly leads to the emergence of competition, jealousy and 

violence (Jankowiak, Sudakov, & Wilreker, 2005) in the form of reproductive rivalry for 

example (Rossi, 2015). On the contrary, the results of the present study state that the 

harmony between co-wives is good and encourages solidarity. One could explain this 

divergence by reminding that the tool used to assess this relationship was a survey asking co

wives how they perce ive the harmony in the household . Hence, we have no information on 

the actua l nature of relationship existing in the concessions. However, previous studies 

focusing on the Moose ethnie group in Burkina Faso also showed that the relationships 

between co-wives in this society are more often described as amicable than hostile or 

conflictua l (Masan, 1988). 
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VI. Appendix 

1 . APPENDIX 1: SURVEY QUESTIONS 

Do you have co-wives? 
How many co-wives do you have in total? 

Which types of women engage in polygamous marriages rather than monogamous 
marriages? 

Education 

Did you attend a formai school? 
Did you go to a literacy class? 
Are you able to read and write? (Not at all, a little bit, good, very good) 

Professional activ ity 

Before living with your husband, did you practise a (non -agricultural) paid activity? 
If yes, which one? 

Parents 

Did you father only had one wife at the same time? 
How man y wives did your father have at the same time? 
Was your father engaged in a polygamous marriage? 
Did your fat her go to formai school? 
Did your mother go to formai school? 

Demographics 

Age, Ethnicity, Religion 

Women's opinion of polygamy 

Advantage/ lnconvenient 

From your point of view, does polygamy represent an advantage or a disadvantage? 
Why? 

Impact on fam ily cohesion 

How is the relationship/harmony with your co-wives? (Bad, middle, good, very good) 
From your point of view, does polygamy encourage or discourage familiar cohesion/solidarity? 



r 
1 

Women's welfare in polygamous marriages 

Autonomy 

Since 2012 , did you practise any self-employed activity (otherthan fields and gold planning) which 
generates income? 
Are you a member of a village association? 
Did you leave the household for at least one month? If yes, for what reason? 

Wealth 

lndiv idual level : 

Do you personally own a plot? 
Do you personally own livestock? 
Do you have individual food stocks? 

Concession level: 

Land: How many hectares of land have been cultivated collectively during the 2012 agricultural 
season? 
Production: How much cereal, excluding/including cowpea, have been harvested in 2012, in 100 kg 
bags? 
Cereal self-sufficiency: Was the household cereal self-sufficient during 2 012/2013 agricultu ral cycle? 

Marital conditions 

How old were you when you got married? 
Did you meet your husband before the announcement of the wedding? 
Were you promised to your husband (or to his family)? Was your marriage arranged by your 
parents? 

Fert ility (only for women married since more than s years) 

How many births have you given? 
How many years after the marriage did you get your first chi Id? 
Were you followed/monitored by someone during your last pregnancy? 
Where did you give birth to your last chi Id? (Hospital, Maternity ward, Concession, other) 

Health 

Computation of the BMI 
Since t he last harvest, have you been constrained to stop working because of illness? 


