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 Polygamy is often something that doesn't seem near to us in the United States. Most 

people think it is only a news story found in the cult life of Tony Alamo, and no-one who is 

sane or family-oriented would do it. The last large group to practice polygamy in the United 

States, The Church of Jesus Christ of the Latter-day Saints, renounced the practice over a 

century ago. In this country, polygamy doesn't go farther than an HBO series or colorful 

newspaper article. However, outside of our country there are still large traces of polygamy in  

the world today. They live normal lives largely separated from America's culture.  When we 

think of polygamy, most of us feel some level of disgust. It is true that many people involved, 

specifically wives and children, are affected negatively as well.  However, does polygamy hurt 

those involved like we may think it does? 

 Asghar Ali Engineer argues that “the real intention of the Qur'an is to ultimately abolish 

polygamy, albeit gradually” (Engineer).  In ancient Islam, polygamy was only applicable to 

very specific situations.  Today, the Qur’an is interpreted with this in mind, and generally the 

idea of monogamy is accepted by American Muslims. However, there are still Muslims in 

other countries that accept polygamy as part of their culture. Oumalher Dijibo, an exchange 

student at the University of Central Arkansas, grew up living in such a culture. Reading about 

polygamy from someone on my college campus who had experienced it firsthand intrigued 

me.  

 Dijibo's early childhood took place in Niger, where 90% of the country is Muslim. Her 
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familial life was like that of most American children. Until she was eight, she lived with only 

her mother, father, and brother. When her father married his second wife, things changed for 

Dijibo. She was forced at a young age to interpret something she probably wasn't old enough 

to understand. “It forced me to grow up and start thinking like the grown ups around me while 

I should have been playing with dolls in a complete heedlessness,” (2) Dijibo said.  

  At first, she blamed her father for  his selfishness, his wife for ruining her life, and her 

mother for letting it all happen. As time went on, she began to understand what was going on. 

She saw that her father cared for her mother, her brother, and herself just as much as his 

other side of the family. She was able to accept that she may not see him everyday. However, 

Dijibo's biggest troubles came from seeing her mother's sadness. Dijibo commented on her 

mother's situation.  

Every time  she was alone, lost in her thoughts, she had that faded smile, 

tearful eyes, and sullen brow. I hated to see her like that. I could tell from her 

face that she was wondering how she ended up living like that. She could have 

freed herself, leave, but she didn't want to. She didn't want us to have the life 

she had when her own parents divorced. The sacrifice was worthy. (3) 

 For Americans, its difficult to attempt to relate to any relationship complications without 

comparing it to with what we are familiar with here. We see divorce daily, so when we hear 

the word “polygamy” we may feel it causes the same emotions we associate with divorce. 

Polygamy is very similar in the way it blends families, bur it isn't exactly the same. For one, 

there isn't the same type of heartbreak that happens with divorce. Even though it may be 

unfair to her, a wife goes into the marriage knowing that her husband may marry again. This 

is met with a proposal of loyalty from the husband in which he agrees to treat all members of 

his family with equal love. There is no unexpected abandonment or hatred involved, and no 
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feeling of moral failure. While this dynamic for wives may differ, things are similar for children. 

Children of both divorces and polygamy must learn to share family members.  

 Justine Yatska, a freshman at the University of Central Arkansas,  grew up in a 

uniquely blended family. Her dad became engaged to her mom after he found out she was 

pregnant. Three months after she was born, he married another woman. Yatska lives with her 

mom, and has a twin, a half-brother and a half-sister. Besides her twin and her, they all have 

different dads.  Yatska grew up with these siblings, so for her it was “ just like growing up in a 

regular house.” However, when a new step-dad and step-brother entered the picture when 

Yatska was five, emotions changed. “No one likes having to share our mom with this guy. He 

tries to be our dad, and he's not any of our dads,” Yatska said. Not only was she sharing a 

mother with a new father, she was also sharing with a new brother. “Having him call our mom 

“mom” was like he was moving in on our territory. We're very protective of our mother.  It was 

weird he tried to be our brother, and he wasn't. It took years of getting used to.” 

 While Yatska and Dijibo come from very different types of families, its easy to see the 

similarities in their emotions towards the new people that entered their lives. While blended 

families can certainly be good, they also bring with them these negative emotions both girls 

experienced. While divorce isn't  something that can really be abolished, polygamy is. Is it 

worth fighting against in places like Niger?  

  Dijibo's situation is certainly not an isolated incident, but the negative effects of 

polygamy as a whole aren't as bad as one might think. In a 2009 study, the conclusion was 

reached that there were “no differences between offspring of polygamous marriages and 

those of monogamous marriages for any of the psychological scales. When polygamy is the 

accepted practice in a particular social milieu, it does not have a deleterious psychological 

effect on adolescents”  (Apter, Auerbach, and Hamdan 756). With her happy appearance and 
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eagerness to share her story with me, Dijibo definitely didn't seem to express any sign that 

she'd been going through any clinical depression.  

 Overall, polygamy is seen differently in its own culture than it is seen in the United 

States. Patrick Mason, a college professor, shares a unique encounter he has had teaching 

about polygamy in an Egyptian college versus an American college. Mason first told of the 

response of his students in Cairo, Egypt regarding the outcome of the 1879 court case, 

Reynolds v. United States, in which Mormons were told they could not legally have plural 

marriage. 

When I revealed the Court's historical decision, and even after extensive 

discussion and explanation of the justices' rationale behind their opinion, my 

students collectively shook their heads in dismay and disbelief They argued that 

it was hypocritical for America to claim to protect religious liberty while restricting 

some of its citizens from practicing a central aspect of their religion. (Mason 

1113) 

 When Mason had the same discussion with his American class, the class had a much 

different reaction. “My American students did exactly the opposite, voting unanimously with 

the 1879 Court in upholding antipolygamy legislation... the discussion of polygamy elicited a 

relatively narrow range of reactions” (Mason 1114). 

 This lead me to wonder what the motives are for polygamist marriages. By challenging 

motives, perhaps valid arguments could be made for ending polygamy. Clearly plural 

marriage is a cultural aspect, but it is very different than a daily prayer or kosher meals. There 

are three practical reasons for polygamy, and all challenged by advocates for women's rights. 

The first is that men's sexual needs may needed to be satisfied when a women is not able to 

cohabit. The advocates say this is the weakest argument, pointing to the millions of men who 
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only need one wife for this, and also the fact that Allah didn't intend for us to be sexual 

animals (Engineer). The second is the issue of infertility. This is harder to argue against from 

a logical standpoint, but opposers to polygamy point to modern fertility science as a possible 

solution. Regardless, opposers say that both the man and woman should be tested to see 

what the real problem is, rather than just declaring the woman barren without medical 

consultation (Engineer).   The third, and perhaps most valid argument, is to allow women 

better lives. Even so, it is argued that in most parts of the world, there should be enough men 

to marry every women (Engineer).  For Dijibo, this is the argument for polygamy that she 

hears the most, but she doesn't believe it is true. “In my country people will say 'If there's no 

polygamy then all the girls wouldn't get married [because] there are more girls than boys.' 

That's what they're saying, but I don't think so. I think each woman can have one husband,” 

she said.  

 With such arguments then, why is polygamy still at large in places like Niger? For one, 

polygamy may play a role in diverting divorce. The divorce rate for women in Niger in 2006 

was less than 3.5% (United Nations Data). While this may be affected by other factors than 

polygamy, it certainly should be considered when compared to the growing divorce rate in the 

United States. Secondly, the population of a country like Niger is exposed very infrequently to 

anything else. To be coming to college in another country, Dijibo is clearly part of a rare 

educated family. Thirdly and most importantly, polygamy seems to simply stem from tradition. 

Religious leaders tolerate very few cries for change. Dijibo feels strongly that the first change 

will have to take place in the religious leadership of Niger. “People can try to change it, but 

the big problem is that the religious leaders will always be around. Once you say you are 

against polygamy, they will just say you are against the whole religion. No one can go against 

it. They say if you're against polygamy, you're against God.”  
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 So while polygamy in these cultures may be around for quite some time, it isn't 

something that  is a pertinent issue there. Dijibo's future is bright, as her parents will not force 

her into marriage with a polygamist. She says there is very little she can do to change her 

culture. Her vocalization of her beliefs make her noble though, and the strength of her, her 

mother, and the women and children like them speak loudly to their cause. As the world 

around them progresses, hopefully minds will be opened and a common ground can be 

reached among religious authorities and those that are hurt by polygamy.  
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