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Accepted: Objectives: Polygamy is a traditional form of marriage in Islamic societies, particularly
J UIY 29, 2025. within the cultural context of Afghanistan. However, with the expansion of globalization, its
Available online: traditional functions have undergone significant transformation and, in many cases, have
August 26, 2026 come into conflict with modern family values and structures. The present study aims to

explore the causes and consequences of polygamy within the meaning-making system of
polygamous men, seeking to uncover how men rationalize, interpret, and experience this
familial lifestyle. Methods: This study was conducted using a qualitative approach and
thematic analysis method. The target population consisted of polygamous men residing in
Mazar-i-Sharif, Afghanistan. The research sample included 27 polygamous men selected
through purposive and snowball sampling, with attention to cultural, social, and economic
diversity to capture varied perspectives. Results: The study yielded nine main themes
categorized into two overarching domains. The semantic implications of polygamy
encompassed six primary themes: institutionalized culture, stigmatization of the first wife,
preference for sons, lack of awareness, religious commitment, and aspirations for economic
and social improvement. The consequences of polygamy included three major themes:
biological dissatisfaction, financial tensions, and life satisfaction. Conclusion: The findings
Keywords: reveal that no single cultural, social, or religious factor alone sufficiently explains the
decision to engage in polygamy; rather, it is the interplay of these factors within the specific
social context that leads men to adopt this marital practice. Nonetheless, the lived
experiences of polygamous men indicate that polygamy often results in increased family
tensions, economic pressures, and deteriorating mental health. This study can inform

Causes of Polygamy,
Existential
Dissatisfaction, Mazar-i-

Sharif Province, . policymakers and social institutions in raising public awareness about the responsibilities
Polygamy, Thematic and challenges associated with polygamy, helping to prevent impulsive decisions in this
Analysis regard.
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1. Introduction

Polygamy, as a traditional form of the
marital institution, remains a visible social
reality in many Islamic societies, including
Afghanistan, and continues to constitute
an integral part of the historical and
cultural structure of the family. However,
the profound social, cultural, and
economic transformations of recent
decades have reshaped the traditional
functions of this practice, placing it in
tension with modern family values and
structures. A review of previous research
indicates that most global studies have
examined the consequences of polygamy
primarily from the perspectives of women
and children, while the experiences of
polygamous men have received far less
scholarly attention. Yet, men within this
marital system also encounter significant
challenges, such as psychological strain,
marital conflicts, economic difficulties,
and the struggle to maintain equitable
relationships across multiple households.

In Afghanistan, previous studies have
largely adopted jurisprudential, legal, or
descriptive approaches, leaving a notable
gap in qualitative research exploring men’s
lived experiences and perceptions of
polygamy. Accordingly, this study adopts a
qualitative and interpretive approach to
explore the meanings, motivations, and
consequences of polygamy from the
perspectives of polygamous men residing
in Mazar-i-Sharif. Through the analysis of
narratives and field data, the research
seeks to present a comprehensive
understanding of the psychological, social,
and cultural dimensions of this
phenomenon within the context of
contemporary Afghan society.

2. Methods

This study employs a qualitative research
design using the Attride-Stirling thematic
network analysis method. The research
population consisted of polygamous men
residing in the city of Mazar-i-Sharif who
had been in their second marriage for at
least five years, ensuring that participants
had substantial lived experience of

polygamy. Participants were selected
purposively to capture diversity in
cultural, social, and economic

backgrounds. Data were collected through
in-depth, semi-structured interviews. In
total, 27 interviews were conducted until
theoretical saturation was achieved.

Following verbatim transcription and
repeated reading, the data were analyzed
at three levels—basic themes, organizing
themes, and global themes—to construct a
network of meanings and experiential
patterns among polygamous men. Ethical
principles, including informed consent,
confidentiality, and voluntary
participation, were strictly observed. The
trustworthiness of the findings was
ensured through Lincoln and Guba’s
criteria of credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability,
achieved by participant validation, sample
diversity, and careful documentation of
analytic procedures.

3. Results

The findings reveal that polygamy in
Mazar-i-Sharif emerges from a complex
interplay of cultural, social, economic, and
psychological factors. Thematic analysis
identified nine major themes and twenty
subthemes. One of the most salient
patterns was the persistence of traditional
cultural norms and intergenerational
modeling, which sustain the practice of
polygamy. In many families, marriage is
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not a product of personal choice but a
decision imposed by parents and relatives.

Psychological and familial motives such
as marital dissatisfaction, blaming the first
wife, emotional alienation, and the
perceived sexual inadequacy of the first
spouse were among the most frequently
cited reasons for remarriage. On the social
level, ethnic competition, tribal pride, and
the preference for male offspring were
found to legitimize and even valorize
polygamy as a socially acceptable or
desirable behavior. Economic
improvement and perceived financial
capacity were also used by men and their
families to justify or rationalize multiple
marriages.

Conversely, the study found that
polygamy carries extensive consequences
for men’s mental health, family cohesion,
and economic stability. Participants
reported heightened psychological stress,
emotional exhaustion, marital distrust,
and declining intimacy within their
families. From an economic perspective,
polygamy often resulted in increased
financial burdens, aggravated poverty, and
inability to meet basic household needs. A
small minority of men, whose remarriages
occurred with the consent of their first
wife or due to infertility, expressed
relative satisfaction, attributing this to
mutual understanding among wives.
Overall, the findings suggest that
polygamy in Afghanistan is not a freely
chosen lifestyle but rather a product of
intersecting cultural, structural, and
socioeconomic pressures.

4. Conclusion

The results of this study demonstrate that
polygamy in Mazar-i-Sharif arises from a
multidimensional interaction of cultural,
social, economic, and religious factors.
Culturally, intergenerational imitation,

arranged  marriages, and parental
involvement in  spousal selection
constitute the primary conditions
enabling polygamy. In traditional Afghan
settings, marriages are often family-
driven, and as men gain autonomy,
dissatisfaction with the first marriage
frequently leads to the pursuit of another.
Socially, ethnic competition, tribal
identity, and the desire for male heirs
render polygamy both acceptable and, in
some cases, obligatory. Additionally, labor
migration, economic strain, and religious
interpretations further reinforce the
tendency toward multiple marriages.
Some men justify their choice by invoking
religious narratives and the prophetic
tradition of polygamy.

However, the consequences of
polygamy are deeply multifaceted. Most
participants viewed it as a source of family
conflict, rivalry, distrust, and emotional
disturbance among spouses and children.
Many reported ongoing psychological
distress, exhaustion, and even regret over
their decision to remarry. Economically,
polygamy resulted in increased household
expenditures, reduced living standards,
and financial incapacity. Only in a few
exceptional cases—such as remarriage
with the first wife’s consent or in cases of
infertility—was partial satisfaction
observed.

In conclusion, the study reveals that
polygamy, contrary to common belief,
does not typically resolve familial
problems; rather, it often exacerbates
psychological tension, financial hardship,
and emotional disintegration. Hence, the
phenomenon calls for critical social
reflection and policy attention to mitigate
its adverse effects on families and society
at large.
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Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of the Interview Participants
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Table 2: Research Themes
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