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Introduction

Marriage has always been a cornerstone of human societies, shaping economic systems, inheritance patterns, and

cultural identity. In the Western world, the dominant legal and moral framework has long favored a monogamous

partnership between two individuals, typically a man and a woman. This preference is not merely a cultural artifact;

it is the result of centuries of legal evolution, theological debate, and sociopolitical consolidation. In this article we

explore the Western case for monogamy over polygamy, examining how Christian doctrine, legal tradition, and

contemporary social concerns converge to uphold monogamy as the normative model. By unpacking historical

developments, scriptural interpretations, and modern legal arguments, we aim to provide a comprehensive

understanding of why monogamy remains central to Western law and society.

Historical Roots of Western Monogamy

Early Christian Teachings

Christianity emerged in a context where monogamy was already the prevailing custom among Jewish communities,

yet the early Church’s teachings reinforced and formalized this practice. The New Testament contains several

passages that underscore the sanctity of a single marital union, such as Jesus’ reference to the Genesis creation

narrative: “Therefore what God has joined together, let no one separate” (Matthew 19:6). Early Church Fathers,

including Augustine and Tertullian, further articulated monogamy as a spiritual ideal, linking marital fidelity to moral

purity and divine order. These theological assertions were not merely moral exhortations; they laid the groundwork

for monogamy to be perceived as a divinely sanctioned legal institution.

Roman Law and Feudal Traditions

Before Christianity’s ascendancy, Roman law had already codified monogamous marriage as the legal norm. The 

Lex Iulia and the later Corpus Juris Civilistreated marriage as a contract between two parties, with clear provisions

for property rights, inheritance, and legitimacy of offspring. When the Western Roman Empire fell, feudal lords

adopted similar marital conventions, using monogamy as a tool to consolidate land holdings and forge political

alliances. Thus, the legal and cultural underpinnings of monogamy were deeply entrenched long before the

Reformation, creating a robust infrastructure that would later be reinforced by Christian doctrine.

The Legal Evolution: From Custom to Statute

Medieval Canon Law

During the Middle Ages, the Church’s influence extended beyond spiritual matters into the realm of civil law. Canon 

law codified marriage as a sacramental bond that could not be entered into more than once. The Decretum Gratiani

(12th century) provided a legal framework that recognized the sanctity of monogamous unions, thereby preventing

the legal recognition of polygamous arrangements. The Church’s control over marriage also meant that the clergy

became gatekeepers, ensuring that only one marriage could be contracted at a time.

Reformation and State Intervention



The Reformation of the 16th century saw a shift in the balance of power between ecclesiastical and secular

authorities. Protestant leaders, while retaining the monogamous ideal, began to assert state control over marriage

registration, divorce, and annulment. In England, the 1533 Act of Supremacy declared the monarch as the

Supreme Head of the Church of England, allowing the Crown to legislate marital norms. The 1835 Matrimonial

Causes Act further secularized marriage, making civil courts the primary arbiters of marital disputes. Throughout

this period, monogamy remained the legal standard, reinforced by a growing sense of individual rights and property

protection.

Modern Statutory Frameworks

In contemporary Western legal systems, monogamy is embedded in national constitutions, civil codes, and family

law statutes. For instance, the U.S. Constitution’s Equal Protection Clause has been interpreted to support the

principle that marriage is a two-person relationship. European Union directives on civil law emphasize the rights of

spouses to equal treatment, which is incompatible with polygamous arrangements that inherently create unequal

power dynamics. The legal frameworks thus reflect a blend of historical precedent and modern egalitarian

principles.

Christianity’s Moral Framework and Monogamy

Scriptural Foundations

Christian scriptures provide a clear narrative that supports monogamy. In the Old Testament, the creation story

establishes a man and a woman as complementary partners. The New Testament expands on this by presenting

marriage as a reflection of the relationship between Christ and the Church (Ephesians 5:25–33). These passages

have been interpreted by theologians and jurists alike as a divine endorsement of monogamy, shaping both

religious practice and civil law.

Church Councils and Doctrine

Key ecumenical councils, such as the First Council of Nicaea (325 CE) and the Council of Chalcedon (451 CE),

explicitly condemned polygamy and other forms of sexual immorality. The Catholic Church’s 1983 Code of Canon

Law, while allowing for annulments, still upholds the monogamous nature of sacramental marriage. Protestant

denominations, though varied in their approach to divorce and remarriage, uniformly uphold monogamy as the

default marital structure. These doctrinal positions have reinforced the societal expectation that marriage should

involve only two individuals.

Impact on Western Legal Norms

Because of its profound influence on moral and ethical standards, Christian doctrine has indirectly shaped

legislation. In many Western nations, marriage laws are heavily influenced by Christian ethics, even when the legal

system is officially secular. The moral authority of the Church has historically provided a bulwark against the

acceptance of polygamous practices, ensuring that monogamy remains the legal and social norm.

Societal Benefits of Monogamy

Family Stability and Child Development

Research in developmental psychology consistently shows that children raised in stable, two-parent households

tend to exhibit better emotional and educational outcomes. Monogamous marriages typically provide a predictable

family structure, reducing the risk of neglect or emotional distress that can arise in polygamous households where

resources and attention may be divided among multiple partners and children.



Gender Equality and Economic Equity

Monogamy promotes a more egalitarian distribution of resources and decision-making power. In polygamous

arrangements, power dynamics often favor the male partner, leading to unequal access to education, healthcare,

and financial resources for women. By contrast, monogamous marriages are more likely to foster reciprocal

relationships, thereby advancing gender equality and reducing economic disparities.

Social Cohesion and Public Health

From a public health perspective, monogamous relationships simplify the tracking and management of sexually

transmitted infections (STIs). In societies where polygamy is prevalent, the spread of STIs can be more complex

due to multiple concurrent partners. Monogamy also encourages shared responsibility for family planning and

reproductive health, contributing to better overall public health outcomes.

Polygamy in Comparative Perspective

Anthropological Contexts

Polygamy exists in various cultures around the world, often tied to economic systems, inheritance practices, or

religious beliefs. For example, in some African societies, polygyny is linked to social status and land ownership. In

the Middle East, polygyny is permissible under Islamic law, albeit with specific conditions. These contexts illustrate

that polygamy can be socially functional, but its applicability to Western societies is limited by differing economic

structures, legal norms, and cultural values.

Legal Challenges in Western Jurisdictions

In Western countries, polygamy is generally illegal, and attempts to register polygamous unions are routinely 

denied. Courts have consistently ruled that polygamous marriages violate the principles of equality, property rights, 

and child welfare. For instance, in the United States, the Supreme Court’s decision in Lawrence v. Texas(2003)

affirmed the right to privacy in consensual adult relationships, yet this decision did not extend to polygamous

unions, which remain prohibited under state law.

Case Studies: Muslim Communities and Indigenous Tribes

In the United States, some Muslim communities have sought legal recognition for polygamous marriages. However,

federal law and most state statutes explicitly prohibit such unions. Similarly, certain Indigenous tribes in Australia

and Canada have practiced polygamy historically, but contemporary legal frameworks have largely integrated these

communities into a monogamous legal system, often citing concerns over child welfare and property rights.

Legal Arguments Against Polygamy in the West

Equality Under the Law

Polygamy inherently creates unequal legal standing among spouses, as one partner may have multiple legal

relationships while others have none. This violates the principle of equal treatment under the law, which is a

cornerstone of Western jurisprudence. By limiting marriage to a dyadic relationship, the law ensures that all parties

enjoy the same legal rights and responsibilities.

Child Welfare Concerns

Polygamous families often face challenges related to resource allocation and parental attention. Courts have

argued that children in polygamous households are more likely to experience neglect or inconsistent parental

involvement, thereby jeopardizing their emotional and educational development. These welfare concerns are



frequently cited as a primary reason for the prohibition of polygamy.

Property and Inheritance Issues

Monogamous marriages provide a clear framework for property rights, spousal support, and inheritance. In

polygamous arrangements, determining the rightful claim to property and assets can become highly complex,

leading to legal disputes and financial instability. The legal system’s preference for monogamy is partly driven by

the need to maintain clarity and fairness in property distribution.

Contemporary Debates and Reform Proposals

Multiculturalism and Religious Freedom

Critics argue that banning polygamy infringes on religious freedom and cultural diversity. They advocate for a more

inclusive approach that allows individuals to practice their faith without legal interference. Proponents of monogamy

counter that the legal restrictions are necessary to protect the rights of all parties, particularly women and children,

within polygamous arrangements.

Legal Recognition of Cohabitation

Many Western jurisdictions have introduced civil partnership or domestic partnership laws that provide legal

benefits to unmarried couples. These arrangements, however, remain strictly between two individuals, reinforcing

the principle of dyadic relationships while offering flexibility for those who do not wish to marry.

Potential Reforms: Polygamous Marriages and Civil Partnerships

Some scholars propose a hybrid model that permits polygamous unions under strict regulatory oversight, ensuring

equal rights for all parties and safeguarding child welfare. While such
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