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Background
Marriage is a human’s phenomenon that is commonly practiced, since the ancient
civilizations, regardless of geography, religion, race and social classes. Marriage in the
vulgarized-Latin is marītācum and in the Latin is marītātus, meaning 'to wed, marry and
give in marriage'.1 Now days, marriage is defined as 1. a formal, usually legally
recognized, agreement between a man and a woman making them husband and wife; 2. a
ceremony at which a couple are married.2 Marriage of the first meaning is meant in this
article and it is not the second one.
There are many kinds of marriage which have been influenced by the religious,
social and philosophical viewpoints. Generally, there are three kinds of marriage, namely
polygamy, monogamy and group marriage. Monogamy is the practice or custom of being
married to only one person at a time.3 This is commonly practice in the society and of
course this type of marriage can be seen everywhere. But, group marriage is quite rare to
be seen. Group marriage involves more than one member of each sex. They live together
by sharing husband and wife, and responsibility in taking care of wealth and children.4
However, these two types of marriage are not the purpose of this article. The main
purpose of this article is to discuss and examine the third type of marriage: polygamy.
The term polygamy is defined in two ways: 1. the custom of having more than one
wife at the same time5; 2. a marriage where male or female has more than one spouse.6
The second definition leads to the other marital terms called polygyny and polyandry.
When a female has more than one husband, it is called polyandry; while the male who has
many wives is called polygyny. Polygyny can be found in many places throughout the
time whether in the ancient or contemporary time but polyandry is quite rare and difficult
to be seen. It might be because of gender issues where in many societies women have less
freedom, including freedom to choose and to have many husbands. As far as the historical
record is concerned, polyandry has been practiced in Sparta of ancient Greece7 and in
Hindu society where Draupadi has five husbands (Pandawa) at the same time as depicted
in Hindu’s epic, Mahābhārata.8 In spite of two definitions of polygamy mentioned above,
in this analysis, the definition of polygamy is a marriage where a husband has more than
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one wife. This definition is based on the etymological meaning of polygamy which comes
from the Middle France polygamic and from the Late Latin polygamia meaning 'having
many wives”.9
Though polygamy is practiced by many Indonesians, it is difficult to show the
statistical evidence about how many Indonesian men who are practicing polygamy. It is
because many polygamous marriages are usually unregistered to the government.10
Likewise, it is also not clear about how many percent of Indonesian Buddhist men are
practicing polygamy. Although it is not clear about the percentage, the practice of
polygamy takes place among Buddhist and this practice brings to the disadvantage to the
Buddhist women such as instigating the domestic violence and neglecting the family’s
welfare. However, before discussing this problem further, it is better to discuss the
practice of polygamy in general first.
Polygamy Practice in Indonesia: From the Ancient to the Present Day
Polygamy is not human nature. It is practiced because of many reasons such as
social view which considers women as the agent of reproductions, labour and property.
Perhaps, because of this reason, polygamy had been practiced since the ancient time11 in
many societies including Indonesia. The royal families of Hindu, Buddhist and Islamic
kingdoms in Indonesia were not exempted. The practice of polygamy that can be traced
back is only those practiced by the royal families because their life story is written in the
historical books. Polygamy by royal families usually was because of political reasons
such as for the sake of conjoining the power of kingdoms. For example, in order to
conjoin the power of Kalingga and Galuh kingdom, there had been marriage between
Prince of Galuh, Mandiminyak, with princess of Kalingga, Parwati in the 6th century A.D.
As recorded in the history, Mandiminyak was not only married to Parwati but he also got
married to another woman named Pohaci Rahabu.12 Polygamy for the sake of
strengthening the political relationship of two countries was exemplified by the polygamy
of King Brawijaya, king of Majapahit kingdom during 14th century. Besides having
several local wives, he had a wife from Campa kingdom known as Putri Dwarawati. Putri
Dwarawati was a gift given by General Yan Lu of Ming Dynasty of Campa kingdom to
strengthen the relationship between Majapahit and Campa.13
In about 15th century A.D., when Islam became prominent religion in the country,
polygamy was also practiced by kings of Islamic kingdoms. The most famous king of
Mataram Islamic kingdom named Sultan Agung had two chief queens. One was Ratu
Kulon, the daughter of leader of Cirebon and the other was Ratu Wetan, Governor
Batang’s daughter.14 His marriage to both princesses was to strengthen the devotion of
people of Cirebon and Batang districts to the kingdom. From his marriage to Ratu Kulon,
a son named Pangeran Alit was born to him and Ratu Wetan gave a birth to another son,
named Raden Mas Sayidin. After Sultan Agung passed away, Raden Mas Sayidin killed
Pangeran Alit and he enthroned himself as king of Mataram Islam entitled Amangkurat I.
Amangkurat I also practiced polygamy and the reason seemed only for the sake of his
pleasure. For example, he murdered a person who had been working in his palace as
puppet player for long time named Dalang Panjang Mas, in order to get his wife, Ratu
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Mas Malang. Amangkurat I had fought with his own son, Raden Rahmat, who had a love
affair with a girl who would be taken as wife by Amangkurat I, named Rara Oyi. Finally,
Amangkurat I asked his son to kill Rara Oyi, so that neither one of them would marry her.
From the above facts, it could be seen that polygamy had already existed in
Indonesia since the first millennium. In fact, polygamy was not practiced only by royal
families but also by common people. This practice is continued from generation to
generation; moreover, it gets ideological umbrella from many local philosophies which
put women in lower position than men. Indonesians, especially Javanese people, believe
in the concept that women are helper (konco wingking, literally it means friend-behind) of
men because men are the leader of the family.15 Hence, mentally and financially women
have the mindset to always depend on men. This non-independent attitude of women
brings to the acceptance of whatever their husbands do, including polygamy. Besides that,
marriage law regulated by government which allows polygamy under certain
circumstances is also becoming another factor for the continuation of polygamy.
Marriage is regulated by Indonesian government in the Act 1/1974.16 The general
principle of marriage is a psychological and physical relationship between a female and a
male as husband and wife for the purpose of forming a harmonious and happy family.17
Based on this rule, it is clear that the general principle of marriage regulated by
government is monogamy and that is what is mentioned in the article number 3
subsection 1. However, there is a possibility for a man to have more wives because in the
following subsection of the same article of the above regulation says that “man is allowed
to marry to more than a woman if there is agreement between parties involved in it”.18
The next article states that the marriage to more than one wife is allowed if the wife
cannot do her duty (physically and mentally), get sick that cannot be cured or unfertile.19
Hence, if a wife is in the one of three aforementioned conditions, a husband can marry
another woman as his new wife. With the above regulations, a married man by getting the
consent from his wife and showing that he is able to give material, psychological and
physical needs to more than one wife will be granted permission to practice polygamy.20
The marriage law also mentions that if in the case a husband loses contact with the wife
after two years, he can marry to another woman without the consent and agreement from
the missing-wife. However, in this marriage regulation, it is not clearly mentioned about
the limitation of having wife. Due to influence of Islamic teaching, people are in the
assumption that a man can have four wives at the same time.
What can be seen from the above regulation is a gender bias. According to these
rules, in marriage life women are just considered as the agent of producing children, and
therefore, if they fail to fulfill this duty as the consequence, polygamy must be accepted
by them. Because of this reason, some Indonesian women and human right activists are
demanding the government to amend the marriage law by abolishing the permission to
practice polygamy for whatever the reason might be.21 However, because of the influence
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of the religious view of Islam as major religion, this demand has not been fulfilled by the
government yet because polygamy is allowed in Islam.
Although Islamic teaching allows Muslims to marry to more than one wife, many
Muslims, as the major citizens and in which their teachings have the direct influences to
the permission of doing polygamy, are also debating it. Based on the teaching as depicted
in the Surah An-Nisa,22 some Muslims say that having maximum four wives with the
promise to deal justly to all wives, psychologically and psychically, is allowed.
Supporters of polygamy say that it is the best way to reduce adultery and to help women
of getting better life.23 They also say that statistically, women are more than men in
numbers and definitely they will get difficulties in finding husband.24 In supporting
polygamy, a polygamous man named Puspo Wardoyo, the owner of restaurant “Wong
Solo” in Central Java is promoting the “polygamy award”.25 This award is given to a man
who is practicing successful polygamy. After reading the Hadiths, however, some
Muslims come to the different opinion, saying that polygamy cannot be practiced. In the
Hadiths there is a story when Ali bin Thalib, son-in-law of Prophet Muhammad who
marries to the Prophet’s daughter, Fatimah, is asking Prophet’s permission to marry to
another woman and the Prophet does not allow it because it will hurt Fatimah.26 This is
evidence that polygamy should not be practiced. Explaining why the prophet Muhammad
has nine wives, this group says that the Prophet was doing polygamy because of social
situation at that time where many widows need his help. Hence, his polygamous marriage
was out of his compassion toward widows. In rejecting polygamy this group concludes
that polygamy gives psychological pressure to woman. Though a man is having vast
religious knowledges and good economic income, finally he still has problems with the
wives due to psychological reasons. A.A. Gymnastiar, a famous Muslim preacher who
divorced his first wife recently was a real example of it.27
Marriage and Polygamy: A Buddhist View
Speaking about marriage life, Buddhists as Indonesian citizens are also under the
marriage law regulated by the government. Buddhist men can marry to more than one
wife and therefore, Buddhist women are in the situation where they might have co-wife at
any time. Usually, Buddhist men who are doing polygamy are married to the second wife
based on Islamic custom. So, what they did is changing their religious status in the
identity card and then conducts the second or third marriage in Islamic way. It is because
in Islam there is ‘nikah siri” (informal Muslim marriage), a marriage which is legal
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according to Islamic law without being registered to the government.28 This kind of
marriage just needs some people as witnesses, the permission of village authority, consent
from parents and authorized by the Muslim cleric. Government usually is silent seeing
this kind of marriage as it is allowed in major religion. Even though, nikah siri becomes
debatable recently because the children of this kind of marriage will find difficulty to
obtain the birth certificate and the wives are uncertain about their economic welfare.
The possibility of practicing polygamy for Buddhist men seems acceptable from
the Buddhist view because there is no explicit rule in the Tipiṭaka which prohibits
polygamy. And also, as it can be seen from Buddhist texts, there are many Buddha’s
disciples who are practicing polygamy such as King Pasenadi of Kosala29 and King
Bimbisara. King Bimbisāra's chief queen was Kosaladevī30 and the other wives are
Khemā,31 the courtesan Padumavatī32 and also Ambapālī.33 Based on these facts, the
question is “did the Buddha agree with the practice of polygamy? If the Buddha did not
agree, why did not the Buddha teach them to lead a monogamous marriage?” These
questions must be answered from the socio-historical background. First, it should be
noted that they already have many wives before meeting the Buddha. King Bimbisāra
who is five years younger than the Buddha34 must be getting married before the Ascetic
Gotama attained enlightenment. Hence, it was impossible for the Buddha to tell them
suddenly that having many wives was not good and therefore they should divorce their
wives and juts live with one wife. It might create new problems, i.e., the welfare of the
wives who were divorced. Second, it must be kept in mind that Buddhism is religion
which considers marriage as secular; therefore, it is not regulated clearly in the Tipiṭaka.
Not like Islam35 or Abrahamic religions36 that teach that marriage is a duty,37 in Buddhist
perspective getting married is a choice of individual. Marriage is neither prohibited nor
recommended. Buddhists have freedom to choose whether they will marry or not because
it is not a sin to be unmarried.
What is the real nature of marriage from Buddhist perspective? The Agaññā Sutta
of the Dīgha Nikāya38 might give some clues for this question. In this sutta, it is
elucidated that due to lust, male and female get attracted to each other and they end in
sexual relationship.39 When the sexual relationship happens everywhere, people consider
it as taboo and therefore those people who engage in sexual relationship are banned from
the society. However, the sexual relationship is still remaining in the society. In due
course of time, people start to build houses to conceal their sexual relationship.40
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Gradually, people who live in the same house for long time have commitment to live
together. This is the pioneer of marriage. What can be seen from this historical analysis is
that, marriage has great possibility to be affected by lust. However, it does not mean that
Buddhism totally sees the marriage as merely legalization of conjugal relationship. In the
Mahāvacchagotta Sutta of the Majjhima Nikāya the Buddha teaches that the life as
householders can also be directed for attaining Nibbāna.41 It is important principle that
should be understood because the enlightenment is not monopoly for clergy but also
possible to be gained by the householders. As can be witnessed in Buddhist texts,42 there
are many householders who attain the fruits of purification such as Anāgāmī Ugga43 and
Anāgāmī Hatthaka Alavaka.44 Visākhā45 and Aṇathapiṇḍika46 as two chiefs lay female
and male supporters of the Buddha who are stream winner can also be taken as another
example.
How can householders attain the stages of purification? It is by balancing the
development of the mundane and spiritual life. Practicing the Noble Eightfold Path i.e.,
having good conduct (sīla), developing concentration of mind (samādhi) and realizing
insight (paññā) must be the way of life. These three should be practiced simultaneously.
To start the training of good conduct, the Buddha has advised lay people to observe
precepts whether five precepts (pañcasīla)47 in daily life or eight precepts (atthasīla) on
the Uposatha day.48 On the uposatha day, Buddhist householders are advised to practice
celibate life.49 Even according to the Suttanipāta, householders may practice celibate life
daily. If in the case one finds difficulty to practice celibate life, one should not have
relationship with others’ wife.50 The Gihi Sutta of the Aṅguttara Nikāya says that it is not
only by avoiding relationship with others’ wives but one must also be glad with their own
wife.51 What is the significance of the training to practice celibate life? The purpose of
this training is to train the householders to reduce the sensual indulgence (kāmacchanda)
which is one of the five hindrances.52 It is because, as far as kāmacchanda is in existence
the concentration (samādhi) will not be gained and the insight (paññā) will not be
realized.53 As the result, people are entangled in saṃsāric cycle and far away from
Nibbāna. Based on this teaching, what can be summed up is that, the polygamous life will
have much risks and difficulties in training the celibate life and reducing the attachment
of sensual pleasures. Not only increasing the risk to be trapped in sensual indulgence,
polygamy also creates more familial obstacle (kula palibodhā) in doing meditation.54 The
best example is the explanation in the Piyajātika Sutta in which the dear and near ones in
41
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the families are the source of worries and will bring to the despair and lamentation if
separation happens.55 Hence, it can be said that polygamy gives more possibility to
prolong the life in the saṃsāric journey.
Seeing the above facts, how should Buddhist women deal with polygamy issue in
maintaining her family life? Firstly and foremost, women must empower themselves with
the ability to manage the family as can be seen in the Sigalovāda Sutta.56 Secondly, it is
by building good communication with the husband so that both wife and husband will be
able to possess faith (saddha), morality (sīla), generosity (cāga) and wisdom (paññā).57
Then, women as integral part of the family as far as possible should bring the religious
atmosphere to the family to make it close to the Dhamma. It is by encouraging all family
members to practice the good conduct, cultivating the mind in order to develop wisdom.
Visākhā is the best example for lay female disciple who has succeeded to bring her family
to the Dhammic way. That is why, as far as the texts are concerned, there is no report of
polygamy practiced by her husband, Paññāvadhana. Due to greatness of Visākhā as wife,
daughter-in-law and inspiratory of Dhamma, she is known as “Migāramāta”, a mother of
Migāra, her father in law. It is only by having a good Dhammic understanding, a family
will get real happiness where husband and wife will not think how to marry another
woman or man but, how to support each other to get rid from saṃsāric cycle.
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