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“Whether They Promised Each Other
Some Thing Is Difficult to Work Out”:
The Complicated History of Marriage
in Uganda

Rhiannon Stephens

Abstract: Marriage cases discussed by Catholic missionaries in Uganda at the turn
of the twentieth century showcase considerable diversity in relationships between
women and men. While these cases reflect the turbulence of the late nineteenth
century, the history of marriage and divorce in the region since around 700 CE
demonstrates that diversity in marital arrangements was a long-standing phenome-
non. This article sets out the history of aspects of marriage and divorce in Buganda,
Bugwere, Busoga, and Bushana, and their ancestral communities to show how
women and men conceptualized their domestic relationships and adapted them as
they dealt with political and social change.

Résumé: Les cas problématiques de mariage discuter par les missionnaires
catholiques en Ouganda a la fin du 19e et au début du 20e siecle illustrent la grande
diversité dans les relations matrimoniales entre les femmes et les hommes de
I’époque. Alors que ces cas refléetent la turbulence de la fin du 19e siécle, I’histoire
du mariage et du divorce dans la région depuis le 8e siecle démontre que cette
diversité était anciennement bien établie. Les aspects du mariage et du divorce
en Buganda, Bugwere, Busoga, et Bushana, et leurs communautés ancestrales,
présentés dans cet article, démontrent de quelle facon les femmes et les hommes
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ont conceptualisé leurs rapports domestiques et les adapter sur un fond de change-
ments politiques et sociaux.

Keywords: Marriage; divorce; precolonial Uganda; Bugwere; Busoga; Buganda

Introduction

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Catholic Mill Hill
missionaries in Uganda worked hard to bring order to the diverse marriage
practices they encountered among their converts so that they could judge
their marital standing. On January 21, 1898, Father Kerstens wrote a letter
to his bishop from the mission station at Nagalama in eastern Buganda
asking his advice on a number of cases that were causing him difficulty.!
He was struggling to make sense of the statements made to him by converts
regarding their marital status. “It made me inquire thoroughly,” he wrote,
“what marriage is in the eyes of the heathen Baganda, if there is a real thing
by which marriage can be known, a ceremony proper to marriages and
whether divorce is lawful in their eyes. I asked different and trustworthy
men about this subject” (Letter from G. Kerstens to Bishop, January 21, 1898).
Kerstens was not alone in his desire to discover a parallel to the Christian
marriage ceremony; this was a common preoccupation of missionaries
of various denominations as they sought to determine the marital status
of converts in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, both in
Uganda and elsewhere on the continent (see, e.g., Chanock 1998). Mill
Hill missionaries wrote many letters to their superiors about individual
marriage cases. Their attention to the details of marriage reflected the impor-
tance they attributed to this aspect of their evangelical mission. But more
than anything else, the correspondence highlights the complexity of domestic
and sexual relationships in eastern and central Uganda.

A review of the Mill Hill missionaries’ correspondence about the marital
statuses of their converts might lead one to conclude, not unreasonably,
that the complicated situations they wrote about were the product of recent
social dislocations caused by the disruptive events that swept East Africa in
the nineteenth century. Wars, famine, and outbreaks of new diseases threat-
ened political and economic stability. Increased trading connections link-
ing the Great Lakes region to the coast and to plantations in the interior
created a lucrative market for slaves that resulted in heightened slave raid-
ing (Hanson 2007; Reid 2007). The century ended in formal colonization
by Great Britain, an event preceded in Buganda by prolonged instability and
civil war (Brierley & Spear 1988; Hanson 2003; Médard 2007; Reid 2002).
These changes certainly influenced the patterns of how, when, and who
people married as well as how they ended their marriages. But the events of
the nineteenth century did not cause the complexity that so perplexed the
Catholic missionaries.
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This article traces the deep history of such relationships with a focus on
the different forms and processes of marriage and divorce that existed in
the North Nyanza societies of Buganda, Bugwere, Busoga, and Bushana,
and their ancestral speaker communities.2 The variety of marriages and
domestic and sexual relationships that have existed in this region since at
least the eighth century—with varying degrees of continuity, innovation,
and rupture—points to an intricate history of family and social life. Thus,
the complexity of domestic relations that missionary records reflect was not
a recent product of disruption, but rather the result of long continuities.
The history set out in this article demonstrates both a long-standing diver-
sity in marriage and, crucially, a dynamism that enabled women and men to
negotiate changing social and political realities by adapting the ways in
which they constituted marital relationships.

As recently as the 1990s Catherine Coquery-Vidrovitch, an eminent
historian of women in Africa, likened their marriages in the nineteenth
century to slavery: “Ownership of women was ordinarily reserved for men,
who were permitted to acquire wives by bride-price” (1997:18). Coquery-
Vidrovitch offered a particularly negative vision of marriage for African
women. Noting that marriage was “an economic, social, and political affair,”
she argued that in exchanges involving bridewealth, “a woman was really a
commodity to be used,” with male elders controlling the process (1997:19-20).
This negative view of women’s marital lives dominated scholarship on Africa
(see, e.g., Sacks 1979) until pathbreaking work by Kristin Mann (1985) and
Ifi Amadiume (1987), both writing on Nigeria, overturned the orthodoxy
and inspired others to revisit marriage elsewhere on the continent. These
scholars and other historians have demonstrated the ways women and men
negotiated new opportunities and restrictions around marriage and divorce
introduced in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries along with Christianity,
new interpretations of Islam, and colonial rule.?

The bulk of this work, however, has focused on the twentieth century, and
even work on the nineteenth century has struggled to depict transformations
in marriage during this and earlier centuries (e.g., Amadiume 1987). The
unintentional outcome of this focus has been a perception that marriage prac-
tices were static before the modern era. Building on work by other scholars
with a broad temporal focus who have examined gender and marriage prac-
tices (Schoenbrun 1998; Gonzales 2008; Saidi 2010), this article looks at the
North Nyanza speaker community (¢.700-1200 CE) as a starting point for
exploring the changing ways in which women and men, in this and its descen-
dant speaker communities, conceptualized their relationships and adapted
them according to the flows of their political, economic, and social history.

Some Methodological Notes
This article presents a history of marriage (and divorce) across some twelve

centuries. This long time frame is in part a function of the methodologies
I draw on to reconstruct the history of a region for which the earliest written
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sources date to the 1860s and even then are highly limited in nature. These
methodologies tend to require a very long-term perspective in order to see
changes unfolding. Alongside archival sources—especially, in this case,
of the Mill Hill Fathers—this article draws on historical linguistic recon-
structions, comparative ethnography, and oral traditions. This interdisciplinary
approach is by now a well-established approach in the history of places
and times beyond the reach of writing (e.g., Ehret 1998; Fields-Black 2008;
Klieman 2003; Vansina 2004).

This approach is based on the fact that language is not purely functional.
We use words to name and describe our physical environment, but we also use
them to talk about our intellectual, aesthetic, and social worlds, just as people
did in the past. Reconstructing relevant vocabularies for the now extinct ances-
tral languages of modern tongues gives us insights into those wider fields of
historical experience. The use of historical linguistics to write history relies on
the premise that related languages are descended from a “proto-language” and
inherited a portion of their vocabulary (along with other parts of speech) from
that proto-language. It is possible to reconstruct some of that early vocabulary
by knowing the specific relationships between modern languages and the
changes they have undergone since diverging from their proto-language. The
etymology of an individual vocabulary item offers us an intellectual history for
that word. The borrowing of a word from neighbors, the coining of a new
word, or the narrowing or expansion in the meaning of a word are all the result
of actions by individual members of a speaker community grounded in social,
cultural, economic, and political changes.

These reconstructions give us a historical framework. In order to con-
struct a more complete picture of the past, of the contexts in which this
vocabulary was spoken, I turn to comparative ethnography and oral traditions.
While ethnographic data needs to be used in conjunction with independent
streams of evidence (such as from historical linguistics or archaeology) to
avoid anachronistic interpretations, it offers important evidence for fleshing
out those contexts. The material available for the North Nyanza societies
ranges from descriptions by European travelers, missionaries, and colonial
officials to texts produced by elite Ugandans, such as Apolo Kagwa, in the
early twentieth century, to studies by anthropologists and interviews I con-
ducted during fieldwork. In all cases it is essential to pay close attention to the
who, where, and when of their production. Oral traditions are also compli-
cated sources of evidence, shaped as they are by the moments and authors of
their transcription. They cannot be taken as literal descriptions of past events,
but they provide a wealth of detail about social and political structures. This
article draws on both published and unpublished sources, including the
“Historical Texts” collected in the 1960s and early 1970s by David William
Cohen and Ronald Atkinson in Busoga and Bugwere, respectively.

Beyond missionary records and the oral traditions of states, which remem-
ber royal marriages, it is generally not possible to uncover individual marriages
in the extant historical records (for an important exception in this region,
see Cohen 1977). But because it is a social institution that unites the economic
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and the cultural, the political and the personal, the legal and the emotional,
marriage is a topic ideally suited for this interdisciplinary approach, touching
as it does on so many aspects of a community’s life and thus being reflected
in the different sources that are available. The history that emerges from
these sources is one that emphasizes social ideals more than the reality of
daily life. Conflict and contestation are apparent, however, in the creation
of new forms of marriage and in new words for divorce and elopement.

People speaking the modern languages descended from North Nyanza
inhabit an arc that stretches northward from the mouth of the Kagera River
on the Victoria Nyanza and eastward across the Mpologoma River and into
the foothills of Mount Masaaba (see map below). These languages are
Luganda, Lusoga, Lugwere, and Rushana. Their proto-language, North
Nyanza, was descended from Great Lakes Bantu (see figure below), spoken
by people who lived from around 500 BCE on what is now the boundary
between the modern countries of Uganda and the Democratic Republic of
Congo. The dialects they spoke gradually diverged until they became distinct
languages. Dialects of one of those languages, West Nyanza, spoken by those
living west of the Victoria Nyanza, in turn became the languages Rutara and
North Nyanza by around the eighth century CE. By around the thirteenth
century North Nyanza gave way to Luganda and South Kyoga, and by around
the sixteenth century South Kyoga diverged into Lusoga and East Kyoga
(or pre-Lugwere). The modern languages of Lugwere and Rushana emerged
in the early nineteenth century when a group of people who came to be
speakers of Rushana moved some distance away into the foothills of Mount
Masaaba in the wake of famine and conflict (see Stephens 2013).

Historical Geography of North Nyanza Languages
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Subclassification of North Nyanza Languages

Great Lakes Bantu

East Nyanza
Gungu
Great Luhyia
Western Lakes
West Nyanza
a. Rutara
b. North Nyanza
i. Luganda
ii. South Kyoga
1. Lusoga
2. East Kyoga
a. Lugwere
b. Rushana

Note: Modern languages are underlined.

Innovative Relationships: North Nyanza in the Eighth to Thirteenth
Centuries

People who lived in communities speaking North Nyanza between the eighth
and thirteenth centuries practiced a mixed economy, combining crop cul-
tivation and livestock raising with hunting, fishing, and gathering of other
wild foods. But they increasingly focused on bananas as a staple crop, a devel-
opment that led to a new importance for land best suited for the crop
(see Stephens 2013). Concern within clans to control that land placed a
premium on patrilineal descent (see Stephens 2009). Yet the importance of
marriage in determining the lineage identity of children does not appear to
have held quite the same importance in these communities as it did for
their ancestors speaking West Nyanza (Schoenbrun 1998). The language
they used to talk about marriage suggests changes in the roles of women
and men (or the perception thereof) in the process of marriage and the
relationships it created. North Nyanza-speakers dropped a verb that West
Nyanzans had coined for marriage and replaced it with two new and distinct
genderspecific ones. The first of these referred to a woman’s act of marrying,
*-payira.* The development of an active verb that applied exclusively to
women reflected a social change whereby women had more active roles in
creating alliances between lineages through their marriages and the chil-
dren that were expected to ensue. North Nyanza speakers gave women’s
relatives a substantial stake in their children. A woman’s children performed
essential roles for her patrilineage, especially at moments of transition or
ritual danger such as preparing a corpse for burial.> The second verb
speakers of North Nyanza began using to talk about marriage referred to a
man’s act of marrying, *-gasa. This was not a new word for this community
as they inherited it from West Nyanza, where it had meant “mate” or “cop-
ulate.” Whereas *-bayira signified the roles women played in contracting
their marriages, this innovation suggests a diminished social role for men in

https://doi.org/10.1017/asr.2016.6 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/asr.2016.6

ASR Women's Forum: The History of Marriage in Uganda 133

marriage. This interpretation is strengthened when we consider that North
Nyanza speakers abandoned the West Nyanza verb meaning “marry” with
reference to men: *-tiiér(er} emphasized the role of men in marrying women
(see Schoenbrun 1997), in contrast to the more direct meanings of *-gasa.
North Nyanzans thus stressed the sexual role of men in marriage, alongside
or over their social and political roles.

The historical linguistic evidence also indicates that marriage could be a
space for contesting parental and lineage authority. North Nyanzans retained
a pair of words from West Nyanza that described women’s and men’s sepa-
rate, but related, acts of eloping: *-hambuka for a woman and *-hambula for a
man. These are both derived from *-hamba, originally a proto-Bantu verb
meaning “seize.”® Strikingly, *-hambuka (the female form) is an active intran-
sitive verb, yielding a meaning of “seize oneself,” in contrast to *-hambula,
which is a transitive verb, suggesting the seizing of another (see Stephens
2013). Centuries later, missionaries regularly described elopement in terms
of men abducting unwilling women or girls in order to force a marriage
(see, e.g., Le Veux 1917).7 This was at times, no doubt, the case, but this
older vocabulary indicates a messier—and so more likely—picture: one in
which women and girls played active roles in thwarting the ambitions of their
elders—by “seizing themselves” into elopements—when it came to arranging
marriages and the important alliances that could result from them.

Not all relationships endured, regardless of how they had been con-
tracted. Women could leave their husbands in an act described as *-nébd.
North Nyanzans derived this from an older West Nyanzan verb meaning
“hate.” In so doing, they highlighted affective aspects of marital breakdown,
rather than practical and political questions around children and bride-
wealth repayments. (Itis worth noting, as an aside, that their vocabulary for
the establishment of marriages and for being married did not reference
love or affection.) As *-nébd referred only to women'’s acts of leaving their
husbands, we can assume North Nyanza speakers also had a word for men
leaving their wives, although we do not know what it was.

The innovation in conceptualizations of the meaning and function of
marriage affected more than the creation or dissolution of such relation-
ships. To describe the state of being married, but with reference only to
women, speakers of North Nyanza took the proto-Bantu verb “eat” and
derived a new noun, *-rya (cl. 5/6).8 Through the language they used to
talk about being married, North Nyanzans presented it as a life stage in
which a woman controlled food production and preparation in the house-
hold. In so doing, she also controlled the distribution of food and so
had greater chance of ensuring that she had enough to eat. This would
have contrasted with being a daughter in her parents’ household, where
her control over and access to food would have been more limited. This
organization of food production at the household level was not unique to
people speaking North Nyanza; what is very unusual is that well over a
millennium ago they used language to describe marriages that empha-
sized women’s agency.
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After North Nyanza: Continuity and Integration

The dialects of the North Nyanza speaker community gradually diverged
until, by around the thirteenth century, they formed two distinct languages,
early Luganda and South Kyoga, spoken on either side of the River Nile as
it leaves the Victoria Nyanza. For those who spoke South Kyoga, between
the thirteenth and sixteenth centuries, this was largely a period of consoli-
dation and adaptation to the particular environment between the vast lake
in the south and Lake Kyoga to the north. They experimented with crops,
adjusting for different microclimates, and with livestock and fishing (see
Stephens 2013). But while they changed their language to reflect some
important shifts in their social and familial lives, marriage does not appear
to have been a focus for these changes. Instead, they continued to use the
vocabulary developed by speakers of North Nyanza, reflecting the continued
importance of bridewealth in establishing marriages as well as the active
participation of women in their marriages and in the households created by
those marriages.

Indeed, in this eastern region, marriage increasingly served not only as
a means of reproducing the community and strengthening ties within it,
but also of managing relationships with people speaking different languages
and with different economic and cultural norms. After Lusoga and East
Kyoga (or pre-Lugwere) had emerged from South Kyoga, by around the
sixteenth century, the speakers of these languages found themselves living
in lands that attracted migrants from across the region. Intermarriage was
an important feature of life here. We see the consequences of these devel-
opments in changes to vocabulary intimately connected to the household
and the production and consumption of food within it. For example, speakers
of East Kyoga dropped the older noun they used to name a granary in favor
of the Luo word *-deero (cl. 7/8). As Luo-speaking women married into East
Kyoga households, they brought with them their knowledge of grain storage
and introduced new words into the language through their children.
Marriage across linguistic and cultural boundaries remained an important
feature of life in the North Nyanza region, including Buganda (Doyle 2013),
through the twentieth century, despite some assertions to the contrary
(see, e.g., Kalibala 1946).

Having set out the history of the ancestral speaker communities,
I'will explore, in the next four sections, different developments in marriage
in each of the modern speaker communities descended from North Nyanza.
I'start with the newest, the Rushana speaker community, and the dramatic
changes in the preparation of young people for marriage there. I then
move on to Lugwere speakers and the importance of marriage for resolving
tensions between social groups. I focus primarily on divorce in the dis-
cussion of marriage among Lusoga speakers and address the plurality of
marriage forms in the section on Buganda. Together these offer clear evi-
dence of the wide range of relationships subsumed under the label “mar-
riage” and some of the ways in which women and men developed new
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notions of what marriage was, how best to contract such relationships,
and how to exercise control over ending them.

Marrying among Strangers: Bushana

In the early years of the nineteenth century, in the wake of conflict and
drought, some of the people who spoke East Kyoga were forced from their
homes by Yua, ruler of the Balalaka polity (Atkinson n.d.:Text 44; interview
with Yokulamu Mutemere, Butebo, December 2, 2004). One group among
them moved some fifty miles away into the foothills of Mount Masaaba.
Once there they had to contend with new political and social realities, living
as they now did among both Kupsabiny and Lumasaaba speakers. But they
retained a distinct identity—becoming Bashana—as the language they spoke
diverged from that of their East Kyoga ancestors.

As a small community that practiced exogamous marriage, Bashana
faced a particular challenge in contracting marriages with their neighbors.
Among the Bamasaaba, male circumcision (¢mbalu) was a fundamental pre-
requisite to attaining male adulthood and being able to marry (see Khanakwa
2011, 2014). If Bashana wanted their sons to marry Bamasaaba women then
they needed to circumcise them, something they had not done historically.
Whether it represents a sociocultural continuation for the Bamasaaba from
their Great Lakes Bantu linguistic ancestors (Schoenbrun 1998; see also
Ehret 1998) or more recent innovation, imbalu was a central cultural prac-
tice for them by the nineteenth century at the latest (Khanakwa 2014).
By the time the Bashana settled among them, Bamasaaba men had to be
circumcised before they married. The Sabiny, by contrast, used male cir-
cumcision and female excision to mark the transition to adulthood and
both operations were a prerequisite for marriage (Goldschmidt 1986). The
Bashana, thus, also adopted female excision in order to facilitate marriages
between their daughters and Sabiny men (Edgerton 1971).9 The Bashana
offer us an example of a community that radically reshaped the way it pre-
pared its young people for marriage—a community that reconceptualized
what it meant to be married—as a way of adjusting to the reality of their new
social environment.

In addition to new bodily practices, Bashana developed new ways to talk
about their marriages during the past two hundred years. While the adop-
tion of circumcision and excision was the product of contact with Kupsabiny-
and Lumasaaba-speaking communities, the new vocabulary for marriage
was not. The Bashana created two distinct but related verbs: -bimbirra
(“marry,” for a man) and -bimbirrikana (“marry,” for awoman). They derived
these from a verb that can be traced back to proto-Bantu with the meaning
“swell.” In a small number of Bantu languages the nouns “fetus” and “preg-
nancy” have been derived from this root, and it is a fairly straightforward
semantic connection.!? The semantic leap from swelling to pregnancy
to marriage suggested by the Rushana verbs is plausible, although not
common. In innovating separate verbs for women’s and men’s acts of
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marrying, Rushana speakers continued the North Nyanzan tradition of dis-
tinguishing between the marriages of their daughters and of their sons.

Marriage in a Diverse Landscape: Bugwere

From the late eighteenth through the nineteenth centuries, Bagwere women
and men consolidated political power into three polities. At the same time,
they experienced significant linguistic and cultural diversity as different
pressures pushed and pulled people from neighboring areas into the lands
they considered their own. Oral traditions point to cross-cultural and cross-
linguistic marriages: marriages that served to ease tensions between groups,
facilitated the incorporation of foreign men (in particular), and created
political and social alliances.!1 Perhaps because of this important role for
marriage, Lugwere speakers changed the way they talked about it, expand-
ing their vocabulary to include the rather informal phrases dkusund musaiza
and okusund mukali, for “to marry” (for awoman) and “to marry” (for aman),
meaning literally “to get a man” and “to get a woman,” respectively. In so
doing, they did not distinguish linguistically between women’s and men’s acts
of marrying. While marriage processes may have been relatively straightfor-
ward in Bugwere, as suggested by “getting a man” and “getting a woman,”
they still ideally involved the participation of both lineages and the creation
of a contract through the transfer of bridewealth (ckukwa) (interview with
Joyce Kawuledde, Bulangira, October 27, 2004; Logose n.d.).

Not all marriages were socially sanctioned, however, and elopement
was a common enough occurrence that Lugwere speakers coined a new
verbal pair to describe it, again with an active form to describe women’s acts
of eloping. The root word was still one of violence: ékubanda, meaning to
“force one’s way through” or “split” (Nzogi & Diprose 2011:69).12 The verbal
pair, dkubandika and okubandiild (referring to a woman or a man eloping,
respectively) speak to both a possible increase in elopements during these
centuries—a time of political centralization and consequently, in part,
of conflict and famine—and to important continuities between Lugwere
speakers and their North Nyanza-speaking ancestors in the perception of
elopement.}3 On the one hand, elopement was a socially violent act because
of the absence of a marriage contract in the form of bridewealth and the
missed opportunity to create alliances and connections that were crucial
to surviving uncertain times. On the other hand, women were perceived
as active participants in acts of elopement (see, e.g., interview with Joyce
Kawuledde, Bulangira, October 27, 2004). The same pressures of scarcity
and political instability that would have led families to desire alliances with
other lineages and even other speaker communities could lead young
women to seek marriages outside of their families’ approval as they sought
to secure their own economic present and future.

For some who followed the socially prescribed path to married life,
there was the possibility of being the senior wife, kaidu, in a polygynous
household. In 1913, on a questionnaire about marriage customs, the Mill
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Hill missionary Father Kirk was emphatic in his response to the question
whether wives had equal status. “No!” he wrote, “All the women have not
precisely the same status; there is such a thing as a principal wife” (Letter
from Fr. Kirk to the Bishop, December 22, 1913). He did not, however,
elaborate on what the difference in status meant. The position of kaidu in
aroyal household was less important in Bugwere than in the Soga kingdoms.
Nonetheless, she controlled ritual drums and could wield significant influ-
ence over her husband.!# In ordinary households, the kaidu was responsi-
ble for performing funeral rituals when her husband died (interview with
Joyce Kawuledde, Bulangira, October 27, 2004). The position of kaidu was
not new in Bugwere—either in commoner or royal households—but some-
thing Bagwere inherited from their North Nyanzan linguistic ancestors.

The arrival of European missionaries in the opening years of the twenti-
eth century contributed to the range of options for marriage by introducing
a radically different form: a church wedding that resulted in a supposedly
indissoluble relationship. Colloquially described as a “ring marriage”—
ow’ompéta—this foreign form of marriage came with a foreign name.
Missionaries in Uganda used the Luganda translation of the Bible in many
non-Luganda-speaking areas, and so in Bugwere church marriage had a
Luganda name: dkufumbilwd. Catholic and Anglican missionaries alike sought
to exert control over marriage among their converts, albeit with varying
degrees of success. In order to exert that control, they needed to make
sense of what kinds of relationships Bagwere were entering into in the early
twentieth century, and how. The Mill Hill missionaries’ questionnaire
on marriage customs demonstrates the diversity of forms of marriage in
Bugwere and the potential for dissolving a marriage that was unsatisfactory
to either partner. Although the questionnaire is from 1913, the forms
described therein fit into older regional practices that are reflected in the
linguistic evidence, which highlights continuities and changes from North
Nyanzan times.

An important function of marriage for Bagwere women and men was
creating alliances across patrilineal divides. One way for parents to try to
ensure their daughters’ marriages would create useful connections with
another family and lineage was to betroth them “while they are still at the
breast” (Letter from Fr. Kirk to the Bishop, December 22, 1913). By prom-
ising their child in this way, families would have sought to reduce the risk
posed by the possibility that she might elope (dkubandiikd) or contract an
undesirable marriage. Still, such a betrothal did not form an indissoluble
contract, according to Father Kirk’s informants, although, “no other man
has much of a chance of getting her” (Letter from Fr. Kirk to the Bishop,
December 22, 1913). This practice was known as ékukwa, emphasizing the
payment of bridewealth on the part of the husband’s family.

Marriage marked by the transfer of bridewealth was known as eirya
(interview with Joyce Kawuledde, Bulangira, October 27, 2004). Father Kirk’s
interlocutors insisted that the “dowry is always paid in one way or other.”
Yet they also acknowledged that when the husband and his family failed to
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complete the transfer of bridewealth, the woman’s family would fetch her
home or “wait till she comes home on a visit; and then she is prevented
from going back to the man” (Letter from Fr. Kirk to the Bishop, December
22, 1913). This contradiction gives us a glimpse into the space between
social ideals and the reality of daily life. Many factors could intervene to
prevent the full payment of bridewealth, including, presumably, poverty,
disease, and the reduced leverage of the woman’s family once she lived with
her husband. If a marriage failed, the social expectation was that the bride-
wealth would be returned. A woman unhappy in her marriage could repeat-
edly leave her marital home, until her husband grew “tired of following her
and then goes after her no more.” At that point he would seek the return
of the bridewealth given to her family. “If she refuses to return to him he
almost always gets back the dowry” (Letter from Fr. Kirk to the Bishop,
December 22, 1913).

The status of the woman was the determining factor in the kind of mar-
riage contracted and her security in her marital home. When a man mar-
ried an “inherited woman”—for example, his brother’s widow—there were
no marriage ceremonies, but she could not easily be “sold” to another man.
By contrast, when a man married a “slave woman,” “some marriage cere-
monies” were performed, but such a wife was vulnerable in times of hard-
ship. Indeed, Father Kirk, noted that she “is readily sold” (Letter from Fr.
Kirk to the Bishop, December 22, 1913). Despite the focus of Mill Hill mis-
sionaries on ceremonies and transfers of bridewealth as markers of mar-
riage, therefore, the performance of wedding rituals was less a guarantee of
protection than was being enmeshed in social and kinship relations, some-
thing denied to enslaved women.

The example of Bugwere is instructive in showing how, even in a place of
relatively limited economic inequality and small-scale polities, there were dif-
ferent marriage possibilities. This underscores that what we call marriage was
a conglomeration of different kinds of often messy relationships between
women and men. And in that messiness we can find both historical change
and the ability of ordinary women and men to shape their lives, albeit with
the constraints of social expectation and economic and political pressures.

Status and Separation: Busoga

The significance of marriage as a means of creating political alliances and
of enabling outsiders to establish themselves in Busoga has long been rec-
ognized in scholarship (see, e.g., Cohen 1977). One reason marriages
worked to created alliances here, from the sixteenth century, was the
understanding that even if the marriage failed, the relationships formed
through the transfer of bridewealth and the birth of children survived.
A Lusoga proverb captures the enduring nature of these relationships:
Obiiko bydike: tibiwa mu kibyd, “the relationship with in-laws is like the
smell of fish: itlingers in the dish.” The compilers of Ensambo edh’Abasoga
(Proverbs of the Basoga) offer the following explanation: “If you get married,
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you have a permanent relationship with your in-laws” (Cultural Research
Centre 2000b:73). Given the apparently high levels of marital breakdown in
Busoga, it may have been particularly important that the alliances formed
by marriages could outlive the relationship that created them.

Lloyd Fallers (1957) estimated that between a quarter and half of all
marriages in Busoga in the mid-twentieth century resulted in separation,
the vast majority of which involved the repayment of bridewealth. While
these marital breakups might easily have been attributed to changes
wrought by colonial conquest and rule, Fallers concluded instead that such
marital instability was a long-standing feature of Soga society that proved
resistant to the introduction of Christianity and literacy. Certainly the
archives of the Mill Hill Fathers suggest that divorce—or marital breakup—
was already common at the start of the twentieth century. In 1906 Bishop
Hanlon described marriages in Busoga as “casual unions” (Bishop Hanlon
to Fr. Matthews, March 6, 1906), while five years earlier Father van Term
noted that both women and men easily ended their relationships (Anthony
van Term to Very Reverend Father Rector, April 12,1901). And, in an ethno-
graphic essay written at his mission station in Iganga, Father Condon com-
mented that “divorce takes place and for very slight causes” (1911:371).

The causes for marital breakup were wide ranging and, significantly,
both wives and husbands could initiate a separation. According to Father
Burus, writing in 1913 in Bulamogi in northern Busoga, men could send
their wives away for “okukyala (visiting), obutwa (poisoning), obuyombi
(quarrelling, strife), obunafu (laziness).” In these cases, the woman was able
to remarry and her family would repay the bridewealth. However, “when
the wife is dismissed for ‘bulogo’ [sorcery],” the bridewealth was not repaid:
“The reason is obvious—she cannot find a second husband.” A woman, for
her part, could leave her husband if he beat her, insulted her when drunk,
kept “getting into cases and thereby making her life miserable,” or did not
live with her at home. Burus noted that “a clever wife goes in first instance to
her father-in-law to accuse her husband & thence to her own father.” In these
cases, the families would seek reconciliation, but divorce with the repayment
of bridewealth would occur if reconciliation was not possible (Answers to
questions re Native Marriages among the Balamogi, December 29, 1913).

In other areas of Busoga, however, the repayment of bridewealth was
apparently not as usual. Father Brandsma noted in 1910 that in Bugabula
men could send away their wives and women could leave their husbands for
slight reasons and that divorces occurred regardless of the duration of the
marriage; it was common for “young women, shortly after their marriage,”
for “women married for some years,” and for “older women having chil-
dren by their husbands.” He was told that while bridewealth would have
been repaid in the past, even if children had been born, “nowadays” it was
not (Marriage questions in Kamuli district). Father Jackson in Jinja offered
a similar picture, although with the proviso that “divorce cannot be said to
be common” for older women with children “as it did not happen often,
but took place” (Questions about native marriages, Jinja).
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It is impossible to know what marital breakup rates were for Basoga
women and men between the sixteenth and twentieth centuries. And we
must be cognizant of the consequences of the profound disruptions
brought by the nineteenth century with the increase in warfare, slave raid-
ing, disease epidemics, and the transformative nature of long-distance
trade. The impact of slavery on domestic relationships is clear throughout
the missionary accounts from the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies (see Tuck 2007). It is surely not unreasonable to posit that these
developments affected marital stability in Busoga. Nonetheless, we should
be wary of attributing too much importance to this period of upheaval. The
continuity of high rates of divorce into the mid-twentieth century suggests
that it was as much a tradition as was marriage.

Indeed, Lusoga speakers used the same word as their North Nyanza—
speaking ancestors to describe women’s acts of leaving their husbands, the
verb okundbd. In Lusoga, as in North Nyanza, it has a secondary meaning of
“hate,” areminder of the affective aspects of marital breakdown (Cultural
Research Centre 2000a; Nzogi & Diprose 2011; Le Veux 1917). Only a
divorced woman who remained without remarrying and set up her own
household was thus labeled in modern Lusoga. The nouns nakyéyombekeiré
or ndkyéghombekeiré name such a woman, a noun also used by Lugwere
speakers in the form dndakyombekeedé (Cultural Research Centre 2000a;
Gulere 2009; Kagaya 2006).1% To talk of men divorcing their wives, Lusoga
speakers coined the verb okutwalima along with the noun omutwalumé
(divorced man). The contrast between the shared, inherited verb for wom-
en’s acts of leaving their marriages and the innovation in the language for
men’s similar acts is noteworthy, although it is difficult to extrapolate about
relative frequency or social perception from the difference.

To end a marriage, Basoga women and men, of course, had first to
enter into one. They used vocabulary they inherited from North Nyanza
to talk about the process of marriage, whether it was the verb okubayira
to describe a woman’s act of marrying (but with the new form, okubayiza,
for a man), or omugole to describe the bride (again with some innovation
in also using it to mean bridegroom, in contrast to a gender-specific
meaning in North Nyanza), or okikwa to describe the payment of bride-
wealth. There were, therefore, important continuities between the ways
in which Basoga men and women conceptualized formal marriage processes
and how their linguistic ancestors had understood them. Nonetheless,
Lusoga speakers also coined new words to reflect social and cultural
changes to their marital practices. Some of the innovations were related
to Christian marriage and so can be dated to the early twentieth century
and missionary activity. As in Bugwere, the verb okifiimbirwd to describe
a woman’s act of marrying came with the Luganda translation of the
Bible. In addition, Basoga innovated the verb okigditd, meaning “to wed
in church.” They derived it from a Lusoga verb meaning “to add; to put
together,” reflecting the Christian concept of marriage as a joining of
two individuals.
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When it came to more informal—or less socially sanctioned—forms
of marriage, Lusoga speakers abandoned the vocabulary used by their
North Nyanza- and West Nyanza-speaking forebears. They started to use the
verb okipadla to refer to elopement. This is a gender-neutral verb, referring
to both a woman eloping and to a man doing so. Not only was this a break
from their linguistic ancestors, but it also marked Basoga apart from
Luganda and Lugwere speakers. Given the apparent permanence of obiiko,
or “in-law relationships,” even in the case of divorce, elopement may have
offered an attractive alternative to formal marriage for both women and
men who sought to avoid such a commitment. Social and economic status
must also have been a factor in the decision to elope. A man without the
means, or whose kin was without the means, to pay bridewealth would have
welcomed the opportunity to avoid paying it or at least to reduce the amount
of goods requested; once the woman had moved to her husband’s home,
her family would have been in a much weakened negotiating position.

On the other hand, for women whose families were in a strong position to
negotiate during marriage arrangements and who married through the formal
route of the payment of bridewealth and accompaniment to the marital home,
there were certain advantages. The most obvious of these was for those women
who held the position of kairuor kaidu, “senior wife,” in the marital household.16
As we saw above, this status existed during the time North Nyanza was spoken
and it persisted in Bugwere and Buganda, as well as in Busoga (see Stephens
2013). The woman who held this position wielded significant authority in her
marital home. As Father Brandsma noted, “she rules the other wives” (Marriage
questions in Kamuli district). In Jinja, Father Jackson listed a range of respon-
sibilities for her: “She takes charge of the household, manages his other women,
looks after the slaves, helps him to settle cases that occur within his home
affairs.” Furthermore, after propitiating at the household shrines, it was with
her that her husband “must first go and have intercourse before any other of
his women” (Questions about native marriages, Jinja). Writing in 1913, Father
Burus offered a detailed description of the kairu in Bulamogi and the significant
authority wielded by this woman in her marital home:

She is invested with a kind of lordship over other wives & her duties are the
following. She takes charge of the planting of crops & directs the other
wives in this. She looks after the welfare of guests & the cooking of food.
She takes charge of the goods of her husband or appoints other wives in
the case of a portion & in case of sale of portion her consent is requisite,
no sale taking place without her consent. On the decease of her husband,
his musika [heir], if a junior, is put in her charge and all questions about
the deceased’s belongings are asked her. She has also charge of cere-
monies in connection with the balubare [deities]. (Answers to questions re
Native Marriages among the Balamogi)

These descriptions highlight the kairu’s economic control and her impor-
tance to the spiritual well-being of the household. Because ancestral spirits
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as well as nature spirits and deities could ensure the success or failure of
crops and bring disease or health to members of the household, her con-
trol of household shrines and propitiatory ceremonies was an important
component of her power.17 In the position of kairu we have a clear example
of how a woman’s social status affected the kind of marriage she might
enter into and the leverage she had to be able to maintain in her marital
home throughout her life. Women whose kin were not able to negotiate
such a position would have faced a harder time in their marriages, with less
control over the key resources of the household.

Many Kinds of Marriages: Buganda

Perhaps nowhere in the societies speaking North Nyanza languages did
marriage encompass such a wide range of relationships as in Buganda, or at
least, nowhere else did people develop such a detailed taxonomy for them.
This was a product of both conservation and innovation. Luganda speakers
used verbs they inherited from North Nyanza, notably okuwayira (“to marry,”
for awoman) and okuwasa (“to marry,” for a man). (The latter could also be
used in the passive mood to apply to a woman: okuwasibwa.) Other words
were coined by speakers of Luganda, including the verb okwogereza (meaning
“to entice away,” “to woo,” or “to ask in marriage” [Snoxall 1967:267]),
which was derived from the verb okwogera (“to speak,” “to say,” “to talk”).
According to Julien Gorju of the White Fathers in his ethnography of the
region, this was a marriage of “fiancailles,” that is, a marriage that followed
formal engagement, and the nouns for “fiancée” (omwogerezwa) and “fiancé”
(omwaogereza or omwogerezi) were derived from the verb. In Gorju’s opinion,
this constituted “proper” or formal marriage (1920:303).

Another new word in Luganda was okufumbirwa (“to marry,” for a
woman), which was derived from the verb okufumba (“to cook,” “to boil”).
While okufumbirwa is a passive construction, its derivation yields a literal
meaning of “to be cooked for.” The anthropologist Lucy Mair drew on this
term and its etymology to make the case that a Muganda man expected his
wife to be “a good housewife,” with the particular qualities of “diligence and
cleanliness” (1940:13). But the verb suggests a more nuanced interpretation,
namely that marriage offered the possibility of greater social status for some
wives as well as assistance with household work, such as cooking. This points
to the marked differences between forms of marriage and domestic relation-
ships in Buganda, where some women held a status, marked in the language,
in their marital homes that was denied to others.

A woman who married through arrangements labeled as okufumbirwa,
okwogereza, okuwasibwa, or okvwayira was known as an omuwase (“wife”). Those
who entered into sexual and domestic relationships with men by other
means were not granted this respect. A brother, for example, might have
“given” (okugabirwa) his sister to a friend, or a woman’s family might “add”
(okwongera) another woman as a “gift” to a son-in-law (Gorju 1920:302).
In another example, a patron might make a “pure and simple donation of
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a woman to a client, to a friend.” The latter would result in obufumbo
obuwumirizé (Gorju 1920:300). From the woman’s perspective, this process
was called okuwumirizibwa, and she was known as an omuwumirizé, not an
omuwase.'8 While Gorju described this as “pure and simple donation,”
in fact this kind of arrangement involved a client laboring for the woman’s
father, brother, or, in the case of an enslaved woman or other dependent,
her master (Audrey Richards [1899-84], Field notes). This form of marriage
contract was more commonly found in societies farther south in Africa that
traced descent matrilineally (see, e.g., Phiri 1983; Saidi 2010). In the patri-
lineal context of Buganda, it enabled a wealthy—or relatively wealthy—man
to have his son-in-law labor for him, something that would not have been
socially acceptable had bridewealth been paid.

Other words also focused on the means by which a woman entered a
household. These included the nouns omugule (“the bought one”), omunyage
(“the seized one”), omusikire (“the inherited one”), endobolo (“the share”),
and énvuma (alow-ranked female slave) (Le Veux 1917:1954*). According
to Pere Le Veux of the White Fathers, an omugule or omukazi omugule was
“a female slave who had been bought” (1917:231). Gorju, meanwhile,
noted that the verb obugule referred to a father buying a woman/wife
(“une femme”) for his son (1920:299). Fathers often would have assisted
sons in paying bridewealth, especially for a first wife, but the existence of
this form of transaction emphasized the distinction between buying a wife
as a slave and paying bridewealth to a woman’s family and lineage.

Unfree women could also enter households after having been kidnapped
during warfare. The act of kidnapping was known as okunyaga and the woman
as omunyage. She was initially referred to as énvumd (a low-ranked female
slave), but her status could be regularized if her master chose to do so
by “y’okwebiila obuko” or “confessing to the in-laws,” after which she was
known as “wa busa” or free (Gorju 1920:298). While we should not over-
state the flexibility of slavery in Buganda, or the ease with which enslaved
women and girls (as well as men and boys) might gain familial status, it is
evident that the distinction between an enslaved woman and a formal wife
was not always very clear. Indeed, this was something that caused confusion
for missionaries seeking to establish the validity of the various relationships
their converts had entered into, as we will see below.

These forms of relationships created through gifting, purchase, or kid-
napping surely increased, if they did not originate, as a result of the pro-
longed conflict and social dislocation that accompanied the expansionary
wars launched by Buganda’s rulers in the early eighteenth century. The
commodification of relationships was also exacerbated by the dramatic
expansion of long-distance trade (in slaves, ivory, and guns, among other
goods) from the late eighteenth century on. An elite, but nonetheless pow-
erful, example of this commodification comes from John Hanning Speke’s
Journal of the Discovery of the Nile (1864). In Karagwe in 1862, he wrote, as the
group pitched their “tents after sunset by some pools on the plain, Dr. K’yengo
arrived with the hongo [toll, tribute] of brass and copper wires sent by Stiiwarora
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for the great king Mtésa, in lieu of his daughter who died” (1864:200).
Such was the premium on trade goods in the mid-nineteenth century that
brass and copper wire could replace a daughter as a gift in prestation to the
king of Buganda.

We should be wary, however, of seeing only change. The complex forms
of relationships that can be gathered loosely under the term “marriage” were
not all the product of the powerful forces that dominated the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries in Buganda and beyond. Kidnapping and the purchase
of slaves as well as the dramatic increase in the numbers of “wives” attached
to royal and chiefly households (with women numbering into the hundreds
in some cases) can be related to the expansionary warfare that began
with the reign of King Kateregga and Queen Mother Nabusa Nabagereka
(see Musisi 1991; Médard 2007).19 By contrast, forms of domestic relation-
ships such as those in which the woman was referred to as éndobolo (“the
share”) or omusikire (“the inherited one”) formed part of older social prac-
tices (see Stephens 2013). The retention of North Nyanza terms such as
okuwayira and okuwasa similarly points to important continuities in the
meaning and structure of marriage, even in the midst of upheaval.

“Real Marriage”: Missionaries and Determinations of Marital Standing

The Mill Hill Fathers in Uganda were working in a context in which marriage
looked very different from what they had known in their communities in
northern Europe. They often found themselves unable to determine the mar-
ital status of their converts, a necessary prerequisite to baptism. Because of the
supposed finality of this determination, and the transcription of that informa-
tion in church records, many Ugandan Catholics wanted to ensure that this
was done on their terms and to their satisfaction. Men in polygynous house-
holds asserted their right to choose which wife they remained with once bap-
tized, while their wives often complained vigorously—both about being chosen
and not (e.g., L. Litoff, Case of Kibatu-Muwebwa, January 22, 1901).

Not all relationships would have been as messy as those that the Mill Hill
missionaries wrote about to their superiors, requesting advice. The cases
that made it into the archives were necessarily those that were complicated
or contested in some way. We should not, therefore, read them as represen-
tative of marriages in Uganda in general. But they reflect the complexity
of marriage and the significant flexibility and mutability in domestic and
sexual relationships, all of which, as we have seen, were long-standing char-
acteristics of marriage in the region. They also reflect the real consequences
for individuals and families of the violent dislocations of the previous decades.
The following cases encapsulate both the way in which the events of the
nineteenth century had distorted domestic relationships and the long his-
tory of diversity in such relationships.

The first case, concerning a woman named Yatuwa Amanyi and a man
named Alevi Zavuga, was reported by Father Biermans from Nagalama in
Buganda in October 1902. “When he was a boy of about 15 years,” Biermans
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reported, Alevi’s father “gave him a slave girl,” namely, Yatuwa. “When they
were grown up they agreed, it seems, properly to stay together as husband &
wife, liking each other very much.” Alevi, therefore, “gave his father mwenge
[banana beer] & 2000 shells,” in order to thank him “for having given him
Yatuwa amanyi, and at the same time to show him that he liked her & wanted
to keep her as wife. She herself told me that she agreed to all this.” Some
time later, after the birth of two children and the death of one of them,
Yatuwa left Alevi for about a year. “He did not want her anymore when
she had kunoba’d [left the marriage].” But once he had been baptized
in the Catholic Church, Alevi changed his mind and “went to fetch
her back; she agreed & lived with him” (Case Alevi Zavuga, Nagalama,
October 8, 1902).

Here, then, was a case in which an enslaved girl had been given by her
master to his son, but they had formalized their relationship, something
that, paradoxically, had enabled her to leave him. Now that they wished to
live together again as wife and husband in the eyes of the church, Father
Biermans felt he needed to determine whether they were ever “properly
married” and whether the fact of her leaving him before either one had
been baptized rendered them divorced. His opinion in regard to the first
question was that “though rather doubtful,” they had been married, “for
although she was a slave girl & given to Zavuga, she agreed to be his wife, &
agreed him to take mwenge & bintu [i.e., bridewealth] to his father; more-
over they liked each other very much.” Nonetheless, given that she had left
him and he, “not liking her anymore, when she had run away” did not
“fetch” her for a year, Biermans considered that they “were divorced & not
any longer husband & wife” (Case Alevi Zavuga, Nagalama, October 8,
1902). For the missionary, the key change in status was that Alevi had since
been baptized and so could not contract a new marriage outside of the
church. The couple were thus instructed that once Yatuwa had been bap-
tized, they could get married in the church.

Other situations resulted in less happy conclusions. In 1898 Father
Kerstens reported the case of a recently baptized man named Lauki who
told the missionary “that he did not want his wife, she was a thief.” On
further questioning of the couple, Kerstens determined that “she was
not properly married to him. She is a munyoro woman, stolen by Lauki
in the Bunyoro war. They remained together and had children, but she
says she does not love him.” According to Kerstens they did not have a
“Buganda marriage and whether they promised each other some thing
is difficult to work out.” He considered that as they had three children,
and had seemingly agreed to live together, they had “both consented to it.”
Despite this, “both seem to prefer to be free again.” He encouraged them
to reconcile, “especially for the children they have.” But the woman,
whom the missionary does not name, was adamant that she wished to
leave Lauki: “she is a stolen woman she says and wants to go back to her
father” (Letter from G. Kerstens to Bishop, Nagalama, March 2, 1898).
Whereas Kerstens sought to reconcile this couple, albeit unsuccessfully,
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other missionaries were more ready to conclude that kidnapping could
not result in marriage, no matter the intervening developments (Marriage
Cases, Nyenga, December 11, 1901).

The cases also highlight the ways in which women were able to assert
themselves and leave unsatisfactory marriages in order to contract better
ones, such as happened with Musibika we Nakabidzi. According to her
case as reported by Father L. Litoff from Nyenga in 1901, Musibika had
previously been married to a man named Kalulwe, who had paid bride-
wealth of 10,000 cowrie shells, one goat, two barkcloths, and four cala-
bashes of beer. Kalulwe then married another wife, and “Musibika left
Kalulwe because he after some time made the second woman the mukuru
[elder, i.e., senior wife].”20 He “came once for her,” but “she refused to
return to him & so he (Kalulwe) charged Salongo her brother 1,000 Sh,
3 mbugo [barkcloths], mwenge [beer] (quantity not known), all which
things” were paid to him. Having left Kalulwe, Musibika then married
EbwayaKyalo, who only gave her brother “4 bita of mwenge,” although the
brother “charged him” the same bridewealth as the first husband had
paid. While in other cases missionaries used the incomplete payment of
bridewealth to assert that couples were not married, Father Litoff did not
raise that concern here. His concern was rather whether Musibika and
Kalulwe were divorced, and thus whether she had been in a position to
marry EbwayaKyalo at all. He determined that the divorce was valid,
“because Musibika left him & he (Kalulwe) received recompense thereby
acknowledging the divorce” (Case of EbwayaKyalo-Musibika, Nyenga,
January 22, 1901). As this and other cases show, missionaries responded
to different situations in a variety of ways. While their self-interest often
shaped their determinations, they were no doubt also motivated by a
desire to help new Catholics find ways to make their sometimes compli-
cated situations fit the new order of things.

Conclusion

The descriptions in early ethnographies of how marriages were contracted
in Uganda provide significant details about the first marriages of pubescent
girls (e.g., Roscoe, 1911). But while they note that divorces did occur, there
is little or no discussion of how women and their families arranged subse-
quent marriages, other than in some cases to dismiss such relationships as
concubinage (see, e.g., Condon 1911). The marriage cases discussed in
the correspondence of the Mill Hill Fathers thus offer us important insight
into the ways in which at least some women had control over whom they
married, whether they stayed married, and whom they married after getting
divorced. The sometimes convoluted and often contested cases that the
missionaries wrote about reflect the difficult context in which the relation-
ships were formed, as those involving kidnapping during warfare demonstrate
so effectively. But when we turn to the evidence from historical linguistics,
comparative ethnography, and oral traditions, it becomes possible to see
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that these cases reflect less a situation of social breakdown than they do a
long history of complicated relationships.

The gendered language for marrying, divorcing, and eloping that North
Nyanza speakers used over a thousand years ago speaks to that complexity,
but it also emphasizes the active roles women played in these domestic rela-
tionships. Not all women were equally able to shape their lives by making
these kinds of decisions, yet some did have that power. The diversity in mar-
riage in this region since North Nyanzan times was a central element in giving
women and men the flexibility to make and remake marriages, at both indi-
vidual and social levels. At the same time, social status was an important factor
in enabling and constraining those choices. Enslaved and dependent women,
as we see in the discussion of Buganda, faced far fewer possibilities than did
free women who also had strong support from their kin. Thus marriage in
Uganda at the dawn of the twentieth century was not a single institution
undermined by violence and social dislocation, but rather an assemblage of
practices and ideas that served a wide range of social, economic, and political
needs. And while the social and political upheavals of the late nineteenth
century imposed constraints on ordinary women and men, they drew on the
long-standing diversity and mutability of marriage as a site of agency in the
midst of movement, warfare, slavery, and colonization. Precisely because
there was no single “traditional marriage,” marriage remained a meaningful
institution, though not by any means an inviolable one.
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Notes

10.

11.
12.

. In the North Nyanza languages, as in other Bantu languages, prefixes determine

the meaning of nouns: bu- denotes place, lu- denotes language, mu- denotes sin-
gular person, and ba denotes plural person. So, Buganda is the place, Luganda
is the language, Muganda is an individual, and Baganda are the people.

Socially recognized same-sex relationships, such as woman-to-woman marriages
among Simbete (Huber 1968-69), Gikiiyli (Njambi & O’Brien 2000), and Nandi
women (Oboler 1980), to name but a few East African examples, do not appear
to have existed in the North Nyanza societies. This article, thus, focuses on
the diversity in marriages between women and men, while recognizing that
sexual relationships occurred outside of marriage, including between people
of the same sex.

See, e.g., Cooper (1997); Thomas (2003); Kanogo (2005); Shadle (2006); Doyle
(2013); Jean-Baptiste (2014).

See the appendix for further information about the vocabulary discussed here.
Please note that an asterisk (*) denotes a reconstructed term. Bantu languages
assign nouns to different classes. Where relevant, the noun classes are indicated
in parentheses.

. Laight and Lubogo (1934-35); Le Veux (1914); Mair (1966); Roscoe (1924).

Also see texts 37, 47, and 48 in Atkinson (n.d.).

The proto-Bantu form of the verb is *-kamb (“seize, capture”) (Bastin &
Schadeberg 2005:ID main 8471).

See also Shadle’s (2006) discussion of the contested framing of such relation-
ships as abductions in twentieth-century Gusiiland.

The proto-Bantu form of the verb is *-di (Bastin & Schadeberg 2005:ID main
944).

I'was given the same explanation in an interview almost forty years later (interview
with M. Mohammed, Bulegenyi, October 15, 2008). In that interview I was told
that the Bashana have now abandoned this practice.

The proto-Bantu form of the verb is *-bimb (“swell”) (Bastin & Schadeberg
2005:ID main 240). See Guthrie (1970:13, CS 1310) for the distributions of the
meanings of pregnancy and fetus.

See, e.g., texts 1, 4, and 23 in Atkinson (n.d).

The latter meaning can be found in its proto-Bantu form, *-band (Bastin &
Schadeberg 2005:ID main 87).

. On the subject of political turmoil and famine during this period, see texts 13

and 44 in Atkinson (n.d.).
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14. See texts 11,41, 42, and 46 in Atkinson (n.d.); interview with Yokulamu Mutemere,
Butebo, December 2, 2004.

15. See also Doyle (2013) on similar labeling practices in Buganda.

16. The variation in these words reflects different dialects of Lusoga.

17. The Mill Hill Fathers understood the kairu to be the first wife to be married
into a household, but this was not necessarily the case. Writing about the king-
dom of Luuka, Cohen (1977:24) described how in the late eighteenth century
Kabalu married Inhensiko, son of the king, and “became the senior, though
not the first, wife in the palace upon his accession to kingship” (also see Cohen
n.d.:Text 333).

18. Le Veux notes that this was also the term used to refer to a father giving a
woman to a pubescent son as a “second order wife” until he was ready to marry
formally (see Le Veux 1917:1954%, fn. 1, under the entry for —wumiriza).

19. Musisi (1991) rightly notes that the origins of elite polygyny are much older
and that there was nothing inevitable about households containing such large
numbers of wives.

20. The Luganda term for senior wife is kaddulubaale (from *-idu), but mukulu
means elder and was used in this context by Litoff to refer to the position of
senior wife.

Appendix: Reconstructed Vocabulary

*-bayira (intransitive): “marry” (for a woman)
Luganda, Lusoga, Lugwere
Proto-North Nyanza innovation; etymology unclear
*-deero (cl. 7/8): “granary”
Lugwere, Rushana
Proto-East Kyoga innovation; derived from Southern Luo noun *dero
*-gasa (transitive): “marry” (for a man)
Luganda, Lusoga
Proto-North Nyanza innovation; derived from proto-West Nyanza
verb *-gasa (“mate, copulate”)
*-golé (cl.1/2): “bride with maternal potential”
Luganda, Lugwere, Lusoga, Rushana
North Nyanza innovation derived through semantic narrowing from
proto-Kaskazi *-gole (“maternal power”)
*-hambuka (intransitive): “elope” (for a woman)
*-hambula (transitive): “elope” (for a man)
Luganda
Proto-West Nyanza verbal pair; derived from proto-Bantu verb *-kamb-
(“seize, capture”)
*-idu (cl.12): “senior wife”
Luganda, Lugwere, Lusoga
North Nyanza innovation from same origin as *mwiru (“peasant” or
“farmer”)
*-kwa (transitive): “pay bridewealth”
Luganda, Lugwere, Lusoga, Rushana
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Likely proto-Great Lakes Bantu innovation; derived from proto-
Bantu verb *-ké- (“give bridewealth”)
*-nobd (intransitive): “leave marriage” (for a woman)
Luganda, Lugwere, Lusoga
Likely North Nyanza innovation with areal spread to Greater Luhyia
languages; derived from proto-West Nyanza root *-nob- (“hate, hatred”)
*-rya (cl. 5/6): “marriage” (for a woman)
Luganda, Lugwere, Lusoga
North Nyanza noun derived from the proto-Bantu verb *-d¢ (“eat”)
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