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It is probably not a coincidence that Senegd and the Gambia have both some of the most complex
household compositions on record, and the most detailed household relationship codes in thelr
respective censuses. The households are uncommonly large in the Senegambia, even by African
standards, and their structure is unusudly complex. Because the two census methodologies are
radicdly different, but the populations living in the Gambia and in the neighboring regions of Senegd are
closdy related, the availability of two censuses at dmost the same dateis of particular interest. This
chapter will compare rura householdsin two regions of Senegd bordering on the Gambia, Koldaand
Tambacounda, in the 1988 Census of Senegd, with those in the 1993 census of Gambia. The emphasis
will be ontherurd aress, to control for the very different urban-rurd compostion of the two
populaions. 1n asecond part of the chapter, we will more specifically look at polygyny asthe driving

force behind household complexity.

The 1988 census of Senegal

Whereas in most censuses, the household is the only unit of aggregation of individuas a the micro leve,



the questionnaire and the indructions to the interviewers in Senega define three levels of aggregation.
The concession [compound] isagroup of buildings, that may or may not be surrounded by awall or a
fence of any type; in someingancesit may condst of asingle building including a series of separate
dweling units. It is often under the authority of a concesson head (p.5 of the Interviewer’s Manual).
The concession isaunit that may regroup severd households, probably linked by family ties.
Unfortunatdly, with the information available in the cenaus, it is not possible to do more than guessthe
nature of the relationship between these households.  In most instances, there is only one household per
compound. The ménage [household] is agroup of people, reated or nat, living in the same
concession, taking their daily meals together, under the authority of one person caled the household
head. Findly, the noyau familial [family nucleus| consist of one or both parents and their direct
descendants provided those are themsealves “unaccompanied,” i.e. not with a pouse, or with children or
dependents. Thisfamily nucleusis dso said to have ahead (p.6).

The order of enumeration isasfollows. After the household head, his older “unaccompanied”
children whose mother is not in the household; his firgt wife and her “unaccompanied” children;
subsequent wives and their children; other members of the family nudeus of the head; other family nuclel
involving one of his children as heed; nucle headed by an husband of one of his daughter; family nuclel
of ascending relatives, those of other relatives or friends.

Thelig of relaionshipsis short:

0 Head

1 Wife

2 Child of both the head and hiswife
3 Child of the father only

4 Son or daughter in law



5 Father or mother

6 Grandchild

7 Brother or sigter

8 Other relative

9 Non-rdative

The true origindity of the Senegdese census, however, istha the members of various family
nucle are numbered separatdy in the questionnaire, and only the relation of the head of nucleusto the
head of household is given; other members are defined by their rdation to the head of nucleus. Theidea
isimplemented by means of atwo digit code, the first one giving the relationship of the head of nucleus
to the head of household, and the second the relationship of the members of the nucleusto itshead. For
example, after theligt of the wives and their “unaccompanied” children congtituting the family nucleus of
the heed, there could be another family nucleus conssting of a son of the head, his wife and his children.
He would receive the relationship code 20 (2, thefirgt digit meaning “son of the head”, and O, the

second digit, head of the nucleus) Similarly, his wife would be numbered 21, and his children 22.
According to the same logic, a0 is added in front of the numbers of the members of the nucleus of the

head, his own two digit number being 00, his wife or wives 01, their children 03, and so on. (Tablel

provides agraphica representation of the system.) Code 99 means “unknown relationship”.

[Table 1 about here]

The sysem isingenious, but a bit cumbersome. It is not detailed enough, moreover, to alow
complete understanding of the household structure; as we saw above, it is not possible, for example, to
determine who among severa polygynous wives of the head of household is the mother of a particular
married son, head of nucleus. In generd, the interviewers appear to have mastered the code of
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relaionship, athough there are afew strange categories, such as 00 for ahead of nucleuswho is clearly
not the head of household. (In the latter case, we created a new category, 100 and the dependents
thereof, such as 101 for awife, 102 for achild, and so on.) The most disturbing code is 88 (literadly
“other rdlative of an other relative’). The code 88 has clearly a gpecia meaning, but that meaning was
not specified in the written ingtructions to the interviewers, and the present administration of the
Senegdlese Statidtica office cannot account for it. It is possible that it was introduced at the time of data
input. In Kolda, alittle over one percent of the households were headed by a person coded 88, but
other members of the household were given relationship codes asif the head was coded 00. Sixty-eight
percent of these household heads were of “age unknown,” and dl the others were aged 20 or less. In
Tambacounda, the Situation was Ssmilar. Findly, we decided to diminate these households from the
andyss.

Severd other details are worth mentioning about the Census of Senegd. Thefirgtisthat it has
an unusudly detailed list of marital statuses, distinguishing for males between monogamists, polygynists
(not otherwise defined), husbands of two wives, and hushands of three or more wives; and for females,
between monogamous wives, first, second, or third and higher rank wives of polygynists. It must be
noted that the number of wives of aman, and the rank of the wives, is provided independently of their
presence in the household. In combination with household relationship, these details on the type of
marriage dlow for interesting andyses of the household Structure. The mae category of “polygynist not
otherwise defined” limits the andys's somewhat.

The second comment on the census that deserves to be mentioned here, isthat the age question
asked about the year and month of birth, and that in converting thisinformation into ages, the datainput
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program adopted an erroneous formula. For the present chapter, we have recomputed ages, and
individuals are in most instances one year older than in the published data. Findly, one feature of the
Senegdese censusisthat it can be andlyzed both as ade jure and a de facto census. Three categories
of persons are distinguished: Present and absent residents, and visitors. The percentages in these
categories are given by rdationship of the head of nucleus to the head of household (see Table 2.)
Absent resdents are likely to be vistors esawhere in the country, and retaining both categoriesin the
total resultsin double counts; published results of the Senega census refer to the resident population.
However, since the relationship codes may refer to vigting persons, who have resident persons related
to them, dropping the visitors from the study of household structures leads to intractable problems.
How do we account for this unexpected situation of a visting household or nucleus head with
resident dependents? In asmal number of instances, the “viditor” is a polygamist who spends part of
histimein the home of severd wives. In other cases, heis probably the owner of the dwelling, and his
headship is nomina, while the true decison maker in the household is an older woman. There are
relatively few reported female heads of household in the region, afact that may reflect local perceptions
of the position of women. How to combine residence status and household relationships is one of the
unresolved problems of enumeration, and as we shdl see presently, Gambia adopted another solution,

the resort to a category of “temporary head”.

[Table 2 about hereg]

In generd, the percentages of “absent” resdents are fairly evenly digtributed over the
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relaionship categories, but visitors are disproportionately frequent among the nuclel headed by other
relatives, non related, unknown and other heads. The nuclel containing the large mgority of the
population, those of the heads of household, their married brothers and their children, contain only small

proportions of non-residents.

The 1988 census of Gambia.

The Gambian censusfollows avery different logic. It amsat providing afull list of dl the important
relaionships that may be encountered. The Enumerator’s Manual specifies “ALWAY S
REMEMBER TO AVOID SUCH VAGUE TERMS AS NEPHEW, COUSIN, UNCLE ETC, which
do no denote exact relationships. Nephew may mean brother’s son or sister’s son and these should,
therefore be disinguished” (p. 28; capitasin the origind.) On the other hand, the ingtructions specify
that “hdf-brothers (i.e. persons having one mother but different fathers, or one father but different
mothers) should be recorded as brothers. Similarly half-sisters should be recorded as sisters” (Idem.)
The didtinction between femae and mde linesis, implicitly, more important that the ditinction between
the different parents, e.g. for the children by different wives of a polygamigt.

The rdationship codeis asfollows:.

01 Head

02 Temporary Head

03 Wife/Husband

04 Son/Daughter

05 Son's Sor/Daughter

06 Daughter’s SorvDaughter
07 Father/Mother

08 Mother’'s Hushand/ Father’s Wife
09 Brother/Sigter

10 Brother’s Son/Daughter
11 Sigter’s Son/Daughter



12 Father’'s Father/Mother
13 Mother’s Father/Mother
14 Father’s Brother/Sigter
15 Mother’s Brother/Sister
16 Other Rdative

17 Non Redative

[99] Unknown

With seventeen categories (eighteen, if code 99 which is not listed in the ingtructions but was
used by the interviewers when the relationship was unknown), Gambia had the most detailed
relaionship code for arecent African census. It will be noted that there is a specid category for the
temporary head of household, in the instance where the head of household was away on Census Night.

It isfurther specified that “dl other relationships should refer to this person and not to the usua head
who isabsent.” Unfortunatdly, this particular instruction was not systematically heeded by the census
takers, and in mogt instances, the relationship appear to refer to the absent head of household.  In most
ingtances, the temporary heed is the wife of the absent head, and thereis no provision in the code for a
second wife.

Does the Gambian ligt of relationships adequately cover the most important categories actualy
encountered in the field? To test this, we have compared the Gambian and the Senegalese code in
Tablell, and indicated the percentages of the populations of Tambacounda that would be covered by
the 17 or 18 categories used in the Gambia. This comparison assumes that the Senegal ese relationships
have been properly recorded, athough we have excluded from the comparison asmal number of nuclei

that were said to have a second head of household.



A firgt conclusion is that the most important corresponding categories in the two codes carry
roughly the same weight. But some categories in the Gambian system are so smdl| that it isnot clear
why they have been included. Thisistrue, for example, for codes 12 (Father’s Father/Mother) and 13
(Mother’s Father/Mother). Since individuas accede to the position of head of household rather latein
life, typicdly in ther forties, their own grandparents are unlikely to be dive. There are dso very few 14s
(Father’'s Brother/Sister) and 15s (Mother’s Brother/Siter). Thisis the consequence of the fact that
there are dso very few fathers and mothers residing in the household of their son or daughter: they tend
to be heads of household, or spouses of heads, themsdlves. Rather than describing a household as
composed of aman and his old parents, the interviewers tend to classify the son's conjugd unit asa
downward extension, and to recognize the old man or even woman as the head of household. Thismay
well reflect the true power structure of the society, its gerontocratic nature.

The Gambian code distinguishes between the maternd and the paternd lines (two codes, 5 and
6, where Senegal has only one, for the children of sons and daughters, two codes, also, 10 and 11, for
the children of brothersand Sgters. These distinctions cannot be made in the Senegdese system. On
the other hand, the distinction by lines of grandparents (12 and 13) and uncles/aunts (14 and 15)
provides but an illusory precison, in view of the very smal sze of these categories, and could easly
have been diminated. A mgor faling of the Gambian code, on the other hand, isthat it failsto provide
aplace for the wives of children, grandchildren, or brothers of the household head, who are all
classfied, it would seem, in the residud category of “other relatives’. They represent aszable
proportion of the adult population of the area (and 5.2 percent of the whole population), as complex
households involving more than one married couple are one of its dominant festures.
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[Table 3 about here]

A Comparison of Ethnic Groups
Table 3 presents a comparison of the Size and the structure of ethnic groups that are represented in
Kolda, Tambacounda and the Gambia. Since the system of rdationship is different in the two countries,
the challengeisto identify comparable categories in the two countries. The ethnic characteristics are not
necessarily srictly comparable in the two populations, but the comparison should nevertheless be
indructive.

Two points deserve attention. Thefirgt isthe smilarity between the Senegalese regions and the
Gambia with regard to the indices we have chosen. The vaues appear to have the same order of
magnitudes except in the case of the percentage of female heads and the percentage of households with
more than one married man. The discrepancies could have two causes. Oneisthat the two censuses
st different boundaries on the concept of household; in the Gambia, there would have been less of a
tendency to consider that a married man had his own household. Aswhether a woman was the head of
the househald, it islikdly that the relationship category of “temporary head” could be at stake. Where
the Senega ese census considers an absent man to be the head of household, the Gambian census would
givethat pogition to hiswife,
The second issue is on whether the indices chosen reflect the relative complexity of the householdsin the
two areas. It should be noted that the % of female heads, and the percent of households that have non
relatives, are not good indicators of complexity. In generd, the Sarakole appear to have the most
complex households on most indicators, followed by the Woloff; the Poular and the Manding seem very
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gmilar on mogt indices. Polygyny appears to be amgor explanatory factor of size and complexity. We
will therefore devote the rest of this chapter to an examination of polygyny in Senegd, where the
relationship data and the nuptidity data are uncommonly detailed.

[Table 4 about her¢]

Monogamy and Polygyny in Kolda and Tambacounda.
Table 5 provides a summary distribution of mae heads of nucleus by relaion to the head of household
and by maritd gatus. (Because of the amilarity of the two regions, we aggregate Kolda and
Tambacounda in subsequent analyses.) The purpose of the table isto show the large proportion of
married men who do not have their own household, but live in the household of arddtive, or even a
non-related person. This extends to the polygynoudy married. It is particularly remarkable that
brothers live together with their families. Sonsdso live with their fathers, and grandsons with their
grandfathers, athough it would gppear that under thiskind of vertica extension, the older man isthe
officid head of household: There are very few fathers under the headship of ason. It may bethat in
some cases, the head of the household is an older man or woman who is something of a figurehead,
while the son or younger brother who heads the most important family unit in the household isthe de
facto leader of the household.
Another interesting trait of the family structure isthet there are few sonsin law.
[Tables5 and 6 about here]
Table 6 provides smilar information for women but in this instance we present data on heads of

nucleus as well as on the wives of heads. A woman belonging to a secondary nucleus (for example that
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headed by a child or a sibling of the household head) may owe her relaionship code ether to her own
relationship or to that of her husband. For most categories of nuclel, wives predominate. Thisis not the
case, however, for single daughters of the head. Since to be head of a nucleus, one must be
“accompanied,” that is must elther be married or have children, the large number of single daughters

head of nucleus appears to suggest unmarried motherhood.

There are anumber of troublesome featuresin table 6. There seemsto be an inconsistency
between the code of relationship and marital status when a single, widowed or divorced person islisted
aswife. The numbersare smdl (618 out of atotal of 43,104 single women aged 12 and over), but not
entirely trivid (at least in the case of “sngle wives’) so that they may not be merdly interviewer or data
entry errors of the kind that are inevitable in alarge data collection effort. We bdlieve that these were
women with an ambiguous satus that was difficult to classfy. The so-cdled “singlewives’ tended to be
young women, but their age distribution resembled the population of married women more than that of
sngle women. Forty out of the 566 who answered the question, reported a birth during the previous
year, for aratio of deliveriesto “sngle wives’ of 71 per thousand; comparable ratios were 26 per
thousand for sngle women, and 152 for monogamoudy married women. Hence, the most likely
explanation of this atus of “single wife’ seemsto be that they are engaged in the process of contracting
aunion, or perhaps are in afree union that does not qudify asamarriage. (Smilar interpretations are
suggested for the less frequently encountered status of “widowed wives” and “ divorced wives.”)

Findly, Tables 7 and 8 present the marital status of members of the nucle for the male and the
female sex respectivey; wives of heads (of household or nucleus) are not included in Table 8, but in
Table 6. The tables distinguish between dependents of the head of household, and dependents of other
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nucle. Oneinteresting festure is that there are Sgnificant numbers of married people among dependents
of the head of household. A substantiad number of husbands or wives, including polygynists wives, are
living in the nucleus of ason or of a brother of the head of household. It must be kept in mind that these
have to be * unaccompanied” to quaify as dependent members of anucleus. Since these people are
married, one would expect them to belong to their own nucleus, asits head if mae, aswife of the heed if
femae. The census providesfew clues asto why thisis not the case, but there are severa possibilities.
They could be temporary vistors. In that case, they should be tagged as such in the variable indicating
thelr resdence gatus; surprisingly, only a small number of these unattached members of nuclel are said
to have the gatus of vistor. Ancther possibility isthat they are not habitudly residing in their own
household because of customs that regulate the nature or stage of their marital union. For example, it
may be that some wives of polygynists are kept living separatdly from their co-wife or wives, or that at
the beginning of aunion, before full payment of the bride price, the bride and groom remain for atimein
thar family of origin.

It will be noted that there are many more femae married dependents than males; the number of
sngle maesis much greater than that of Sngle femaes, a phenomenon that islargely explained by the
different ages a marriage.

[Tables 7 and 8 about here]

The following traits are thus reveded by the cross tabulation of relaionships and marita satus.
Relationships though the mae line are dominant in shaping household structure in Kolda.and
Tambacounda. Brothers and sons and their dependents account for alarge proportion of the household
membership. Married persons, both monogamous and polygynous, are encountered not only as heads
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of households, but they represent a non-negligible proportions of the conjugd family units or nucle
enumerated in the census, both as heads of these units or wives, and as * unaccompanied” members.
Husbands and wives are often not living in the same households, and it is not entirdly clear whether this
isthe result of the fluidity of the population on any particular day, or isafundamenta characteristic of
the marital relationship; the polygynous nature of marriage accounts in part for that characteristic.

If we had to summarize the most important conclusion of this paper so far, it would be that

accounting for the role of marital status in household formation is the key to an understanding of what is

going on.

POLYGYNY AND HOUSEHOLD COMPLEXITY

Households are congantly shifting entities. Many of the married people encountered in householdsin
West Africaare life cycle voyagers who will eventudly settle down in a different household, or
temporary guests who do not fundamentaly affect the resdentiad structure. Any monogamoudy married
person is potentialy polygynous. A second wife may become first wife when her co-wife dies; afirg
wife may be inherited by a brother or son of the deceased, and lose rank. On the other hand, there are
lagting arrangements that are the result of the traditiond alocation of separate residence to a polygynist
and hiswives.

In Tables9 and 10, we look at the median ages of various categories of household
relationships, by marita datus. Table 9 looks at the maes. Ages generdly go up with the number of

wives, sons and brothers living under the headship of another man are generaly younger than that man;
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those who live in the nucleus of the head (without wife and/or children) are younger than those who are
in their own nuclel (dthough in the former ingtance the number are sometimes very smdl.) The
monogamoudy married are younger than the polygamidts, an expected result Since every man retainsthe
option of taking additiona wives as he grows older.

Table 10 provides median ages for females in the various marita status categories (for heads of
households or nucleus) and for wives of heads, sons and brothers. (We have left out the small,
outlandish categories, such assinglewives) Monogamoudy married women are younger than wives of
polygamidts, and first wives are generdly older than wives of higher rank; this, too, isaresult of the
progressve nature of plural marriagesin the life cycle. Wives of higher ranks (3+) include a number of
inherited wives, and these may be older.

There are two fundamentally different system of polygynous residence. Thefirg is probably
most common in the Senegambiac aman lives with saverd wivesin alarge compound, and they pool
their resources at medltime and assume the joint care of children. When their brothers or children get
married, they may join the organization of the compound/household, the two concepts being often
interchangeable.

The second system is one that is often encountered in much of Africa, for examplein Nigeria
among the Yoruba. Women and their own children live separately, sometimes quite far gpart, and have
distinct budgets and kitchens, and their own lives. The hushand vidits hiswives a irregular intervas and
may spend rather long periods with each of them. A census would normaly consider each of these
wives as a head of household, or would only treat the one with whom the husband is found at census
night, asawife of head. The indructions to the Senegdese interviewers suggest thet this Stuation is

14



sometimes encountered in Senegd. 1t is possible that some of the married femae heads of household or
nucleusin Kolda and Tambacounda are in this Stuation. A polygynist keegps one or saverd of hiswives
in different households, ether because some are only “ charity wives’, inherited widows that have to be
recognized because of kinship obligations or because some of them do not get dong with their co-
wives, or even because of the physicd availability of resdence space.

We have condtituted afile of coresident monogamists and another one of coresident polygynists.
These individuas and their wives represent only afraction of dl the individuds reporting themselves as
monogamoudy married, or as polygamoudy married with 2, or 3 or morewives. Table 11 indicates the
proportion of al married men, by number of wives and household relationship, who are living with all
their wives (or for the open-ended category of 3+, at least with three wives). The computation depends
evidently on the reliability of men reporting the tota number of their wives, and of women reporting their
rank in the polygynous marriage. Thisisameasure of the productivity of our andyss of the polygynous
population in rural Kolda and Tambacounda.  The corresponding information on wivesis presented in

Table 12.

[Tables 11 and 12 about hereg]

A few words on how to read these tables. The percentagesin Table 11 indicate how many of
the married men in each column are actudly linked with al of their wivesin the household, and in thefile
that we have condtituted. Thus, 71.8 percent of the men in the census who report themsalves as
monogamidgts, can actualy be linked to awife enumerated in the same household. The productivity is
quite satisfactory aso for some sub-categories. For example, 75.7 percent of the 34,865 men who
reported having more than one wife, are actudly cohabiting with dl of them, or a least with three of
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them if they report themsalvesin the category of husbands with 3+ wives. The percentages were
highest for head of households, and lowest for the “other heads’ category of nucleus heads.

What accounts for the missing spousesin the files? There are a numbers of married people who
are enumerated, without their families, @ther in the nucleus of the head or in other nucle. These are
presumed to be temporary vistors living away from their partnersfor thetime being. Therearedso a
number of men whose wife is aosent, or in the case of the polygynists, who do not have their count of
wives living with them. Findly, the coding of maritd statusincludes a category 1 for men, which means
“polygynist with an unspecified number of wives” All their wives may be present in the household, but
thereisno way of knowing.

Thetota sze of thefileis quite large, and will lend itsdf to more detailed analyses, for example
of fertility by rank and age of both husband and wives. There are more than 20 000 monogamists
linked to their wivesin the file, and more than 3000 third (or higher rank) wives linked with their
husband, including 500 fourth wives.

To illugtrate the richness of the linked file, we present a tabulation that involves the co-resident
conjugd units. Table 13 provides the age differences between spouses, by type of union and number of
wives. The average differenceisdmost 15 years, and for monogamous pairsitisonly 12.5 years. The
same difference gpplies to first wives in polygynous marriages, and the number go up with the rank of
the wife. There are afew wives who are older than their husband, sometimes by a significant number of
years, afact that is probably accounted for largely by widow inheritance.

[Table 13 about here]
CONCLUSION
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The tables presented in this chapter are meant to illustrate the type of analyses that can be made from
detailed information on household relationshipsin awdl-designed census. We inssted on the role of
marital status in accounting for the complexity of household structure, because the information on the
type of marriage and the rank of wives available for Senegd provides additiona insghts on the
determinants of household formation. It isatruism that the available items of information in a source
determine the scope of the analysis. The Senegdese census contains information on the number of
children born to individua women during the last 12 months, so that it is possble to look &t fertility by
age of man and wives, number and rank of the wives, and the characteristics of other wives (eg. ther
age). Thisisadifferent story, however, which does not belong to the present chapter.

What is rdevant to this volume, however, is adiscussion of the advantages of complex census
data on household relaionships for the andysis of socid phenomena. 1t might be legitimately argued
that a census is not the gppropriate medium to investigate household structure or such topics as the
differences of fertility by number of ranks of wives. Attention to definitions (what is a household? who
should be consdered its head? is this person married?) isimpossible in a very large data collection effort
involving little time to linger and imperfectly trained interviewers. 1t is sometimes claimed that such types
of issues should be investigated by specidized survey designed for this particular purpose. But these
arguments are tantamount to saying that these issues should not be investigated &t al, sSnce no survey
will have enough respondents to provide an answer to the questions asked. Using two regions of
Senegd, we identify gpproximated nine thousand conjugd units with three or more co-resident wives,
on atota of some 130 thousand units. A fertility survey that would involve a manageable number of
respondents would never include enough polygynists of high rank to dlow for an analysis.
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The objections based on the lack of atention to definitions and the insufficiencies of interviewers
appear to have been satisfactorily countered in the instance of Senegd. We would argue that the lack
of srict and demanding definitions congtitutes a strength of the census, not aweakness. The results
correspond to widdly agreed upon loca perceptions of what a household of a marriage should be.
Although the household relationship system of Senegd dlows for a hundred categories, it isbased on
the cross-reference of only 10 smple categories of relationship to the head of household and
relationship to the head of nucleus; on the whole, the interviewers seem to have coped well with the

system. (We are less convinced of the potential of the methodology adopted in the Gambia.)

Thereis a cost involved in asking complex questions in a census, and the practice is only justified if
the data are analyzed. The published results of the Senegalese censuses of either 1976 of 1988 pay no
attention to the relationship question. As far as we know, the present paper is the first systematic anaysis of
this aspect of the data set. This, of course, can be interpreted as an argument for more use of census datain
the future. Whether this particular methodology should be used in subsequent censuses of Senegal, or
adopted in other countries, is a difficult question. We are in the paradoxical position of being thankful for its
availability in 1988 for our analyses, while unconvinced that the effort is justified in the future, unless the
investigation of household structure attracts more scholars and their results are diffused more widely. The
plans of the next census of Senegal (to be taken in 2003) have greatly simplified the questions on relationship

to the head of household.
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