important and urgent for some young people. While the older
generation still sees cohabitation as something scandalous,
and marriage in terms of duties and obligations, the younger
generation emphasizes freedom of choice.

In her study on the negative effects of cohabitation, which is
reported in the University of Chicago Chronicle, Linda Waite found
that these tentative relationships are bound together by what she
calls “the cohabitation deal” rather than “the marriage bargain™
(William Harms, 2000:1). In contemporary South Africa, for
example, the increase in cohabitation is influenced by changing
attitudes towards marriage among the younger generation and the
concomitant decline in marriage rates (Denis, 2006).

A survey conducted in South Africa in 2005 revealed that there are
definite intergenerational differences in attitudes towards marriage
with people aged 50 and above showing more positive attitudes
towards marriage than young adults who prefer or tolerate personal
choices, alternative views and living arrangements (Amoateng,
2006). For example, many young blacks and coloureds in South
Africa today view marriage just as one of the many options in
social relationships rather than the norm as it is generally perceived
by the older generation. These changes in attitudes towards
marriage in South Africa are as much a matter of social class as
they are racial, ethnic and age-specific. A lot of young people in
Africa and elsewhere are now delaying marriage until they are
reasonably economically-secure and able to meet the high cost of
bride-wealth, and to support a family.

According to a study on street children in Nairobi (Suda, 1994,
1997), 42% of the surveyed mothers living in the slums of Nairobi,
pointed out that because of the increasing instability in modern
marriages, many young men and women are now delaying
marriages but living together and having children “until they know
each other better”. Some of  these relationships may last only a few
months before they break up, while others take several years before
they are eventually formalized. The study also showed that many
couples who cohabit tend to regard a formal marriage as a severe
restriction of personal liberty.. About 40% of the single mothers
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between the ages of 20-35 who were interviewed also felt that
marriage “'spoils” a relationship and gives the man too much power
and control over the woman. The Chronicle reports that Waite’s
study on the negative effects of cohabitation found two types of
cohabitation:

those in which the partners intend to marry and those in
which they do not. Partners who cohabit with the intention of
marrying share many of the characteristics of married people
...... Those who cohabit without the intention of marrying
often have short relationships with few benefits (Harms,
2000:2-3).

Some cohabiting couples who intend to marry usually do so in
order to “test” their compatibility before they make a formal
commitment. In such cases, cohabitation may not necessarily be
viewed as an alternative to marriage but rather as a stage that
precedes marriage.

As has already been noted, cohabiting relationships do not always
end in marriage, due to lack of commitment. This is because some
men feel that they cannot marry a person they “know too well” and.
therefore, when they become tired of the woman, they abandon her
and look for another woman to marry. Some men cohabit with
women out of “sympathy”, particularly when the woman does not
have anyone to support her. Others live together for a while and
after realizing that they do not love the woman, they abandon her
since there is no marriage bond. Given that the couple is not bound
together as husband and wife, such relationships are often unstable
with frequent breakups, as the couple does not feel obliged to
address any problem that may affect the relationship. Thus, they
separate when conflicts arise only to reunite after some time. In
such cases, their lives become a series of separations and reunions,
with new relationships being formed in-between the period of
separations. Finally, due to the unstable nature of such relationships
cohabiting partners cannot make long-term plans such as
investments for the future, due to fear that they may separate. The
draft Marriage Bill 2007 proposes that couples who have lived
together for two years should be presumed married. The Church,
which supports the presumption of marriage after two years of
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cohabitation, feels that the law should not cheapen marriage by
making it look like a revolving door where one casually moves in
and out.

3.10 The Impact of Cohabitation on the Couple and
Children

The effect of cohabitation tends to be mediated by the length of
time a couple spent sharing a residence and the cohabitation-
experience. The longer the time spent in cohabitation, the greater
the impact if the experience was unpleasant (Manning, 1995;
Bumpass and Sweet, 1989). Living arrangements in which couples
do not intend to get married have been criticized for adversely
affecting the emotional, social, financial and sometimes physical
well-being of the couples and the children. One of the most
disturbing aspects of cohabitation is its impact on the welfare and
future life of the children born to a couple living together with no
intention of marrying. Some of the issues often raised with respect
to children of cohabiting parents are: the children’s identity, their
custody when the couples cease to live together, and the couples’
obligations to them. One of the female students at the University of
Nairobi whom 1 interviewed about the impact of cohabitation on
children had this to say:

The problem with cohabitation is that, in most cases, the
women are abandoned with their children. These children
are then brought up by a single mother, or she may decide to
marry another man who may abuse her children. Such
children may run away from home because of abuse, neglect
and frustration, and go to work in the streets, or as domestic
child labourers.

The reason for this concern about cohabitation is that even when the
biological parents of the children are known, the social-parenting
roles of a cohabiting couple towards children of the other partner
may not be very well defined. For example, in her study on the
negative effects of cohabitation, Waite notes that, in some cases:

The non-parent partner, who is a man in the majority of
cases, has no explicit legal, financial, supervisory or



custodial rights or responsibilities regarding the children of
his partner (Harms, 2000:2).

She also points out that this ambiguity in the definition of the
parenting roles of the cohabiting partners, and the lack of a legal
framework to enforce children’s rights, make cohabitation an
unstable living arrangement which is harmful to children if it
undermines their ability to access care, protection and livelihood.
During my informal interviews with ten randomly-selected married
and unmarried men and women between the ages of 28-35 in
Nairobi, it was reported that men prefer cohabitation over formal
marriage because they are not obliged to assume responsibilities
that are required of a man in a formal marriage. One of the male
interviewees who is a postgraduate student at the University of
Nairobi said that under cohabitation, the man is “as free as a bird”.
Since there is no marriage bond, the man is under no obligation to
provide for his partner’s needs including the children’s.

The confusion and ambiguity are, however, not only restricted to
the obligations of the parents and children in the context of
cohabitation, but they also affect the reciprocal role-expectations,
and mutual obligations between the cohabiting parents themselves.
Although Robertson (1981: 369) argues that cohabitation shares
some of the characteristics with marriage, in terms of the degree of
the couple’s affection for, and commitment to, one another, Waite’s
study has shown that the cohabitation deal does not always deliver
the same benefits as marriage, primarily because there is significant
difference between “being married” and “living together”. Waite
also notes that people who cohabit often argue that marriage is just
about a piece of paper (Harms, 2000:1) reflecting the view that the
legal status of the relationship is less important than real
commitment and loyalty which couples have for each other.

Whatever the justification for cohabitation, Waite’s and other
studies have identified several disadvantages of this type of “trial
marriage™. Firstly, cohabiting women tend to experience more
verbal and physical abuse than their married counterparts.
Secondly, cohabiting couples are more likely than those in formal
marriages to have secondary sex partners, despite the expectations
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of sexual exclusivity. Thirdly, parenting roles ot cohabiting partners
tend to be less clearly defined, particularly with regard to the
biological children of the other partner. But even with their own
biological children, there are issues of child-support, care,
protection, custody and property rights which present a challenge
when cohabitation comes to an end. Fourth, cohabiting couples tend
to be financially more disadvantaged than married couples, partly
because they do not benefit from the economic infrastructure which
is developed within the institutional framework of a formal
marriage. And finally, people in cohabiting relationships tend to
lead relatively separate lives, reflecting the tentative, uncommitted
and partially unsupportive nature of this type of living arrangement.
Muchoki’s study (2004: 52) among the University of Nairobi
students identified several challenges which are experienced by
students who are cohabiting in the men’s halls of residence.
According to this study, the major problems include: (a) financial
difficulties; (b) poor academic performance due mainly to poor
concentration and inadequate preparation; (c) lack of privacy
particularly due to limited space in the halls (if the room-mate is not
sent on “‘exile” as a show of comradeship); (d) heavy workload for
the female partner who plays the traditional role of a wife, and
combines it with her academic work, (e) emotional trauma suffered
mainly by the female partner when the relationship breaks up; (f)
regular unprotected sex, and the risk of STIs including HIV/AIDS
infection and unwanted pregnancies.

With regards to the risk of HIV/AIDS and unplanned pregnancies,
some students argue that the availability of easy-to-use, effective
and inexpensive contraceptives has made cohabitation a much more
acceptable and relatively risk-free lifestyle, among young adults.
Muchoki also notes that there is a significant social cost associated
with cohabitation in the student halls of residence. The main one is
that students who are opposed to cohabitation tend to have low
opinion of their cohabiting colleagues, and try to avoid them. In
such situations, feelings of isolation, loneliness and loss of personal
dignity and self-esteem become all too common on the part of the
cohabiting couples.
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4. FORMAL MONOGAMY AND INFORMAL
POLYGYNY IN PARALLEL: THE MISTRESS
PHENOMENON

Although much of the ethnographic literature indicates that
heterosexual monogamy remains the statistical marriage norm,
polygyny was nevertheless empirically widespread in traditional
Africa and is increasingly being re-invented, often clandestinely,
mainly to suit modern urban lifestyles. Wikipedia describes a
mistress as a woman who often “provides companionship and sex
to a man and demands a lavish lifestyle as well as cash in return™
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mistress). Keeping a mistress is an
old practice that goes back in history and is, like marriage, a
cultural universal and a social construct. In most cases. this social
behaviour was and still is clandestine but could be acceptable or
understandable, depending on the context and circumstances.

Some outside wives are divorced women who may have been
abused and neglected by their former husbands and are, therefore,
happy to be enjoying the affection and attention of other women’s
husbands. Such women tend to believe that the new relationships
can restore their dignity and help them regain self-confidence. In
many African marriages, when a man has an extramarital
relationship, his wife or wives may begin to feel guilty and
inadequate, wondering whether his infidelity has something to do
with her inadequacy or something wrong she has done. In a classic
case of moral posturing, ‘inside wives’ always perceive ‘outside
wives’ as ‘bad’ women who wreck other women’s homes. But
some mistresses who have been married before tend to respond to
this charge by making the argument that their own marriages were
also ruined by other women.

There are several reasons for the prevalence of the mistress
phenomenon and extra-marital relationships. For a deeper
ethnographic understanding of the factors contributing to marital
infidelity, 1 held informal contemporaneous discussions with
twenty-six randomly selected, married and single men and women
between the ages of 25 and 60 who are in different professions, and
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live and work in Nairobi. The informal discussions were held with
twelve women and fourteen men at different times between March
and June 2007. The following section is based on the information
obtained from the informal discussions.

4.1 Some Factors Contributing to the Mistress-Pattern

The mistress phenomenon and extra-marital relationships are not
the product of a single factor. They are a product of multiple forces.
The mistress phenomenon is largely a consequence of deteriorating
economic conditions, and rising cost of living that has made the
plurality of wives an expensive economic proposition. Most men
can hardly afford more than one wife, and many modern African
women are not interested in sharing a husband, at least not
formally, particularly because of their growing desire for
companionship and quality-time with their partners. The informal
discussions identified several factors which contribute to extra-
marital relationships, and offered useful insights into the mistress
phenomenon. According to the informal discussions, the factors
include lack of sexual fulfillment in marriage, domestic violence,
peer pressure and poverty, all of which were mentioned by
everyone in the sample. Other factors are lack of communication
between spouses, revenge, the mid-life crisis, media influence,
female circumcision, childlessness (or sonlessness), poverty and
wealth. Some of these factors are gender specific while others are
gender-neutral. This section presents some of the views from the
informal discussions on the twin issues of mistresses and extra-
marital relationships, and on some of the factors associated with the
phenomenon.

@) In Search of Reassurance, Affection and Attention

In his article in the Sunday Nation entitled Infidelity: Why it is so
tempting, Chris Hart, a psychologist, argues that one of the most
compelling reasons for extra-marital affairs is reassurance. He
explains:

We spend most of our adult lives feeling scared of getting
old. So being reassured that we are still nice enough to
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attract a new partner is a great boost to the ego (Sunday
Nation, December 17, 2006: 4).

A uniquely human desire for love and appreciation often leads to
the search for someone who will make us feel good about
ourselves; someone who will provide the security, status or wealth
which we think we need but lack, and someone we think will make
us complete by restoring our sense of self-worth. Virtually
everyone in the informal discussions sample identified good
communication, deep commitment, affection, attention,
companionship and a sense of emotional, social and economic
security as some of the key pillars of a stable marriage in a
contemporary setting. They point out, for example, that domestic
violence of whatever nature, and lack of affection, attention and
appreciation often lead to estrangement in a relationship, and lead a
spouse to look for “happiness™ outside marriage. Sometimes they
find it but, quite often, they don’t. In terms of communication, a 26-
year-old married female University graduate said, “sometimes the
man just wants to talk, and his wife is nagging, but the mistress will
listen to him and make him feel special™. She adds that men prefer
mistresses who are “single and a place where things are cool, quiet
and cosy”. Some men regard these women a prize, and, if they are
young and beautiful, the men tend to boast about them. An educated
girl who is single is highly valued and, men win them with a lot of
money. For some older, married men, the mistress deal is all about
prestige, and they feel that they can still attract young beautiful
women.

These sentiments reinforce the general perception that a mistress
provides the services the man does not always get from his official
wife (wives). They are also consistent with the point of view (often
male) that keeping a mistress is less stressful because there is peace
in the mistresses’ abode as she gives the man full and special
attention. A 60-year-old polygynous businessman in Nairobi
regretted that “sometimes you cannot laugh when you are in your
house because you are constantly reminded of school fees and other
outstanding obligations and responsibilities. So from the time a man
eats his supper to the time he goes to bed, he is usually in no mood
for anything intimate.”
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b)  Lack of Sexual Fulfillment

Lack of sexual fulfillment and happiness between married couples
are common causes of extra-marital affairs." Sexual dissatisfaction
in marriage may arise from a boring sex life, or infrequent coitus
both of which could be attributed to estrangement, sexual
inexperience, old age, pregnancy, childbirth, or female
circumcision. The media which exposes people to new and
innovative ways of managing relationships, is also a key factor. For
example, information on ‘how to cheat on your husband or wife’ is
now available in the Internet. To illustrate the extent of media
influence, a 39-year-old married man who runs a hotel business in
Nairobi said that ‘what a man can do with a mistress, he cannot do
with his wife. A man is usually gentle with his wife but tries
different styles with a mistress and it is more fun’. This indicates
that sexual adventures are more likely to be pursued outside rather
than within marriage, reflecting an old-fashioned but unpopular
view that coitus within marriage is mainly for procreation rather
than recreation.

c) The Mid-Life Crisis

Field reports indicate that the mid-life crisis usually sets in between
the ages of 35-50 in most marriages. Given the fact that most men
are older than their wives, they experience it first. This period is
usually characterized by significant reductions in marital
satisfaction. Although some married couples escape this stage,
psychological studies have shown that the majority experience a
decline in marital satisfaction due to the combined effects of normal
rebound, emotional erosion and motivational erosion. The normal
rebound effect is felt when the relationship matures and things
‘return to normal’ after the excitement of falling in love and getting
married. The emotional erosion occurs when couples settle down
and begin to deal with the realities of marriage which include
chores, responsibilities, arguments and conflict. Couples who deal
poorly with these realities or cannot handle conflict in a relationship
tend to experience marital dissatisfaction at this stage. Sociologists
often argue that, in relationships, things look good from a distance
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but there is always some mess up close. Loss of motivation, on the
other hand, is associated with lack of spousal support. This occurs
when spouses no longer share a common vision and mission in their
marital life or when they no longer support one another in their
personal goals (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mistress

A 33-year-old female marriage counselor in Nairobi explains that
the mid-life is the period when most couples become dissatisfied
with their relationships and sex life becomes routine. Some men
feel that their wives are not doing what they used to do when they
first got married and, therefore, begin to look for younger women.
Some marriages do break at this point partly because many women
today are empowered and have little tolerance for marital infidelity.
The level of intolerance has risen with the threat of HIV/AIDS.
Some women who find themselves in such situations may decide to
move out and move on with their lives, or stay and revenge.

d) Revenge

Revenge is both a cause and a consequence of extra-marital affairs.
Everyone in the sample agreed that they would revenge if they
discovered that their partners were cheating on them. All of them
consider revenge as an effective coping mechanism without which
the pressure and pain of betrayal would be too much to bear.

e) Peer pressure

Peer influence also contributes to the establishment of extramarital
relationships. It applies equally to men and women, particularly
when they have a large network of friends, or are affiliated to a
group. A 26-year-old female postgraduate student at the University
of Nairobi notes that ‘when marriage becomes boring, a man
returns to his friends and discovers that they have girlfriends. Since
he does not want to lose his friends, he gets a mistress in order to
belong’. She adds that such a man cannot go out with his wife to
meet his friends because she might tell his friend’s wives that they
are having girlfriends. Typically, the men’s ages normally range
between 35 -50 years while the girls tend to be in their 20s.
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4.2 Changing Patterns of Extra-Marital Relationship
a) Extra-marital Relationships Rarely Lead to Marriage

Changing patterns of marital infidelity are part of the reason many
mistresses remain unmarried. A 28-year-old male post-graduate
student at the University of Nairobi reported that, unlike the past
when a woman could get pregnant and put pressure on a man to
marry her as a second wife, many women have now realized that
few men are willing to leave their wives and marry their mistresses.
Instead, the man will “keep” the mistress, pay her rent and remain
with his wife. A lot of women with good education and who are
able to support themselves now understand and actually do
appreciate this trend, as something which is more liberating and
good for their own freedom and self-actualization. Some women in
this category are focused on their careers and don’t consider
marriage as a priority.

When 1 asked why extra-marital relationships rarely lead to
marriage, a 39-year-old man who is married and runs a hotel
business in Nairobi said that there are two reasons why men do not
marry their mistresses. First, few men want to break their homes if
they are legally monogamously married. Rather than remain in
exclusive heterosexual monogamy, some men opt to practise
polygyny informally. Secondly, there are two categories of women:
the ‘marriageable’ and ‘unmarriageable’ type - which corresponds
to a wife and a mistress respectively. He explains that unlike a wife
who is a partner, a mistress is “a money taker and self-seeker. With
a mistress, you have your pleasure and break it off”. Another man
who runs an estate business said that the reason why men do not
marry their mistresses is because “the official wife does not want
another wife in the home so men do it outside and not inside”. Our
discussions further revealed that men could distinguish between a
“wife and girlfriend material”. Some of the people I spoke to during
the informal discussions offered some general stereotypes of how a
wife and a girlfriend are expected to behave. They were contrasted
as follows:
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A wife does not have time to follow football and discuss it
with her husband. A girlfriend or a mistress is fun-loving and
has all the time to follow football and discuss it with the
boyfriend. A girlfriend therefore plays a very different role
from that of a wife.

On the basis of this stereotype about the wife-mistress role-
differentiation, some men have come to the conclusion that
marrying a woman who is “girlfriend material” is not good for
family stability.

It also emerged from our informal discussions that the girls
themselves do not wish to be married. Part of the explanation is that
many girls engage in relationships with married men when it is not
the right time for them to get married. For instance, some may wish
to complete their studies and secure a job before getting married. It
is therefore common for friends with no long-term commitments to
have very clear expectations. But even when the man is not looking
for children and the woman is not looking for a future husband,
extra-marital relationships are usually kept as a secret from the
official wife (or wives). Social stigma and the risk of breaking the
man’s marriage are among the reasons for the secrecy. This discreet
and non-committal nature of extra-marital relationships is therefore
not accidental but a deliberate choice on the part of both parties,
and when the mistress eventually decides to get married, she
informs the man who understands and lets her move on. In some
cases, the mistress does not want to get married at all, because this
will make her assume the roles and responsibilities of a wife.
However, men occasionally marry their mistresses, although, as the
late Sir James Goldsmith once said when he married his mistress
“when a man marries his mistress, he creates a vacancy” for another
mistress to be recruited. (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mistress).

b)  Role Reversal in Inter-generational extra-marital
Relationships

A 26-year-old female postgraduate student at the University of

Nairobi reports that some young women prefer older and wealthier,
married men (commonly known as “sugar daddies”) to younger
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boy-friends. Poverty drives many young women and men into
extra-marital relationships primarily for economic gain. Young
women date older and wealthy married men because they are
seeking financial support. Commenting on the emerging trend of
extra-marital affairs in Kenya today, a 35-year-old female banker
notes that “mistresses are about money and fun. There is no love.
Many of them sell to the highest bidder and if they get someone
who gives more money and can support them better they leave.
Moreover, many women do not want to get married nowadays.
Thus, they can end the relationship conveniently when they are
ready to get married. All they want is to get a baby with a man and
move on”. Very often, the man pays her rent, sets her up in
business, takes her for holidays and lavishes her with expensive
gifts regardless of how much she earns.

For many girls, the other reason is flexibility. The postgraduate
student further clarified that “dating an older married man is more
convenient for the girls as it gives them more space and financial
support to focus on their studies and careers, and time to hang out
with their friends”. Unlike dating a young boyfriend, dating an
older, married man is also convenient for girls because it is not
geared towards marriage. Girls also like it because it gives them
more opportunity to control their own schedule, including when to
meet the old men. It was reported that.girls do not get this
opportunity when they are‘in a relationship with young single men
who want attention and also tend to monitor their movements from
time to time.

Apart from the more common “sugar daddy” syndrome, there is a
growing increase in the number of relationships between older and
wealthy women (commonly referred to as” sugar-mummies™) and -
young men who are doing it mainly for money. Such women can
choose either to go with rich elderly men who are about their age,
and can provide them with most of the luxuries they want but do
not have to pay for, or, “keep” a young man and pay for his
services.

My informal discussions with a cross-section of married and
unmarried male and female professionals in Nairobi rev culed that



there are a number of young men between the ages of 25-35 years,
including those with families, who are “kept” by rich women some
of whom are old enough to be their own mothers. A 34-year-old
male computer engineer in Nairobi told me: “nowadays young men
look for older women who can take care of their financial needs. He
continued, “when you are dating a young girl who is about your
age, both of you may not have enough money but she might still
expect you to buy things for her and sometimes this can be very
frustrating. A sugar-mummy is better because she is less demanding
and more generous”. Like the young girls, the young men are also
in it for money. Very often, the young men get money from sugar-
mummies to spend on their girlfriends.

Reports from the informal discussions further indicate that some
older women prefer younger men because they are “easier to
control and more obliging than the women’s own male
contemporaries”. However, most young men who are involved with
sugar mummies are well aware of society’s general disapproval of
this behavior pattern. This is partly the reason they tend to go for
the “super rich” to make it worth the risk, thereby subscribing to the
old adage that ‘if you want to eat a frog, eat a fat one’.

This role-reversal is a new phenomenon in inter-generational
relationships. In a traditional African setting, it was generally
socially unacceptable for a younger man to date or marry an older
woman. In fact, to do so was a taboo because the morals were more
puritanical then than they are today. Although sugar-mummies
rarely marry their young boyfriends, the practice of “keeping” them
is becoming more common as the wrban cultures continue to
condone, tolerate or even ignore these types of relationships, in the
context of increasing individualism and enhanced sensibilities in
the sphere of personal liberties.

c) Multiple Partnerships and Expedited Cheating
In the past, married men would begin to cheat on their wives after
about five years of marriage, or longer, but now they start cheating

after only six months, or soon after the honeymoon. The reason for
this is multiple partnerships. Some people have multiple partners up
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to the time they are getting married, and continue to be in touch
with the other partners even when they are on honeymoon. The
seeds of extra-marital affairs are usually planted at this stage.

d) Emerging Market for Married Women

The informal discussions further indicate that nowadays there are
some married men who prefer dating married women. Much of the
appeal for married women is derived from the expectation that both
parties will not talk or brag about the relationship. Relationships
between married people usually occur either because one or both of
them are dissatisfied with their marriages but don’t want to end
them. and secondly, because both parties know that they have to be
discreet about the affair. A 55-year-old businessman reported that
“a married woman who attempts to destroy a man’s marriage will
also destroy her own marriage, so both of them must manage the
extra-marital affair carefully.

The key point in this arrangement is the understanding that none of
the parties expects marriage, and if the man gets to know that the
woman is having problems with her husband, he would not like to
keep her either. It was also reported that, in some cases, when the
mistress becomes pregnant the man takes off, partly because it
threatens his marriage since they had no intention of a long-term
relationship and also because he is not sure that the child is his.
Another explanation lies in the perception that a married woman is
‘cheap’ to run because her husband meets most of her financial
needs. A common view is that men who date married women do not
wish to incur expenses. But perhaps the most intriguing idea relates
to the view that married women are generally ‘safer’ than young
girls or single women because they tend to carry ‘less risk of
HIVAIDS infection’.

5. CONCLUSION

This lecture has examined the ways in which various forces of
change have acted conjointly to transform the traditional African
family system and to produce many new marital patterns and family
forms, some of which have not received social recognition and

65



cultural legitimacy but exist in parallel with the conventional
families. In this constant and active state of flux, there are
conflicting conceptions of marriage and family, and a general lack
of consensus on acceptable moral and social standards of
behaviour. The main reason for this is that, conventional marital
relationships within the traditional African society were embedded
in a certain system of moral and social obligations, and everyone
was expected to submit to the social regulatory discipline within a
culturally acceptable normative framework.

The processes of modernization, globalization, delocalization and
mobility which are evident everywhere in Africa and, indeed,
across the world have had far-reaching consequences for the twin
institutions of marriage and the family. One of the consequences of
this transition is the weakening of the extended family system, the
decline of polygyny and the emergence of alternative family
options which are designed to suit individual needs. Some of the
new family arrangements are becoming increasingly more
acceptable or more tolerated, or simply just ignored, depending on
the context. Thus, the pattern that has emerged is that of formal
monogamy often practised alongside delocalized, clandestine and
informal polygyny involving “outside wives” and “outside children”
who participate in a parallel programme and are usually condemned
by the “inside wives” for messing up their lives.

While some of the changes in family structures discussed in this
lecture have created new opportunities for some people to enjoy life
and given them a great sense of optimism, in other respects they
have had a distinctly negative impact, and have become a major
source of frustration for some men, women and children. Although
family disruption does not necessarily cause lasting harm to those
affected, and may indeed, in some cases, enrich their lives, some of
the deleterious effects of divorce, single-parenthood, cohabitation
and clandestine polygyny have led to the general perception that the
social ecology in Africa is being severely damaged by the
systematic erosion of its fabrics, and that marriage is becoming an
endangered institution. For instance, family disintegration under
conditions of extreme poverty have had undesirable effects on the
well-being of women and children, some of whom have turned to
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street life in order to survive under some of the most difficult,
deprived and deplorable circumstances in human experience. A
more creative effort to help people cope with changing family
traditions is to expand the range of social and economic
opportunities, and increase their access to resources, as a
sustainable solution to most of -our social problems, including the
deterioration in the well-being of women and children.

Despite the changes in family structures, increased family
instability and the establishment of new family varieties, the family
remains a central institution where women, men and children can
acquire and develop life-giving skills in a sustainable way. Most of
us attending this lecture today still remember and recognize the role
of family structures in our upbringing and successes. Although
culture is a vital issue in all family capacity-building initiatives, the
challenge to sustain viable family institutions of any variety is not
to go back to the past, but rather to recast the new social
arrangements in a dynamic cultural environment that recognizes
and celebrates diversity, reform and personal liberties. Therefore,
any family formation that is blended out of some mixture ought to
empower its members and give them the freedom to choose a
lifestyle that suits their circumstances.

A more liberal, positive and pragmatic view of marriage and family
life such as the one embodied in the current draft Kenyan Marriage
Bill (2007) is an example of our recognition of transition in family
traditions. Rather than remain firmly rooted in cultural traditions
and committed to essentialism which is based on our limited vision
of an ideal family form, it is important to recognize change and
celebrate diversity. This recognition is crucial because, in a
progressive social and cultural domain, a truly fulfilling family life
remains that which is built around love, commitment,
responsibility, partnership, fairness and social justice. My point of
closure is that these are some of the broad goals which future
family studies, and reform initiatives, should embrace, first,
because they address the twin issues of family disruption and
diversity, and secondly, for they help to consolidate some of the
gains brought about by changing family traditions in Africa and
elsewhere. :
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