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Fundamentalist Mormon 
and FLDS Time Line

Compiled by Ken Driggs and Marianne Watson

July 12, 1843  Joseph Smith Jr. dictates a revelation 
concerning plural marriage.

1862  Morrill Anti-Bigamy Act, banned 
plural marriage in the United States 
and its territories, but was ignored 
by the government.

1876  The fi rst time the Doctrine and 

Covenants, one of the four basic 
books of Mormon scripture, includes 
the Joseph Smith revelation known 
as section 132 about plural marriage.

1882  Edmunds Anti-Polygamy Act of 1882 
declares polygamy a felony. It also 
revokes polygamists’ rights to vote, 
serve on a jury, and to hold political 
offi ce.

September 26–27, 1886  The fundamentalists believe the LDS 
Church President John Taylor 
received a revelation that plural 
marriage should continue no matter 
what the LDS Church might declare 
about doctrine on plural marriage.
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1887  Edmunds-Tucker Act disincorporates the LDS 
Church and seizes all LDS Church properties 
valued over $50,000.

October 6, 1890  LDS Church President Wilford Woodruff’s 
Manifesto ending the practice of offi cial 
plural marriage is affi rmed at General 
Conference of the Church.

January 4, 1896 Utah becomes the 45th state in the Union.
October 17, 1901  Joseph F. Smith, nephew of Joseph Smith, Jr., 

is ordained president of the LDS Church.
1904–1907  The Reed Smoot hearings in the United States 

Senate. Smoot was an LDS Apostle and a 
monogamist whose election was bitterly 
opposed by the Senate because they believed 
the LDS Church continued to tolerate and 
even encourage polygamy.

April 6, 1904  Joseph F. Smith issues the “Second Manifesto” 
stating that the LDS Church was no longer 
conducting plural marriages and that such 
marriages were prohibited by the Church.

October 28, 1905  Apostles John W. Taylor, a son of the third 
president of the LDS Church, and Mathias 
Cowley are forced to resign over their 
continued support of plural marriage.

1910  The LDS Church begins excommunications 
of those forming new polygamous marriages.

March 30, 1914  John W. Woolley is excommunicated from the 
LDS Church.

November 19, 1918  Joseph F. Smith dies and is succeeded by 
Heber J. Grant.

March 1929–January 1933  Lorin C. Woolley calls a “Priesthood Council” 
and gives its members the priesthood 
authority to perform plural marriages. The 
initial council consists of Lorin C. Woolley, 
Joseph Leslie Broadbent, John Y. Barlow, 
Joseph Musser, Charles Zitting, Dr. LeGrand 
Woolley, and Louis Alma Kelsch.

June 17, 1933  LDS Church President Heber J. Grant issues 
the lengthy “Final Manifesto” on plural 
marriage.
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September 18, 1935  Lorin C. Woolley dies and is succeeded by 
Joseph Leslie Broadbent.

March 14, 1935  The Utah Legislature elevates the crime of 
unlawful cohabitation from a misdemeanor 
to a felony.

March 15, 1935  Joseph Leslie Broadbent dies and is succeeded 
by John Y. Barlow.

June 1935  The Priesthood Council begins publishing the 
monthly Truth magazine, edited by Joseph 
Musser. The Priesthood Council also agrees 
to colonize Short Creek as a polygamy refuge 
and communal living experiment.

April 14, 1941  Rulon Jeffs is excommunicated from the LDS 
Church.

December 14, 1941  John Y. Barlow ordains Leroy S. Johnson 
and Marion Hammon to the Priesthood 
Council.

November 9, 1942  The United Effort Plan Trust (UEP) instrument 
is fi led in Mohave County, Arizona. The UEP 
involves about a dozen families and about 
100 people.

March 7–8, 1944  About 50 people are arrested in a state and 
federal polygamy raid.

January 2, 1946  The United States Supreme Court decides 
Chatwin v. United States, 326 U.S. 455 (1946), 
overturning a kidnapping conviction from 
the 1944 raid.

November 18, 1946  The United States Supreme Court decides 
Cleveland v. United States, 329 U.S. 14 (1946), 
affi rming Mann Act convictions from the 
1944 raid.

February 9, 1948  The United States Supreme Court decides 
Musser et al. v. Utah, 333 U.S. 95 (1948), 
remanding a Utah conspiracy conviction 
from the 1944 raid.

December 29, 1949  John Y. Barlow dies in Salt Lake City at age 
75, setting off a succession crisis in the 
Priesthood Council.

July 26, 1953  The raid on Short Creek by Arizona authorities 
in cooperation with Utah authorities.
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January 12, 1954  Joseph W. Musser calls a new Priesthood 
Council, completing the split between what 
would become the FLDS and the Apostolic 
United Brethren (AUB).

March 29, 1954  Joseph W. Musser dies at 82. He is succeeded 
as head of the AUB by Rulon Allred.

August 16, 1955  The Utah Supreme Court decides In re 

Black, 283 P.2d 887 (Utah 1955), holding 
that polygamous individuals have no 
parental rights.

November 25, 1986  Leroy S. Johnson dies at age 98 and is 
succeeded by Rulon T. Jeffs.

March 26, 1991  The Utah Supreme Court decides In the matter 

of W.A.T., et al., 808 P.2d 1083 (Utah 1991), 
allowing an FLDS polygamous family to 
adopt. This effectively reverses In re Black.

September 1, 1998  The Utah Supreme Court decides Jeffs et al. 

v. Stubbs et al., 970 P.2d 1234 (1998) 
concerning the United Effort Plan Trust. It 
largely leaves the UEP intact while awarding 
some dissenters life estates.

Fall 2000  Most FLDS parents withdraw their children 
from public schools and either homeschool 
or enroll them in church-approved schools.

September 8, 2002 FLDS Prophet Rulon Jeffs dies at age 93.
June 26, 2003  The United States Supreme Court decides 

Lawrence v. Texas, 539 U.S. 558 (2003), 
decrimi nalizing sexual relations between 
consenting adults.

August 5, 2003  Warren Jeffs is ordained president and prophet 
of the FLDS.

August 28, 2006  Warren Jeffs, at the time a fugitive, is arrested 
outside Las Vegas during a routine traffi c 
stop. He is with a plural wife and his brother.

September 14–25, 2007  Warren Jeffs trial in St. George, Utah. He is 
convicted of being an accomplice to rape and 
sentenced to two consecutive fi ve-year to life 
sentences.

April 3, 2008  Texas authorities raid the Yearning for Zion 
Ranch outside Eldorado, Texas. 
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The authorities initially identify 463 children. 
The fi gure is later reduced to 439 after the 
authorities fi nd that some children were 
actually 18 or older. Very young children are 
allowed to remain with their mothers, further 
reducing the number of children held by the 
State to 401.

November 2009  Raymond Merril Jessop is found guilty and 
sentenced to 10 years in November of 2009 
for sexual assault of a 16-year-old girl.

January 22, 2010  Michael G. Emack is sentenced to 7 years.
February, 2010 Allan E. Keate is sentenced to 33 years.
March, 2010  Merril Leroy Jessop is sentenced to 75 years in 

prison for the sexual assault of a 15-year-old 
girl to whom he was spiritually married in 
2006 while at the Yearning for Zion Ranch.

April, 2010 Lehi Barlow Jeffs pleads no contest to charges 
of sexual assault and bigamy, charges 
resulting from the Texas raid. He is 
sentenced to two eight-year terms.

June 23, 2010 Abram Harker Jeffs is sentenced for sexual 
assault of a 15-year-old girl to whom he was 
spiritually married in 2006. He is the sixth 
FLDS member to be prosecuted on child 
sexual assault charges resulting from the 
Eldorado, Texas raid.

July 27, 2010 Conviction of Warren Jeffs as an accomplice 
for rape is overturned by the Utah State 
Supreme Court because of improper 
instructions to the jury. See: Utah v. Jeffs, no. 
20080408 (Utah Supreme Court, July 27, 
2010), Motion for Rehearing Pending. See 
also Dan Frosch, “Polyamist Sect Leader’s 
Rape Convictions Are Overturned,” New York 

Times, July 28, 2010, at A11.
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Prologue: The Incident 
at Eldorado, Texas

Cardell K. Jacobson and Lara Burton

Unusual religious groups have always drawn the attention of the 
media and the public at large. In late March and early April of 2008, 
media attention turned to the Fundamentalist Church of Jesus Christ 
of Latter-Day Saints—the FLDS—in rural Eldorado, Texas, when over 
400 children and 129 mothers were removed from their Yearning 
for Zion (YFZ) Ranch. The FLDS Church is a schismatic group that 
broke from the main Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints 
(LDS) in the early part of the twentieth century. The main church has 
its headquarters in Salt Lake City, Utah, and disavowed polygamy 
in 1890. The FLDS continued to practice polygamy, and they have 
gradually grown. The largest FLDS group and other polygamous 
groups live in southern Utah, though various polygamous groups are 
scattered throughout the Intermountain region, including a ranch 
near Eldorado, Texas.

The problems for the FLDS began when a local family violence 
shelter in Texas received a series of telephone calls from a caller who 
alternately claimed to be “Sarah Jessop,” and “Sarah Barlow.” Sarah 
claimed to be a 16-year-old girl who had been forced to be the seventh 
wife of a middle-aged man by the name of Dale Evans Barlow. She 
claimed that he forced her to have sex, impregnated her, beat her, 
and would not let her leave the Yearning for Zion (YFZ) Ranch in 
Eldorado, Texas, with her baby. The family violence shelter forwarded 
this information to law enforcement offi cials and to the Department 
of Family and Protective Services (DFPS). DFPS realized that the 
caller would likely have conceived her baby when she was 15 years old, 
which would constitute statutory rape of a child under the age of 16. 
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Law enforcement offi cials sought and obtained a search and arrest warrant.1 
Offi cers were empowered to seize evidence related to marriage of any individu-
als under the age of 17. This included birth, prenatal, medical, and marriage 
records, photographs, computer drives, family Bibles, bed linens, undergar-
ments, cameras, and cell phones. A slew of Texas state troopers, accompanied 
by helicopters, an armed personnel carrier, and SWAT teams armed with 
automatic weapons executed the search warrant. Child welfare investigators 
spent many hours on April 4, 5, and 6 on the ranch, investigating the facts and 
searching for “Sarah.” By April 6, when the offi cers sought a second search 
warrant to enter the group’s temple, they already knew that Dale Barlow was 
not at the ranch and that “Sarah” was not at the ranch.2

Eventually, the suspected husband was located in Arizona, but he denied 
knowing a “Sarah Jessop,” and subsequent investigation showed that he could 
not have been in Texas when “Sarah” was allegedly there. The police eventually 
“linked the calls . . . to Rozita Swinton, a 33-year-old Colorado Springs, Colo., 
woman” who has a history of assuming different personalities and calling for 
help claiming abuse.3

With the support of a Texas District Court, the Department of Family and 
Protective Services removed the 129 mothers and their underage children, even 
nursing infants, from the YFZ Ranch.4 Two additional children were born to 
the mothers while they were in the custody of the state. Only weeks later were 
any men arraigned and charged with crimes. The presiding judge, Barbara 
Walther, agreed with the DFPS’s allegation that all children were in danger, 
and she signed warrants for their removal. Six weeks later an Appellate Court 
reversed Walther, holding that the DFPS had failed to present any evidence 
that all the children were in danger and that they had failed to establish that the 
need for protection was urgent and required immediate removal. The Texas 
Supreme Court subsequently upheld the Appellate Court and all the children 
but one were returned to their parents. Fifteen months later, in July 2009, 
ten men were awaiting trial for various crimes ranging from bigamy to sexual 
assault, and tampering with evidence and conducting a prohibited ceremony 
(plural marriage). In addition, a physician was charged with failure to report 
sexual abuse, and the prophet, Warren Jeffs, faced multiple charges for alleg-
edly performing “spiritual” marriages to underage girls.

Until the raid, few people outside Utah and the immediate area of the 
ranch in Texas had heard of the reclusive group or their sprawling compound 
in the rangeland of west-central Texas. The incident brought the attention of the 
world to modern polygamy5 in the United States though charges of polygamy, 
child abuse, and gun violence had been leveled against several other groups in 
the western part of the United States. Further, similar raids against the FLDS 
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had occurred in 1953 and 1943 (see Martha Bradley’s chapter 1 in this volume). 
For a more complete timeline of events, see Linda Smith’s account of the legal 
issues in her chapter 12 in this book.6

As media attention focused on the incident, the DFPS defended its actions. 
Not surprisingly, the FLDS Church members defended their right to live as 
they would, arguing that their rights to do so were guaranteed by the freedom 
of religion clause of the constitution. What was surprising to many was that 
members of the FLDS Church, who had seemed to be living in the nineteenth 
century, suddenly began to use the media to frame their own stances on the 
issues (see the Cragun and Nielson chapter 9 in this volume for a more com-
plete discussion of this framing). They appeared on television and developed 
their own web sites. These folks were not as removed from modern society as 
some media suggested.

The DFPS issued a series of public statements justifying the intervention. 
The department argued that middle-aged polygamous men at the YFZ Ranch 
were forcing underage girls as young as 13 into polygamous relationships.7 The 
department argued that this was child abuse and statutory rape that resulted in 
early and frequent childbearing. DFPS also alleged that even very young girls 
were being abused because they were taught to enter such relationships and 
the boys were groomed to be perpetrators of such abuse. This, DFPS argued, 
justifi ed the immediate removal of all children over the age of one year from 
the ranch and from their fathers and mothers.

The FLDS parents defended themselves by making public statements that 
they loved their children and that their children loved them and had never 
been abused. They asserted that marriages were both consensual and formed at 
appropriate ages. The FLDS members alleged that DFPS was persecuting them 
because of their religion, had ignored due process, violated human rights, and 
abused the children by separating them from their parents. The defense attor-
neys argued that the authorities used a hoax phone call as an excuse for staging 
a massively intrusive raid against them as a religious group. The FLDS also 
asserted that their children suffered from improper care and neglect while in 
the custody of DFPS and should be immediately returned to their parents.

In the end, the FLDS won the return of their children, but not without con-
ditions. The State Supreme Court allowed the lower courts to impose restric-
tions. The FLDS parents had to agree to have their children’s pictures taken 
and to be fi ngerprinted, to not allow women younger than 18 to marry, and to 
not interfere with the ongoing investigation. The DFPS retained the right to 
visit the homes of the children, to have access to the residence of each child 
for unannounced home visits, and to examine the children. The examination 
could include medical, psychological, or psychiatric evaluation. The parents 



had to provide their addresses and contact information and needed to provide 
seven days notice if the child’s residence was to be changed. Further, all par-
ents were required to attend parenting classes, even though many had been 
rearing their children for many years.

The raid and seizure of the women and children raise many public-interest 
as well as legal questions. The authors in this book, experts in the fi eld of reli-
gion, examine the questions raised: What is this group, and what is it doing 
in the isolated rangeland in western Texas? If the men of the group were the 
perpetrators, why were the women and children, even infants, the ones who 
were seized? Why were mothers, who were not accused of anything, separated 
from their children?

Other questions arise about the state of Texas itself and its handling of the 
case. How could the state group all the cases together into one mass hearing? 
Rumors that lawyers and those appointed as guardians ad litem were some-
times denied access to their clients, that fathers were denied requests to visit 
their minor children, and that the state had ordered DNA testing of all the chil-
dren raise questions about the state’s ethics and the real purpose of the raid.

The average American has little knowledge of the origins of the FLDS sect, 
and often associates it with the Salt Lake City–headquartered Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-Day Saints (LDS)—the main church known colloquially as the 
“Mormons.” The main LDS Church has fought to distance itself from this 
group and other polygamous groups. The FLDS and other polygamous groups 
broke with the main LDS Church early in the twentieth century. Though most 
modern American polygamous groups trace their origins to the main LDS 
Church, the LDS Church offi cially disavowed polygamy in 1890 and again in 
1906.8 The FLDS and several other groups formed in defi ance to the main 
church’s repudiation of polygamy. The dissidents view polygamy as central to 
salvation and believe that the LDS Church leaders strayed from the true teach-
ings and became apostate. The descendant groups are located in southern Utah 
and northern Arizona, but others live throughout the Intermountain West 
from Canada in the north to Mexico in the south. Still other fundamentalist 
polygamists live as independent polygamists with no offi cial affi liation with the 
groups. Some of these live in the greater Salt Lake City area. The FLDS group 
in Texas is part of one of the larger polygamist groups, though it is closely inter-
twined with the other groups, particularly those in southern Utah. A graphic of 
the relationships among the various groups is presented below.

The raid of the FLDS YFZ compound was not the fi rst time the State 
of Texas had gone after fundamentalist religious groups within its borders. 
Fifteen years earlier, in February 1993, agents from several police agencies, 
including the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (ATF) and the Federal 
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FIGURE 1. Linkages between the Various Polygamous Groups



Bureau of Investigation, raided the Mount Carmel Center of followers of David 
Koresh. That raid, also known as the Branch Davidian raid, resulted in the 
loss of several dozen lives. Unlike the FLDS seizure, the justifi cation for the 
Branch Davidian raid was the possession of illegal guns and weapons materi-
als, although charges of child abuse and polygamy also were used to justify the 
invasion.

Religious groups in other states and countries have been the recipients of 
similar attention from law enforcement and child protective services. A group 
known as The Family International (also formerly known as the Children of 
God) has been raided in several different countries. The FLDS experienced 
similar raids in 1935, 1943, and again 1953 in Short Creek, a community that 
straddled the Utah-Arizona border. The community has since been renamed as 
the towns of Colorado City, Arizona, and Hildale, Utah. In the 1953 raid 36 men 
were arrested for practicing polygamy. The raid, however, turned into a public 
relations nightmare and all the families were reunited within two years.

The raids on this religious group bring to light many ethical and moral 
issues about the treatment of “fringe” religious groups in our country. This 
book is about the 2008 raid in Texas, but it is also about the history of the 
group, its antecedent schismatic groups, and the culture of American polyg-
amy more generally. Small secretive groups such as the FLDS arouse the sus-
picions of others. Accounts of their history, culture, and origins are seldom told 
widely. Further, little has been written about the legal issues surrounding the 
2008 seizure of the children.

Few discussions give voice to the members of the FLDS themselves. The 
authors in this book attempt to present a balanced history, review, and com-
parison of these groups. They are familiar with the history and culture of the 
groups. Some are historians, some are social scientists, and some are lawyers. 
Another is a geneticist who discusses genetic testing. The authors address a 
variety of issues, including the history, culture, and religious practices of the 
groups. Additional authors examine the groups from comparative and social 
science perspectives. Finally, Linda Smith, a lawyer who practices and teaches 
child protection law, describes some of the legal issues surrounding the 
seizure.

The chapters in the book are grouped into three general sections. The fi rst 
section includes chapters written by those who know the groups most inti-
mately. This fi rst section examines the historical and cultural precedents to 
polygamy and early marriage in the United States. Historian Martha Bradley, 
author of the defi nitive Kidnapped from That Land: The Government Raids on 

the Short Creek Polygamists, offers a unique perspective on the raid on the YFZ 
ranch. She compares the 2008 raid to the earlier raids on the Short Creek 
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Community. While the 2008 raid appears to mirror the Short Creek raid, it 
shows how little the various governments have learned from history. Bradley 
points out that the complexity and the nuances of the raids raise other issues, 
which should keep readers from writing off the 2008 raid as yet another repeat 
of history. Two chapters provide closer personal insights into the community 
of the FLDS. One is by Heber Hammon, whose father and grandfather were 
polygamists, and William Jankowiak, an anthropologist at the University of 
Nevada at Las Vegas. Hammon and Jankowiak provide an insider’s history of 
the split of the FLDS community into the First and Second Wards (congrega-
tions). This split, known to very few outside the community, eventually resulted 
in the exodus to Eldorado and the founding of the YFZ Ranch.

The second personal chapter is written by Ken Driggs, a lawyer who prac-
tices in the Atlanta, Georgia, area, but has spent a lot of time in the community 
and presents his view of the FLDS people. Driggs developed a close friendship 
with members of the Hildale and Colorado City polygamist groups over the 
course of several decades. Here, he offers an intimate look inside these com-
munities. In doing so, he dispels many of the media stereotypes of the FLDS.

Janet Bennion, who is a descendant from early nineteenth-century LDS 
polygamists, presents a wealth of information about the FLDS. She offers 
unequaled insight into the culture of the FLDS, a culture that she has observed 
and researched for years. Perhaps no other researcher has been more involved 
with these groups. She outlines the history of the FLDS Church in detail and 
includes histories of the various splinter groups and their leading members.

Most outsiders view the FLDS as a simple extension of the nineteenth-
century practice of polygamy. Historian Kathryn Daynes, however, traces how 
modern polygamists have developed a culture distinct from their antecedents. 
Daynes, who has previously written her own book about nineteenth-century 
polygamy, is able to elucidate the differences between nineteenth-century LDS 
polygamy and that practiced by the fundamentalists today.

The authors in the second section are primarily social scientists. They 
examine the FLDS and other groups from several analytical perspectives. 
Using census data, Tim Heaton and Cardell Jacobson describe the demograph-
ics of the population in the Hildale, Utah, and Colorado City, Arizona, area. 
Clearly the population in this area is unusual on several characteristics: rates of 
childbirth, sex ratios, educational attainment, income levels, and several other 
descriptors.

Janet Bennion, in her second chapter in the volume, explores the alternative 
polygamous cultures and practices from an anthropological  perspective. While 
the media and pop culture portray polygamy as “all about sex” and demeaning 
to women, both Bennion and Carrie Miles, in another chapter in this  section, 
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suggest an alternative view of polygamy. Many polygamous women fi nd sup-
port from the other women in their families. Using a social exchange model 
derived from economics, Miles is able to show ways in which polygamy can 
be viewed as benefi cial by polygamous wives. When examined from the view 
of social exchange, she argues that polygamy is neither sexually exploitive nor 
denigrating.

Sociologist Ryan Cragun and psychologist Michael Nielson analyze the 
social-psychological implications of news coverage of the 2008 raid. They note 
how subtle biases tended to shape the public’s view of the FLDS communities. 
They trace how the media gradually changed their “framing” of the events as 
they became aware that less and less evidence of vile conduct from the FLDS 
would be forthcoming. They also explore how the FLDS community used the 
media to counter what the primary news outlets were distributing; the FLDS 
presented their own social-psychological “framing” of the raid.

Other authors provide a comparative perspective to the study of the FLDS 
and other polygamous groups. Two sociologists, Gary Shepherd and Gordon 
Shepherd, share their observations derived from extensive research into The 
Family International, a Christian religious organization widely maligned as a 
cult. They compare the experiences of the FLDS Church to the treatment of The 
Family International both within the United States and elsewhere. They also 
provide comparisons to the earlier raid on the Branch Davidians in Texas. They 
show how insuffi cient understanding of groups, stereotypes, and ignorance of 
movements can lead to disastrous results, as happened with the Branch David-
ian compound. They conclude their chapter with suggestions that offi cials can 
use to avoid similar problems in the future.

Arland Thornton also takes a comparative approach. He provides insight 
into how the ideas of modernity and backwardness have been used in the 
United States to motivate and justify public reactions and policies toward fam-
ily composition. His developmental discourse suggests that the perception of 
polygamy and other aspects of the FLDS community as backward and uncivi-
lized may have played roles in the 2008 raid and in previous raids on polyga-
mous groups.

The third and fi nal section explores the legal and ethical issues surround-
ing the seizure of the FLDS children. While the media displayed images of 
conservatively clad FLDS women walking in and out of court, little of the actual 
proceedings were broadcast to the public. Law professor Linda Smith recounts 
and then analyzes the legal proceedings surrounding the YFZ raids—giving 
suggestions as to what could have happened, what should have happened, 
and what actually happened. In the fi nal chapter, sociologist Ryan Cragun and 
geneticist Deborah Cragun focus specifi cally on the legal implications of the 

xxiv  prologue



court’s decision to mandate DNA testing. They describe the process of DNA 
testing and then explore the ethical implications of the court’s decision and 
whether the claims of Child Protective Services were warranted.

The authors in this volume dispel many of the media myths and public 
misperceptions of the FLDS and other polygamous groups and present a more 
accurate portrait of these groups than has been available elsewhere. They 
explore the great variety of beliefs, culture, and practices among the individual 
groups and reasonably assert that polygamous groups cannot be viewed as 
one cohesive group; they argue that each must be considered autonomously. 
These authors, those most familiar with the polygamous groups, show them-
selves to be relatively sympathetic to the groups at the same time that they 
condemn abuse of any sort. They fi nd the vast majority of the members of 
these groups to be delightful, even endearing people, who also abhor abuse. 
The information presented in the volume provides insight and understand-
ing. As authors and editors, we hope that the information will delay if not 
prevent future unwarranted raids that have similar disastrous results, and we 
trust that the information will help outsiders to better understand the dynam-
ics of these groups.

notes

1. Leslie Brooks Long, “Affi davit for Search and Arrest Warrant” in State of Texas, 
County of Schleicher Court, No. M-08-001 S, April 2, 2008, http://familyrights.us/
news/archive/2008/fl ds/affi davit_leslie_brooks_long/2.html (retrieved July 30, 2009).

2. See Brooke Adams, “Defense Attorneys Try to Suppress FLDS Evidence,” Salt 

Lake Tribune, Tuesday, July 14, 2009, B5.
3. Lisa Rosetta, “Woman Linked to FLDS Calls Troubled,” Salt Lake Tribune, June 1, 

2008, A1.
4. Brooke Adams reports that 439 children were removed from the ranch, but 

earlier reports indicated that 463 children had been removed. (See Brooke Adams, 
“Defense Attorneys Try to Supress FLDS Evidence,” Salt Lake Tribune, Tuesday, 
July 14, 2009, B5).

5. The authors in this book generally use “polygamy” to describe the practice of 
plural marriage. Polygamy is a more general term used to describe several different 
types of plural marriage. More technically, the marriage of one man to more than one 
woman is called “polygyny,” a term some authors also use.

6. For a fuller legal account, see her law review article about the 1953 and 2008 
raids: Linda F. Smith, “Kidnapped from that Land II: A Comparison of the Two Raids 
to Save the Children from Polygamists,” (forthcoming).

7. Tuchman, Gary, and Amanda Townsend, “A dark history repeats for religious 
sect.” CNN.com, April 10, 2008, http://www.cnn.com/2008/CRIME/04/10/
polygamist.towns/index.html
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8. Polygamy continued to be practiced by a few mainstream LDS members in 
the early part of the twentieth century (see Hardy 1992). Any involvement and or 
association with the schismatic groups or practice of polygamy by members of the 
main LDS Church has been grounds for excommunication since the early part of 
the twentieth century.
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The scene was familiar: police cars bumping down rutted country 
roads, dust clouds crawling in their wake; an intimidating army of 
policemen and women, social service workers, and offi cers of the 
court scrutinizing the sacred terrain of a religious community and 
violating it in the process. Their intent was to save alleged victims of 
religious extremism and abuse. Women and children ran to hide 
from view, darting through the sparse vegetation of the isolated 
desert landscape. Elderly men, boys, and sunburned husbands and 
fathers stood warily at the center of the compound, anxious about 
what was about to transpire. For many, this scene was almost 
impossible to believe, a repeat of history. Once again, the government 
had raided a polygamist community of descendents of the Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (LDS), only this time it was not on 
the border between Utah and Arizona in the dusty town of Short 
Creek, but in the Eldorado, Texas, compound of the Fundamentalist 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (FLDS) called Yearning 
for Zion. This was the most recent home of some of the most faithful 
members of the group, under the direction of Warren Jeffs. How 
could this have happened again? Who was involved, and what 
prompted such drastic action?

For an answer in the wake of an event like the raid on the FLDS 
compound at Eldorado one might turn to George Santayana’s

Chapter 1

A Repeat of History: A 
Comparison of the Short 
Creek and Eldorado Raids 
on the FLDS

Martha Sonntag Bradley
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familiar aphorism, “Those who cannot learn from history are doomed to repeat 
it.” Historian Gerda Lerner would tell us instead that “what we do about history 
matters.” The Eldorado raid seems to repeat history, but in fact it did not. In 
complex and nuanced ways, the stories of the two raids of the FLDS differ. In 
Lerner’s words, “History is not a recipe book; past events are never replicated in 
the present in quite the same way. Historical events are infi nitely variable and 
their interpretations are a constantly shifting process. There are no certainties 
to be found in the past.”1

At fi rst glance the 2008 raid on the Yearning for Zion compound did  mirror 
the Short Creek raid of 1953. A deeper examination, however, reveals sharp dif-
ferences: the impact of modern technologies and continuous media examina-
tion, the legal justifi cation of charges of child abuse and underage marriages, and 
the shadow of the violent confrontation between the Branch Davidians and the 
Federal government. Despite surface resemblances, the FLDS are themselves 
different today because of the profound infl uence of their prophet Warren Jeffs.

Looking at legal, family, or religious issues can help us understand the 
raid on the FLDS community of Eldorado, Texas, but also critical to this effort 
is an examination of the group’s history. Splitting off from the Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints in the early twentieth century, the FLDS 
grew as a religious movement despite governmental raids in 1935, 1944, and 
1953 designed to eliminate the practice of plural marriage. Each raid disrupted 
fundamentalist life, but each raid failed to meet this objective. Afterward, 
men, women, and children returned to their homes and communities forti-
fi ed by a central defi ning myth—that God’s chosen people always have been 
persecuted for their beliefs. After these episodic crises, the fundamentalist 
communities returned to a state of equilibrium and, importantly, continued 
to grow. During times of crisis, the fundamentalists retrenched and drew 
inward. In their view, the raids on the polygamous communities located the 
FLDS experience in a long history of religious martyrs and gave meaning to 
their diffi cult lives at the edge of mainstream society and in the context of 
religious community.

One FLDS member, Ada B. Timpson, tied the Short Creek raid to the 
group’s identity, typifying the way that fundamentalists framed the raids in the 
search for meaning:

These events of 1953 that we were a part of, and that we are a part of 
today, is [sic] the experience of qualifying ourselves to the point where 
we can be used in the Lord’s work. It doesn’t make any difference 
whether we play our major part on this side of the veil, or the other 
side. We all know people who are close to us that have gone on and 
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been called to do their major work, you might say, on the other side of 
the veil. But all of these things are a part of the same experience. And 
as we go through life some of these things are very sacred, and some 
of them touch our emotions very closely. And some of the events that 
took place during that time had a good deal of humor involved in it.2

Key to the formation of religious identity and to the establishment of boundar-
ies that separated the FLDS from both their non-Mormon and Mormon adver-
saries, the narrative of the raid took on mythic dimensions as it was retold by 
participants and became increasingly important to group identity. The story of 
the raid made martyrs out of the men and women involved, proof positive of 
their religious devotion and commitment. Moreover, it made their lives mean-
ingful, special, and defi nitely different from those they saw around them in the 
world beyond the boundaries of their dusty town.

The Story of the 1935, 1944, and 1953 Polygamy Raids

Prefaced dramatically by an eclipsed moon, the government of Arizona raided 
the polygamist community of Short Creek on July 26, 1953, at 4:00 A.M. This 
sleepy village in the isolated area north of the Grand Canyon, nestled into 
the base of the Vermillion Cliffs, was the home of a group of men, women, 
and children who had been denounced and excommunicated by the Church 
of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints.3 Plural marriage was fi rst introduced by 
Prophet Joseph Smith in the mid-nineteenth century and was practiced by a 
minority of the Latter-Day Saints. The Manifesto of 1890 issued by Prophet 
and President Wilford Woodruff ended the offi cial practice of plural marriage. 
It would be another twenty years before the church excommunicated polyga-
mists. The ancestors of the FLDS believed this was an accommodation to the 
federal government, rather than revealed instruction from God, and they con-
tinued to marry into polygamous relationships, forming religious communities 
of like-minded individuals. Still identifying themselves as the direct progeny of 
Joseph Smith, these fundamentalist Mormons claimed priesthood authority to 
practice a plurality of wives, participating in a communal organization of prop-
erty and intentionally separating from mainstream culture to practice their 
religious beliefs in the privacy afforded by the Utah-Arizona desert. They were 
loyal to their religious prophet because they believed he spoke with God. They 
lived an isolated life, contrary to contemporary mainstream society, because 
they believed God wanted them to do so. Their prophet, Leroy  Johnson, taught 
them that Joseph Smith’s teachings were
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just as binding upon the people today as they were in the days of the 
Prophet Joseph. We have heard from time to time how men have 
tried to tell us that these revelations were all right in the days of the 
Prophet Joseph and Brigham Young and those men, but today we are 
living in a new age, and they do not fi t our condition, so they are not 
for us today.4

In short, the FLDS lived the principles of the nineteenth-century church.
There are multiple distinctive practices that have contributed over time to 

the group’s unique identity, including communalism, though outsiders focus 
primarily on the FLDS practice of a plurality of wives. These practices and 
beliefs include particular interpretations of the meaning of gender difference, 
a racist consciousness and exclusionary practice, and intentional isolation and 
separation from mainstream society. Most noticeably, members believe that 
God commands them to live the doctrine of a plurality of wives, and that they 
have legitimate priesthood authority to do so.5 Some members caught up in the 
1953 Short Creek raid were originally members of the Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-Day Saints, but had been excommunicated because of their polygamous 
marriages. In contrast, in 2008 the majority of members were descendants of 
earlier fundamentalists. This formed their worldview and was their principal 
frame of reference.6

In the early 1950s the practice of plural marriage drew Short Creek to the 
attention of the governments of both Arizona and Utah, and prompted Ari-
zona to action. Then governor of Arizona, Howard Pyle, proudly announced 
the Short Creek raid on KTAR radio at 9:00 A.M., July 26, 1953, saying:

Before dawn today the State of Arizona began and now has substan-
tially concluded a momentous police action against insurrection 
within its own borders. Arizona has mobilized and used its total 
police power to protect the lives and future of 263 children. They 
are the product and the victims of the foulest conspiracy you could 
possibly imagine. More than 1,500 peace offi cers moved into Short 
Creek. . . . They arrested almost the entire population of a community 
dedicated to the production of white slaves who are without hope of 
escaping this degrading slavery from the moment of their birth.7

This wasn’t the fi rst time that the government had raided the fundamental-
ist Mormons. Earlier raids in 1935 and in 1944 resulted in prison terms and a 
disruption of community life. In each case, the government perceived the prac-
tice of polygamy as a real threat to the moral fi ber of the American people. As 
would be true for the 2008 raid on the FLDS compound at Eldorado, Texas, the 
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government felt justifi ed to crusade for the protection of women and children 
impacted by polygamy by raiding the entire community and disrupting this 
unique way of life (see chapter 12 in this volume for a discussion of the legal 
issues in the Texas raid).

When fi rst raided, Short Creek was nothing more than a dusty outpost. Ari-
zona’s Mohave County Attorney E. Elmo Bollinger surprised the fundamental-
ists living in the fl edgling community of Short Creek on August 16, 1935, with 
arrest warrants for six of the most well-known citizens: John Y. Barlow, Mary 
Roe Barlow, Price W. Johnson, Helen Hull Johnson, I. Carling Spencer, and 
Sylvia Allred Spencer.8 The warrants charged the defendants with cohabita-
tion, a charge that implied co-residence and sexual intercourse, rather than 
polygamy. The birth certifi cates of four children of the three defendants who 
did not have legally binding marriages would be used in evidence to support 
the charge.9 Bollinger demonstrated clearly what might happen to those who 
failed to obey the law and discontinue their practice of plural marriage. Under-
standably, the media narrowed in on the story that had all the lurid detail of a 
good soap opera. The Mohave County Miner noted:

The columns of publicity that have gone the rounds of the press from 
the Atlantic to the Pacifi c coasts and north and south from Canada 
to the Mexican border about the alleged polygamous modes of living 
in Mohave county’s northern strip is [sic] unique in that it [sic] has 
brought to the attention of the people of the nation a section of the 
country that heretofore has been practically unknown to the public 
because of its isolated situation. Some of the comments have been 
in particularly good syndicate form and appeal to the morbid and the 
curious.10

The preliminary hearing held on October 11, 1935, was a media event. Los 
Angeles attorney Victor C. Hayek represented the remaining defendants, as all 
but the cases of Price Johnson, Carling Spencer, and Sylvia Spencer had been 
dismissed.11 Reporters from national newspapers fi lled the small schoolhouse; 
the Paramount News fi lmed the entire proceedings with a movie camera. When 
Justice J. M. Lauritzen, County Attorney Bollinger, and the three defendants 
entered the room, cameras fl ashed as if a movie star had descended upon 
Short Creek. The scene resembled the US Supreme Court, rather than a tiny 
town in an isolated corner of the American West, as if “some sensational 
case was about to be tried. Those in charge of affairs were certainly put-
ting on a big show.”12 The court found Price Johnson and Carling Spencer 
guilty of “open and notorious cohabitation” and handed them sentences that 
varied from 18 to 24 months in the Florence, Arizona, penitentiary.13 After 
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a delay in her case so she could deliver her fourth son,  Sylvia Spencer received 
a suspended sentence.14 When questioned in the aftermath of the trials about 
the likelihood of future prosecution of the polygamists, Arizona government 
offi cials were reluctant to commit.

The matter is being treated warily; under the law the colony as a unit 
may not be punished, although individuals may be enjoined from 
violating the law. The trials of Spencer and Johnson proved costly, 
and there is distinct agitation against bringing others to trials.15

In the end, the 1935 raid did not eliminate plural marriage, but it did alert 
the fundamentalists to the potential for prosecution and punishment for their 
felonious practices. Less than a decade later, the issue would come to a head 
once again.

The second raid on Short Creek occurred in 1944. Once again, the press 
interpreted the events for its mainstream audiences. The press dubbed this 
raid against the fundamentalist Mormons the “Boyden Raid” after U.S. Attor-
ney John S. Boyden, the mastermind of the raid in collaboration with Utah 
State Attorney General Brigham E. Roberts, who was the grandson of B. H. 
Roberts, a well-known LDS church leader and historian. Fueled by the goal of 
eradicating polygamy once and for all, the two men directed the forces of the 
executive branch of Utah state government, FBI agents, U.S. federal marshals, 
deputy sheriffs, Salt Lake City police, and supporting offi cials in Washing-
ton County, Utah, and Maricopa County, Arizona, to serve arrest warrants for 
“unlawful cohabitation” to men and women living in polygamous communi-
ties throughout the region.16 It is complicated to deconstruct the motivations 
that inspired this raid. Many of the men and women involved had deep roots 
in the practice of plurality or ancestors who had lived in polygamous families. 
Once the LDS church drew a line separating those who continued the practice 
in violation of changed church policy and those who did not, it branded the 
fundamentalists as apostates. In signifi cant ways, the practice of polygamy 
fl aunted a disregard for ecclesiastical and civil law. The 1944 raid responded 
to both.

At 6:00 A.M., March 7, 1944, the shocking noise of pounding on their front 
doors roused polygamous families in Salt Lake County, Short Creek, and other 
places in Arizona, Utah, and Idaho. Policemen pushed their way into homes 
to serve the warrants for 66 persons, taking men and women away from their 
children and placing them in jail. As would be true in future raids, those seized 
in the raid became martyrs who were commended by their peers for their righ-
teous devotion to a true principle. Before the raid, group leader John Y. Barlow 
told the Deseret News that “his followers would go to jail or lay down their lives 



a repeat of history  9

in defense of their beliefs, including plural marriage.”17 In the end, they would 
have no choice.

By design, Rulon Allred was at his home on Lincoln Street in Salt Lake 
City that night because he and the other polygamists had anticipated trouble. 
Like most of the other men, he slept that night with his fi rst wife. “I was in the 
right place; and I learned later that everyone else had had that experience, the 
man was found in bed with his fi rst wife, his legal wife.” An offi cer walked into 
his room, shined a fl ashlight on his face, and asked, “Are you Rulon Allred?” 
Policemen rummaged through their belongings and moved throughout the 
house. Allred described the aftermath:

So we went down to the county jail—nasty place. In the course of 
the morning, after having been docked in the county jail, we were 
taken over to the Federal Building on 4th South and Main Street to be 
arraigned before the U.S. magistrate. The charges were conspiracy to 
put into the United States mail lewd and lascivious matter, like the 
Truth Magazine. Our charges on the state level were conspiracy to 
teach the practice of plural marriage and unlawful cohabitation.18

Later the fundamentalist Mormon publication Truth eulogized what 
it called the “Honor Roll of 1945.” The men who were arrested that night 
included Oswald Brainich, Joseph W. Musser, Louis A. Kelsch, Dr. Rulon C. 
Allred, Albert E. Barlow, Ianthus W. Barlow, John Y. Barlow, Edmund F. Bar-
low, David B. Darger, Charles F. Zitting, J. Lyman Jessop, Heber K. Cleveland, 
Arnold Boss, Alma A. Timpson, Morris Q. Kunz, and Follis Gardner Petty.19 
The state arrested 12 women, including the twin sister wives of Rulon Allred, 
Mabel and Melba Finlayson, in Salt Lake City; Mattie Jessop, the plural wife of 
John Y. Barlow; and Gwen Balmforth and the 16-year-old future plural wife of 
Leroy Johnson, who were living in a tent home in Short Creek.20 As would be 
true in each of the raids on the fundamentalist Mormons, the charges included 
a range of accusations rather than polygamy itself: Mann Act and Lindbergh 
Act violations, both federal crimes; conspiracy to commit “acts injurious to 
public morals” and cohabitation, state accusations.21 Twenty individuals were 
accused of federal offenses. Eventually 46 fundamentalists went through the 
extensive judicial process. In the end, federal and state government spent more 
than $500,000 to prosecute the polygamy cases and 15 fundamentalists served 
prison sentences in the state penitentiary.22 Their sentences ranged from six 
months to more than two and a half years.

The perceived “plight” of the “victims” of polygamy inspired the third 
and by far the most dramatic and socially devastating raid on the fundamental-
ists who had gathered at Short Creek on the Utah-Arizona border, launched 
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under the direction of Arizona governor Howard Pyle, who saw in Short 
Creek “insurrection within its [Arizona’s] own borders.” He believed it was 
his and the state of Arizona’s obligation to “protect the lives and future of 263 
children . . . the product and the victims of the foulest conspiracy . . . a commu-
nity dedicated to the production of white slaves . . . degrading slavery.” Pyle 
dramatically pitched a picture of depravity and despair:

Here is a community—many of the women, sadly right along with 
the men—unalterably dedicated to the wicked theory that every 
maturing girl child should be forced into the bondage of multiple 
wifehood with men of all ages for the sole purpose of producing 
more children to be reared to become mere chattels of this totally 
lawless enterprise.

As the highest authority in Arizona, on whom is laid the consti-
tutional injunction to “take care that the laws be faithfully executed,” 
I have taken the ultimate responsibility for setting into motion the 
actions that will end this insurrection.23

In the two years of preparation for the raid, Pyle organized a coalition of gov-
ernmental offi ces both in Arizona and Utah that planned for every possible exi-
gency and considered a wide range of ramifi cations or consequences of the raid.24 
Although Utah authorities did not join with him offi cially, they cooperated in 
both the planning and execution of the raid. Pyle was also strategic in communi-
cating with LDS church authorities, insuring that they knew about his plans and 
the information he had gathered about the fundamentalists in southern Utah 
and northern Arizona. Always the politician, he was conscious of the number 
of Latter-Day Saints who lived in Arizona and the potential political implications 
and religious overtones of the raid. In careful deliberations they analyzed all the 
diffi cult questions that the raid might raise, possible human rights violations, 
and constitutional guarantees, as well as the emotional stress involved.25 They 
hoped to be prepared for any issues that might arise. Arizona hired the Burns 
Detective Agency out of Los Angeles in April 1951 to investigate conditions at 
Short Creek. Pyle described the clever plan the agency implemented in the effort 
to gather information to be used against the group in court:

Pretending to be a movie company looking for locations and extras, 
they packed movie equipment into the town and photographed every 
adult and child in the community. The polygamists, uneasy but cour-
teous, posed for their pictures, meanwhile cautioning their children 
to stay nearby.
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Pyle loved the cleverness of the Burns Agency’s approach, but he was disgusted 
by what they found.26 Looking back on the raid in 1984, Pyle said, “When they 
brought the facts back, photographic and otherwise, we realized that the judge 
was right, we had a problem.” He mentioned tax fraud, misuse of state elec-
trical power, but most important that the polygamists were living in “abso-
lutely fi lthy conditions, some in old abandoned cars, in unfi nished shacks, and 
generally in subhuman conditions.”27 By the spring of 1952, they had gath-
ered enough information to convict most of the adults in town. Judge Jessee 
Faulkner would later claim that the idea for the raid had originated with him. 
“Now in my opinion,” he would say, “there are just two remedies, two ways of 
stopping polygamy: one is to go right down the line and prosecute and convict 
and sentence every man and woman guilty; and the other is to take the children 
of these bogus marriages and turn them over to a proper department for place-
ment in juvenile homes or for adoption.”28 Regardless of where the idea began, 
by June, Arizona had prepared 122 warrants for the arrest of 36 men and 86 
women.29

The families of Short Creek gathered for a party on July 24, the traditional 
Pioneer Day holiday in Utah and among the Latter-Day Saints. They held bag 
races and a watermelon toss, ate an ample picnic prepared by the women in 
town, and Joseph Jessop passed out candy to all the children. Marie Darger 
was eight years old at the time, and remembered Leroy Johnson telling them 
that “there was going to be trouble coming soon and the children might be 
taken away from their parents,” and that she “felt so afraid inside, of being 
taken away” from her parents.30 During an anniversary memorial of the event 
held decades later, Evelyn F. Jessop related that while traveling in Salt Lake 
City, Charles Zitting received news about the impending raid. Evelyn was eight 
months pregnant at the time of the raid. Zitting sent Lyman Jessop to Short 
Creek to tell them that:

there was to be a raid on the twenty-fi fth from the State of Arizona; 
that a lot of policemen, newspapermen, etc. would be [t]here. They 
were going to take our children away from us, put the men in jail, 
and scatter the women. It was very frightening to think of.31

Knowing that something was going to happen soon, the women and chil-
dren of Short Creek struggled in the summer heat to settle down and sleep later 
that night. The town’s men stood together in the area around the schoolhouse 
at the center of town. Lookouts perched high above the red butte looming to the 
side of the town spotted the caravan of government vehicles fl owing out of the 
Kaibab Forest like a lava stream. High on a rocky knoll, David Broadbent, two 
of John Y. Barlow’s sons—Joseph and Dan—sat tense and anxious about what 
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would happen next, gazing into the night apprehensively. As planned, they lit 
a stick of dynamite and sent it up and over the town, alerting those below that 
the raid had begun, and to be ready.

After the fi rst blast went off, some of the men and women dressed silently 
and left their sleeping children in the care of sister wives or older children to 
go the schoolhouse to gather for prayer. According to Evelyn Jessop they sang 
“We Thank Thee, O God, for a Prophet.” Joseph S. Jessop offered the prayer, 
dedicating the group into the hands of the Lord. Leroy Johnson and others 
spoke briefl y. Evelyn continued:

We went back outside on the little lawn, and over the short-wave 
radio we could hear some of the policemen talking to each other. 
They have been told they were moving into a wicked, vicious situa-
tion. Each man had a map, and every home was numbered. Their 
destination time was 1:30 A.M. and it had passed.32

The men and women who drove into Short Creek at 4:00 A.M. with lights 
fl ashing and sirens wailing may have felt righteous indignation justifying 
their mission. Minutes before they fi nally arrived, they saw the people of 
Short Creek in the distance—men, women, and children—standing behind 
the picket fence that encircled the schoolhouse. As planned, the FLDS had 
gathered an hour earlier, dressed and well groomed, to sing while they waited. 
Order and quiet unease marked the moment, rather than chaos or the sug-
gestion of violence. In contrast to their Pioneer Day party two days earlier, the 
music was intermittently broken by nervous gasps, tears, and whispers mov-
ing through the crowd like waves upon water.33 The line of cars traveled slowly 
like a funeral parade, their sirens on low, according to Fred Jessop. “It wasn’t 
a high siren, just a dull moan, and the red lights on, and they got right in front 
of the schoolhouse.”34

When Sheriff Porter climbed out of his police car, the fi rst to enter town, he 
was greeted by the group’s religious leader, Leroy Johnson. Porter, whose voice 
was magnifi ed by a loud speaker system, said “Stay where you are; you are under 
arrest!”35 Johnson told Porter that they had run for the last time and would stand 
and shed their blood if need be. Jessop remembered that the cars were

parked there [as] thick as hops, and offi cers came in there, uniformed 
offi cers with their hardware on, and they stood there, ready to draw at 
the slightest provocation. Back by the fence were other offi cers with 
machine guns and other weapons trained on this people.36

But no violence ensued. In total, the court had 122 warrants for 36 men and 86 
women. Thirty-nine warrants were for Utah residents still living in Utah, many 
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of whom had chosen to leave the area and hide in other parts of the state rather 
than face arrest.37 As had been true in the two earlier raids, polygamy was not 
included in the charges against members of the group. Instead, rape, statutory 
rape, carnal knowledge, polygamous living, cohabitation, bigamy, adultery, and 
misappropriation of school funds were the offenses listed in the warrants. Sup-
porting information alleged that group members had “encouraged, advised, 
counseled and induced their minor, female children under eighteen years 
of age to actively participate in said unlawful conduct.”38 It was clear that for 
Arizona offi cials the intent was to “rescue 263 children from virtual bondage 
under the communal United Effort Plan.” The United Effort Plan (UEP) was 
the formal, legal corporation that held title to community and individual prop-
erty of members of the group, the symbolic and actual expression of the group 
consciousness of this religious organization. Assistant Attorney General Paul 
LaPrade asserted this when he said to the Mohave County Miner, “The principle 
[sic] objective is to rescue these children from a life-time of immoral practices 
without their ever having had an opportunity to learn of or observe the outside 
world and its concepts of decent living.”39

The sheriffs spread through town, stopping at each home to document the 
family’s women and children, to interview them, photograph them in front 
of the home, and assess their situation.40 “In came two men,” Evelyn Jessop 
remembered,

They quickly searched through our little one-room chamber, 
although they did not have a search warrant. My three children were 
playing like they were asleep in the bunk beds, not daring to hardly 
breathe. After going through all my dresser drawers and personal 
things, they took some of my religious books and some photo pic-
tures. One of these was a picture of my father with his four daugh-
ters, two on each side of him. One of the men asked me if this was 
my husband and four wives.41

Marie Darger was still in bed when someone shouted, “Open the door in 
the name of the law!” Afraid that the police might shoot her, she ducked her 
head under the covers and listened as her mother and older sisters, Lorine and 
Rosemary, talked with the men at the door. They looked in their drawers and 
closets, periodically taking a break for a smoke. Marie remembered that they 
would go behind the outbuilding where she had a rabbit, and she “worried that 
their smoke would kill it.”42

The government set up tents near the schoolhouse, where they took pic-
tures and fi ngerprinted all the adults. They set up a kitchen in one of the tents, 
where they prepared and served meals for the people in town. They housed 
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the men temporarily in the kitchen area of the schoolhouse before they took 
them to Kingman, Arizona. They also took the nine women who did not have 
children. Women were allowed to accompany their children, who were made 
wards of the court through a series of hearings held on the second and third 
days before the juvenile court judge, Lorna Lockwood, in the schoolhouse. As a 
teenage girl, Ada B.Timpson had to appear before Lockwood.

They had the idea that all the girls over twelve years old were auto-
matically married! This is what they concluded and so they had a 
doctor come in and they were going to give us—of course, some of 
the girls, not being married, don’t quite understand what was going 
on because I didn’t! But they were going to give us a physical exami-
nation to see if we were married women.43

They asked Ada if she wanted to stay in this community, and then they “started 
asking very intimate questions about married life that I didn’t ever understand, 
the words much less what they meant!44

In 1953, Ada B. Timpson was 14 and unmarried, as was her friend Ina 
Black Barlow. She reported,“We were at home when the sirens came in from 
the Berry Knoll and from the west side. We had an upstairs window. . . . We 
could see both ways. We watched them come in with their sirens and red lights 
fl ashing, and it was a real terrifying experience!”45 Early the next morning Ada 
and a few of the others who lived with her tried to hide out in the fi elds near 
their home, taking with them “a number three tub, a blanket, pillow, a little 
bit of food, some water,” and a two-year-old boy. They hid under the “old cot-
tonwoods,” nearby. An offi cer came to their home, looking for members of the 
family and he saw Ada hiding behind a sagebrush.

I started out, dodging from bush to bush, and I was scared bad! . . . He 
came over and told me to stand up. So I stood up! He asked me if I 
was down there, my name, and he was very kind and very decent and 
respectable. Naturally, he could hear that baby crying at the top of his 
lungs and I just stood there and looked. I don’t recall saying yes or 
no. Anyhow he sent me up to Dan Jessop’s place and he said a lady 
was there to help me.46 One day one of the matrons complained that 
she didn’t think the polygamists appreciated being rescued from a 
“terrible fate.” Aunt Fawn told her the reason she didn’t appreciate it 
was because she didn’t feel like she’d been rescued.47

The state allowed 22 young men between 15 and 20 years old to stay 
behind. In Evelyn F. Jessop’s account, “They divided the homes between 
them, and each one went to his assigned homes and tried to straighten up 
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what was there to be done: fed the livestock, took bread out of ovens, washing 
out of washers,” and so forth.48 Alvin S. Barlow was 15 in 1953, in the eighth 
grade. He remembered fi ve decades later, “We organized together and went 
from home to home, took the washing out of the washers, washed the dishes 
up, took care of the animals, and each one of us, had certain homes assigned 
to us.”49 “It wasn’t fun at all to be there alone,” Ben Bistline recalled of the 
time, when he was 17 years old. “I missed my mom, of course, but life just 
went on. We had cows to milk. We had to get up at 4 o’clock in the morning.”50 
In Evelyn Jessop’s opinion, “It was a mass kidnapping of the women and chil-
dren by the State of Arizona! Some of the families hadn’t even had a trial of 
any kind!”51

Friday morning, the women were told they had ten minutes to prepare for 
a bus trip to Phoenix and to bring clothes for a three-day trip. Marie Darger’s 
mother was canning banana squash. She related that they

knelt down by the bed and we prayed that Heavenly Father wouldn’t 
let them take us away. We went down to the school and sat around 
ALL DAY! They had fi ve Greyhound Buses come in about 5:00 P.M. 
to carry us away. Our mothers asked that we be on the same bus 
together (our whole family). It was raining, and the road to Fredonia 
was very bad. I kept praying that the bus would get stuck so we could 
WALK BACK HOME! But Heavenly Father had other plans, so we 
went on.52

The majority of women and children traveled to Phoenix in buses. Ada 
B. Timpson remembered that they “gathered at the school building. We had 
been waiting there for hours and hours. It was raining, just poured down. The 
buses were having a hard time coming through the mud.”53 Ada would be a 
ward of the state for two years.

As an unmarried girl, Permilia J. Jessop missed the initial roundup of 
women and children, but two days later was taken into custody. The fi rst day, 
Permilia left her home and went to where they were detaining her father, who 
was sitting in the cool provided by a bower made out of branches and simple 
pieces of wood. He told her to put her “hat on and start to walk up the road and 
we’ll see what happens.” Almost immediately, the offi cers of the state stopped 
her and jeeps came from two directions and cut her off. They brought her to 
the schoolhouse, measured and weighed her, and asked her who she was. Later 
that day Sheriff Porter took Permilia and her father to Fredonia, where they 
boarded a small airplane and fl ew to Kingman. At Kingman the sheriff took 
her to a nearby army base where they had a building prepared for some of the 
women and children. She said much later,
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They had the jail full of men and they had to put the women 
somewhere, so they fi xed up this old Army barracks that was a 
psychiatric ward, so there were heavy bars on the windows—heavy 
screen that was fastened on pretty good and locks on the doors—
little cubby holes, separate places for people to sleep. And they had 
these little army cots to sleep on. That was the fi rst day, and the 
next day, I got up, had breakfast, had prayer. We went down in one 
of the rooms down lower, kneeled down and had our prayer.54

Life in captivity was a clash in cultures; the FLDS were exposed to a very dif-
ferent life. Even though most of the foster families were LDS, the contrast 
between their lifestyles was profound and sometimes uncomfortable. Accord-
ing to Permilia Jessop:

The meals we had there were quite a lot different from what the men 
were experiencing, because they had some excellent cook from one of 
the restaurants bring our meals to us, and they were delicious meals. 
I think what they were trying to was [sic] wean us away from what we 
knew was right, by giving us this good food. . . . The fi rst day they were 
there, the day before Permilia arrived the women had fasted. The 
Sheriff saw only a “hunger strike,” but Grandma Balmforth really told 
him straight. She said, “Have you ever been so heavy in your heart 
that you couldn’t eat? Have you ever had to have the help of the Lord 
to get you through an experience?” And she went on to tell him why 
our religion told us to fast and pray for deliverance if we needed it. 
Well, he backed down. He left the place fairly humble that night. 55

Regardless of their situation, the fundamentalist women and children had no 
choice in the matter and were overwhelmed by the lack of control over their lives.

It’s not very easy to live in a place where you know that you’re locked 
in. One of those days, one of the matrons told me to take the gar-
bage out to the garbage dump that was just around the corner of 
the house, and she unlocked the door for me and stood there and 
watched me while I took the garbage out and dumped it. When I got 
to the top step of the outside, I stopped and took a couple of deep 
breaths and she was really upset about that. She got me in that house 
real quick. But it was sure good to breathe good fresh air that didn’t 
have to come through those bars.56

Evelyn F. Jessop stayed with her children at the home of Mr. and
 Mrs. William Rogers in Mesa, Arizona, after leaving Short Creek. Rogers 
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took Evelyn out back of their suburban home and showed her a small shed 
where they would be living. Evelyn began to cry and Mrs. Rogers said, “Well, 
when you break the laws of the land, you have to be punished, don’t you?” 
The room was six by eight feet with two single beds to be used by four individ-
uals. Even so, Evelyn remembered her host mother’s kindness. She indicated 
that not long after they arrived,

the Welfare department told us to go to the J.C. Penney Company 
and pick out enough underclothes, shoes, material, etc. for the chil-
dren, and charge it to the Welfare Department. . . . I remember getting 
two pair of shoes for each of the children—one for Sunday and one 
pair for everyday. They allowed us enough material for three dresses 
apiece and a few things for my expected one. They told me to send 
home and have Edson send my baby layette down along with our 
bedding and more clothes.”57

Those in charge assigned Ada B. Timpson to the Schmid Haven of Rest at the 
south end of Phoenix. “We had to be right in there with the senile old people—
crazy people—you name it,” she remembered. “The condition that we went 
into was so much worse than what we came out. It was hard to understand 
how the papers could publish and how the people could think that we were in 
such dire circumstances when our own homes were so much better than what 
they put us in.”58 Many families lived in the Escabedo Apartments in Mesa, a 
nondescript multiple-family unit with enough available space for a number of 
polygamous women and their children to live.59 In the weeks after they arrived 
in Mesa, the women walked the streets trying to fi nd their friends and relatives. 
They met on Saturday mornings at the city park and once the state held a party 
for them at Pioneer Park.

Many, like Vera Black, thought that the Raid of 1953 was their central 
defi ning story, a narrative that distinguished the group and gave them signifi -
cant religious identity. She later remembered, “This is a most faith promoting 
experience I had, . . . It is never to be forgotten. Little do we realize what an extra 
blessed people we are.”60 Rather than a tragedy, Black interpreted this part of 
her life story as a test of her faith. “I take no credit for the part our family was 
so privileged to be chosen to see just how we would stand such a test. I give the 
Lord every bit of the credit for such a wonderful schooling He put us through. 
I am proud to be numbered among true and outstanding saints.”61

Like many other fundamentalist families, Vera Black lived on the Utah side 
of Short Creek in 1953. The community was divided informally between Ari-
zona and Utah by geography rather than design. On a topographical map the 
line defi ning state boundaries would have been clear and distinct, but from the 
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air or on the ground, the two parts of Short Creek would have been impossible 
to detect. Black remembered the raid from her vantage point on the Utah side 
of town. “I heard police cars coming in and a big blast letting town people know 
they were coming. I was on the Utah side by a big cherry orchard.” Although it 
was not entirely clear what they were supposed to do, Vera and her family knew 
they didn’t want to be arrested by the government. “We were told to stay there 
and not to cross the creek, and also to put blinds up so no one could see a light, 
so we did.” They made herculean efforts to avoid detection.

Then one day some boys came to our home to let us know that the 
buses had come and taken the women and children away and we 
were to be prepared to leave at midnight. They were planning to 
vacate the town so the offi cers would not take any more of us. So we 
were to be prepared to go that night. At midnight a knock came on 
the door. It was Truman. I think. So we took a little blanket and put 
on their coats and we followed him, walking through the alfalfa fi eld. 
It was raining gently, all was wet.62

After walking some distance, careful to be quiet and joined by others along 
the way, Vera and the others eventually got to the main road out of town.

A boy was there with an old car (no top on), taking people out to the 
Gap to be picked up and taken somewhere out of town. He loaded as 
many as he could cram in. One boy driving, one standing on back, 
no lights on. Off we fl ew. If they spied car lights they drove behind 
a bush or tree and stopped until all was clear, then went on until we 
got to the Gap. . . . We thanked the Lord for preserving our lives. We 
walked into the brush and lay down to rest on the damp ground. By 
this time it was getting day break. All of a sudden we heard planes 
overhead looking for us. By this time they discovered the town was 
vacant so they were out to catch us. We tried to hide but no use; all 
around us were police, some women. So they closed in on us and 
really were pushy, anyway one woman was real tough and gruff. 63

After a discussion the offi cers let them return to their homes.
According to the Phoenix Gazette, “There were as many newsmen, camera-

men, radio and television crews on hand—by prearrangement—as were pres-
ent for the somewhat more historic truce signing conference going on in Korea 
at about the same time.”64 Editorials in local newspapers questioned the raid 
and its drama after the fact:

The newsreels and the slick magazines will be full of the mock hero-
ics and histrionics of Arizona’s fearless governor and lesserly of the 
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stern devotion to law enforcement of its attorney general. But it is 
our guess that Arizonians themselves will be full of disgust that their 
highest offi cials deliberately made themselves principals in a fi asco.65

News reports varied. The Deseret News praised Pyle’s move in glowing 
terms.

Law abiding citizens of Utah and Arizona owe a debt of gratitude 
to Arizona’s Governor Howard Pyle and to his police offi cers who, 
Sunday, raided the polygamous settlement at Short Creek and 
rounded up its leaders for trial. . . . Again, we commend the Gov. for 
his forthright efforts. We have full confi dence that the rights of the 
innocent will be protected, the accused will be given a fair trial, and 
we hope the unfortunate activities at Short Creek will be cleaned up 
once and for all.66

Letters to the editor similarly ranged in opinion. Some supported Pyle’s 
position. Others focused on constitutional questions such as freedom of reli-
gion and privacy, the expense or scope of the raid, and importantly, what would 
happen next to the women and children. One concerned citizen, M. E. Lindsay, 
expressed confusion over the governor’s decision to break families apart in the 
name of family values:

That the welfare board in Phoenix will decide which children in 
Short Creek a mother is to be permitted to keep and which will be 
put in foster homes is a violation of personal liberties that makes 
everything pale in comparison. These women have shown spunk 
and will power in every action of defi ance; and in pictures, the young 
girls are neatly dressed with carefully braided hair, which belies the 
implications that these women are spineless “slaves” and victims. 
They are raising their families under severe economic and pioneer-
ing conditions, but they seem quite capable of raising their own 
children and want to do so.67

The Los Angeles Times and the Arizona Republic both featured front-page 
stories about the raid but condemned the way it exemplifi ed totalitarianism in 
the isolated landscape of northern Arizona. Condemning the “misuse of public 
funds,” the Arizona Republic also described it as a “cloak and dagger raid, typi-
cal of Hollywood’s worst product.”68 Arizona’s Young Democrats organization 
also attacked Pyle for the raid, characterizing it as “odious and un-American.” 
Accusing Pyle of unconsciously seeking notoriety that would lead to a national 
political campaign, they portrayed the raid as “circus-like” and a self-serving 
use of Pyle’s political position. They said:
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This criticism is not based on the fact that allegedly unlawful prac-
tices were brought to a halt but rather on the method and expenses 
used to achieve the above end. It is not necessarily a prerequisite for 
the successful enforcement of law that the governor of a state call a 
press conference of national magazines, papers and newsreels a week 
prior to the raid made merely for the purpose of insuring the gover-
nor nation-wide publicity for his own benefi t.69

Comparison of the Short Creek and Eldorado Raids

In the fi fty years from 1953 and 2008, Mormon fundamentalism evolved 
to become a distinctive religious culture that persisted despite considerable 
opposition, including efforts by both the federal and state governments to 
eliminate it. Its members had been penalized and ostracized. In the same 
years, a signifi cant dissenter community formed outside of fundamentalism 
to fi ght for those most vulnerable in the FLDS culture and those who choose 
to leave. At times during these years, legal persecution threatened the inter-
nal politics of the group. Changes in leadership placed signifi cant pressures 
on traditional fundamentalist culture. Both types of pressure have caused the 
group to retrench and to become more isolated and suspicious of interaction 
with the world outside. As had been true in Utah in the 1880s and the period 
known as the “underground,” the criminalization of the practice of polygamy 
pushed the community beyond public view, and the group became more sus-
picious of interactions with outsiders and more isolated and secretive in its 
distinctive lifestyle.

The most striking parallel between the Short Creek and Eldorado raids 
was the justifi cation for raiding an entire community to address the allegation 
of a single crime. Rather than deal with the polygamists as individuals with 
individual civil rights, the men and women of both communities were lumped 
into a single whole with a group personality, shared history, and common set 
of behaviors. Belying the guarantee provided by the Constitution for individual 
civil rights, these groups received a different, extralegal treatment ostensibly 
justifi ed by their unique religious beliefs and practices.

Both raids were stimulated in part by allegations of child abuse, particu-
larly underage marriages. Governor Pyle gathered information about alleged 
marriages through the Burns Detective Agency and the fi lming that they 
conducted under the guise of collecting images for future Hollywood fi lms. 
The story wasn’t entirely outrageous in the area of southern Utah that was 
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often the backdrop for Hollywood Westerns; it was, nevertheless, a decep-
tion designed to trap the polygamists. The Eldorado raid centered on sto-
ries brought to government offi cials by apostates who had left the group for 
a wide range of their own personal reasons. Empowered by the successful 
series of child abuse cases that escalated public attention to the group in the 
past fi ve years, particularly the infamous case of the group’s prophet Warren 
Jeffs,  dissenters created a pipeline for stories of the group’s secretive way 
of life.70

Media attention had a signifi cant impact on public opinion about the prac-
tice of plurality. The Deseret News conducted a poll in August 1998 that indi-
cated that 92 percent of the citizens of Utah “believed the state should be more 
aggressive in investigating child abuse, sex abuse, marriages of minors and 
welfare fraud within polygamous communities.”71

The media played a signifi cant although different role in the FLDS raids. 
Responding to the titillating story of multiple wives in Short Creek, national 
and local newspapers wrote about the 1953 raid for months afterward. But 
because of the explosion of mass media with cable network and internet news, 
and blogs, in 2008 the public was bombarded with photographs, interpreta-
tions, and scandalous headlines. Rather than making room for individual inter-
pretation, this media barrage framed a particular understanding of this event 
that played out in front of television cameras. Several themes ran through the 
accounts regardless of the medium, the approach, or the seriousness of the 
interpretations.

British sociologist James A. Beckford argues that the media focuses on 
groups like the FLDS and New Religious Movements when they are engaged 
in confl ict, fi nding them newsworthy because they are “deviant, threatening, 
or simply weird.”72 While this is understandable, it highlights endemic prob-
lems with the sound bite treatment of the story of religious belief and practice. 
For many, short and pithy stories about the FLDS are the only information the 
public will ever receive about the life of this religious culture and will emphasize 
the scandalous and outrageous elements of the lifestyle of the group over the 
mundane. As Beckford writes concerning New Religious Movements (NRMS):

Knowing that the public has a very poor opinion of NRMS, largely 
as a result of stereotyping in the mass media, police offi cers do 
not take much of a risk if they take high-handed action against 
these unpopular movements. Journalists function as the principal 
gatekeepers of public opinion especially on matters with which the 
person-in-the-street is not normally familiar.73
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Trends in litigation and reporting refl ect cultural norms and attitudes towards 
the FLDS that are worth tracking.

Preoccupation with Appearances

Often the members of religious organizations, like the fundamentalist Mor-
mons, distinguish themselves from outsiders through unusual dress. Bolster-
ing identity as a peculiar people, costume becomes a physical line marking 
the difference between insiders and those outside the faith. In the 1930s and 
1940s, the fundamentalists wore typical clothing of the times. Pictures taken 
during the 1944 raid, for instance, portray attractively coifed women, fl anking 
their polygamous husbands, and dressed in modest but stylish dresses cut in 
the lines popular in the day. Gradually, during the next decade, this changed 
and women started wearing clothing that their grandmothers might have worn. 
These were handmade dresses that covered the sacred temple garments they 
wore beneath and that ran to their wrists and ankles. Modesty, simplicity, and a 
rejection of contemporary standards expressed a group consciousness, bound-
ary making, and a type of social control.

In the 1950s, the media described the FLDS as a rural people with a sim-
ple lifestyle, a descriptive approach that fell short of connecting the distinctive 
dress to a more general lack of agency or cultish behavior. Women wore the 
equivalent of pioneer dresses and the men plain work clothes. By 2008, this 
peculiar style of dress had seemed to become more aberrant or weird to main-
stream audiences. Some reporters used it to prove that the members of the 
sect were brainwashed and isolated from the world outside. In short, the pastel 
dresses and up-do bangs so characteristic of FLDS women at Eldorado seemed 
to indicate a sort of backwardness or sameness dangerous to individual agency. 
“I’m quite taken by their appearance,” one reporter wrote,

First, it’s clear that they are all closely inter-related. There are the 
last names, of course: predominantly Jessop, Jeffs, Steed, and 
Allred. When you consider that Merrill Jessop alone had over sixty 
children with his fi rst seven wives, it’s not that surprising. And they 
all have the same jaw line! That’s some strong bloodline. Much has 
already been said about the women’s clothes, restricted as they are 
to pastel colored frocks that cover every inch of body, arms, and legs 
(which are enclosed in long underwear under the dresses, even in 
this 100 degree heat). And those amazing pompadours, which lift 
these mostly petite ladies a good four inches higher! Even with the 
complicated and heavily sprayed hair-do’s (I imagine it must require 
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help to put those long heavy tresses into place), the women still look 
like young girls.74

In photos of Warren Jeffs with 12- and 13-year-old wives, “The smiling, fresh-
faced pre-teens—dressed in ‘Little House on the Prairie’-style garb typical of 
Jeffs’ cult—are also depicted hugging him and being cradled in his arms as if 
he were walking them across the threshold.”75 Perhaps these images were the 
most scandalous that came out of the community during the 2000s, raising 
legitimate questions about underage marriage and prophetic entitlement and 
provoking the most ire. Another frequent motif was the inordinate amount of 
control that Warren Jeffs exerted over his followers as church president. It is 
clear that Warren Jeffs pushed the lines of propriety within the context of the 
FLDS community and demonstrated a sense of extraordinary entitlement that 
wrapped around his role as prophet and patriarch of his own family kingdom. 
Jeffs’ leadership created profound pressures on the group and led to its destabi-
lization, and as important, to an increasingly extreme interpretation of church 
law and behavior. Without doubt, one of the most signifi cant differences 
between the Short Creek community and the FLDS who lived in Eldorado was 
the leadership of Warren Jeffs, an individual who inspires a widely varied set 
of responses. Carolyn Jessop, in Escape, a poignant memoir that depicts her 
departure from the polygamous community at Colorado City, says of Jeffs:

Warren Jeffs had our community in a chokehold. I noticed that people’s 
faces now seemed devoid of expression. It was as if they were afraid 
even to look like they might be thinking. The life seemed drained from 
their faces. They acted as if emotions had been outlawed. People were 
determined to “keep sweet” even if it killed them. There was no arguing 
or questioning. But by “keeping sweet” we lost all our power.76

According to attorney and historian Ken Driggs, “When Jeffs gained power, 
he appeared to prefer seclusion to involvement. Jeffs seemed to think outsiders 
hate him, were always going to persecute him and are corrupt.”77 The human 
dimension of spiritual leadership, in this case, led to abuses of ecclesiastical 
power and infl uence. In this view, Jeffs was fi rst of all a man, and like all men, 
prophets or not, he was subject to human emotion, including pride or greed 
and sexual behavior beyond accepted norms, and he sometimes let this get in 
the way of moral leadership. However, religious historian Timothy Miller sees 
little difference between the sexual behavior of the leader and regular members 
in groups like this one, which he would call a New Religious Movement. “You 
see the same situation—someone with authority and a lot of trust has the same 
weaknesses and desires as anyone else. These people are human. I think that 
is the bottom line.”78
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Lifestyle

When groups of fundamentalist Mormons fi rst separated from the mainstream 
LDS church in the 1920s and gathered in enclaves in the Salt Lake Valley or in 
isolated locations throughout the state, it would have been diffi cult to distin-
guish them from the Latter-Day Saints. Raised in LDS culture, the members of 
these groups would have worn clothing similar to that of their neighbors, sang 
the same religious hymns and performed the same religious rituals, and read 
the same body of scripture. In the eight decades that followed, fundamentalist 
culture became distinct and increasingly foreign to Latter-Day Saints and non-
LDS alike. The FLDS turned inward, creating and maintaining meaningful 
boundaries between themselves and outsiders in terms of life practice, belief, 
and space. This was accomplished in part as a matter of survival—polygamy 
was illegal in most states in the American West—but also as a way of main-
taining the integrity of their religious lifestyle. Through the process, the FLDS 
became in a way more eccentric, reverting to pioneer dress and nineteenth-cen-
tury gender roles. Coded behavior, such as “staying sweet,” became a means 
of social control, evidence of righteous attitudes, and distinguished them from 
outsiders.79 The FLDS world was a strictly patriarchal one in which everyone 
knew their place in the social and religious order and deferred to those with 
more authority or status.

Between the 1950s and 2000, American culture more generally passed 
through the women’s movement, student demonstrations, and the civil rights 
movement. FLDS culture formed a critique of modern culture and referenced, 
in an almost nostalgic way, a simpler and more religiously oriented world of 
the past. The FLDS believed that their contemporaries in the world outside had 
lost their way and were doomed to unhappiness and sin.

When the media analyzed behavior at Eldorado from afar, they often 
focused on the contrast between the FLDS lifestyle and that of the world 
outside, particularly the roles of men and women. Many interpreted the way 
FLDS men and women followed the guidance of group’s leaders as restrictive 
of basic civil liberties, and lacking of room for individuality or choice. Such 
generalizations were based on limited information or appearances. “None 
of them drink, smoke, or do drugs. They rise at 4:30 each morning and the 
men go out to do hard physical labor—construction work or farming,” one 
reporter noted in a description that could be true of farm families everywhere. 
He adds:

They rarely work outside the community. The women sew, 
 garden, cook, keep house, and tend the dozens of children in each 
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 polygamous family unit. Many of the women look so thin as to be 
almost malnourished, possibly a result of birthing and trying to feed 
their many, many offspring.80

Another commented on the photos coming out of Texas that depicted the 
lifestyle of the FLDS at the Eldorado complex, “The shots are an apparent 
effort to show how deeply creepy life is among Jeffs’ followers, for whom 
multiple wives and marriage to teenagers is allegedly part of their faith.”81 
These images were suggestive of religious extremism rather than rural 
realities for some outsider observers, who found the nineteenth-century 
dress and gender roles disturbing, rather than indicative of sincerely held 
belief. Others questioned the alarmist reporting, as in this example: “How 
about all those kids with a history of broken bones that were reported?” 
“What about the claim that there were found 31 underage teens who are or 
have been pregnant?” Even though the TCPS (Texas Child Protective Ser-
vices) redacted the numbers, the media reported the original unredacted 
repeatedly. “The reporters assume that the sensationalist allegations made 
by the likes of disaffected ex-members who have books to sell . . . were the 
facts, and they have worked from that skewed perspective. Cutting through 
the myths, though, and getting at the actual facts, one fi nds a dramatically 
different perspective.”82 Many reports and editorial comments similarly 
expressed outrage at the peculiar lifestyle, including the style of dress, the 
extreme isolation, homeschooling, marriage of underage girls, and authori-
tarian culture.

Gender

Much of the impetus for both the 1953 and 2008 raids came from particular 
understandings about gender—the meaning of the difference between men 
and women—and marriage practices based on those understandings. FLDS 
culture was structured along patriarchal lines, a way of ordering relationships 
between men and women, parents and children and within the FLDS com-
munity in general. Although patriarchy persists in many modern religions and 
in society at large, for some observers, this extreme example created patterns 
destructive of a woman’s agency, sense of self-respect, and ability to protect 
herself against potentially abusive relationships. As Deborah King, in the Huff-
ington Post, noted about the FLDS,

But there is a darker side to the eternal wholesomeness. Neither 
men nor women speak much above a whisper. The judge asks if 
they understand the required words: If you are not willing or able 
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to provide your child a safe environment, your parental rights can 
be restricted or terminated. The eventual answer from the terrifi ed 
parents is a low “Yes, ma’am.” The judges are always asking them 
to speak up, but how can they? If they are obedient to the tenets of 
their beliefs, as in any totalitarian society, they don’t retain much 
sense of self. All the women speak in “sweet” little girls voices. In 
the “outside” world, that’s usually a sign of a woman who has been 
abused. And if we consider the line these women have to toe to be in 
“perfect obedience” to their husbands—in order to earn a place in the 
celestial kingdom of the afterlife—it’s no wonder they don’t grow up 
to be strong-minded independent women who can fully inhabit their 
womanly selves.83

Both the 1953 raid and the 2008 raid created signifi cant trauma and disrup-
tion in the lives of the women and children involved. Because of the extreme 
isolation of their communities, they were unaccustomed to talking with out-
siders, let alone the press. Moreover, because of the series of legal proceed-
ings, they were very conscious that what they said might be used in legal 
proceedings that impacted their custody of their children. It is diffi cult to 
judge how these women might have acted in more normal circumstances or 
what their manner of speaking implies about the role that women play in the 
FLDS world.

It is true that abuse occurs in some families in the fundamentalist world 
and that limitations are placed on the lives of female members of the com-
munity. As I have argued elsewhere, the culture of fundamentalism feels the 
pressure and responds to the stress of a range of sources, including: “the power 
structure of patriarchy, the intervention of governmental agencies in the pri-
vate lives of polygamous families, the abuse of prophetic leadership on the part 
of the leaders of the various groups, and, fi nally human frailty.”84 As a result, 
understanding the position of women and the particular strictures on female 
lives is an incredibly complex proposition.

Mormon fundamentalist culture has always been patriarchal—inheriting 
its theological and social organization from its nineteenth-century roots in the 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, which was also deeply patriarchal. 
In the fundamentalist family, multiple wives and children revolve around a 
single family patriarch, a family organization that, in this belief system, has 
signifi cance not only on the earth but also in heaven. Male priesthood renders 
men enormously powerful and infl uential in the FLDS world; indeed, plurality 
has meaning only in the context of the concept of family kingdoms, celestial 
life, and the quality of one’s life both on the earth and in the hereafter. Plurality 
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contributes to the group’s stability and identity by separating members from 
the world outside, providing a boundary that is meaningful and absolute. In 
part because of the intense family-based organization, but also because of the 
patriarchal nature of this organization, men have inordinate power over the 
lives of the women and children in the group. As was true in the nineteenth 
century, women are taught to be submissive, obedient, and deferential to their 
male counterparts, who lead the family units. This same structural element 
that contributes to group stability ironically creates situations that provide 
opportunities for abuse. It is true that patriarchy and polygamous culture alone 
do not produce human rights violations or spousal or child abuse. They do, 
however, as I have argued in Nova Religio, “support systemic conditions that 
limit a woman’s ability to make her own choices. These might include leaving 
an abusive situation, or challenging decisions or behaviors of the patriarch in a 
fundamentalist family.”85

While it is easy for reporters to describe the women of the FLDS cul-
ture as sheep—a homogeneous crowd of brainwashed girls—it is impor-
tant to consider how complex and nuanced this culture is. In every way, 
Mormon fundamentalist culture is structured along the lines of gender, 
with men holding greater power than women in terms of access to material 
and symbolic resources. This might be expressed through priesthood, the 
distribution or sharing of resources such as food or other material goods 
or access to education or training, or in the worst scenario through spousal 
or child abuse. It is patriarchy rather than plurality that creates conditions 
that harbor this abuse and obscure its view from outsiders. Patriarchal sys-
tems ask women to be legally and morally bound to their husbands. The 
systems create specifi c and restrictive male and female family roles and, 
even more important, separate the private life of the plural family from 
the public domain of the community. Women are not taught to stand up to 
men but to support men’s “righteous” leadership. A subtle but signifi cant 
difference, this deferential practice leaves FLDS women ill equipped for the 
eventuality of abuse. When underage marriage occurs, it augments these 
factors further. It restricts the choices young women have in shaping their 
life course, and it refl ects the fundamentalist Mormon gendered under-
standing of the purpose of one’s life and the role that women play—only as 
mothers can they taste the power men feel through priesthood, of creation, 
of the righteous transmission of religious belief and a meaningful role in 
the creation of religious community. The disparate lives of men and women 
are sanctioned by scripture and church doctrine and belief that is embed-
ded in life practices that distinguish the group from its nineteenth-century 
antecedents and from those outside the faith.
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Sexual Behavior

The titillating sexual element in FLDS polygamy invites media and public atten-
tion without doubt. Like other fringe religious sects, the FLDS way of life for 
many outsiders is primarily about sex. “What is it with sects and sex?” writes 
Kimberly Winston of the Religion News Service:

The Texas probe into allegations of child abuse at a polygamous 
compound started with an anonymous phone call about underage girls 
having sex with adult men. Reports circulated of rumpled bed linens 
inside the sect’s glistening temple. Its imprisoned leader, Warren Jeffs, 
reportedly has dozens of wives and would grant and deny wives to 
his male followers depending on their perceived worthiness. Without 
 multiple wives, he taught, they could never achieve salvation.86

More important than the details of relationships between men and women in 
the group is the kind of sexual power that the leaders do hold over their follow-
ers. According to religious historian Catherine Weissenger:

Every group has its own dynamics and diversity. A leader can use 
sexual activity to diminish ties between followers and direct their 
affections and emotions. But the thing to remember is that no one 
has that charisma unless the people behind him or her believe that 
he or she has it.87

Because followers believe their group leader speaks with God, his sexual behav-
ior or relationships seem to be imbued with a special sacred holiness or sanc-
tity. Among the FLDS, the authority of church leaders—or in the more recent 
past, Warren Jeffs—to arrange or dissolve marriages lent a sacred or religious 
sanctity to relationships he condoned.

In part a way of ordering relationships and partly a method for solidifying 
power in the person of the church president, the FLDS practice the “Law of 
Placement,” through which, according to former FLDS member Elissa Wall, 
“all marriages are decided by the prophet and based on a revelation that he 
receives from God.”88 This lends religious sanction to the proposed union and 
links it to salvation. Again according to Wall, “everything the prophet proclaims 
is said to be the word of God, and thus if he directs a union, it is akin to God 
commanding the union.”89

As principal of the FLDS school, the Alta Academy, Warren Jeffs often 
reminded his students of his favorite motto, “Perfect obedience produces 
 perfect faith, which produces perfect people.”90 Unquestioning loyalty and 



a repeat of history  29

 obedience to Warren Jeffs as church prophet and president were evidence of 
one’s righteousness and assurance of a position in heaven.

Name Calling, or What to Call the Group?

In reporting both raids, the media struggled to fi nd the correct language to 
describe the group. Because of the power of language to connote certain mean-
ings, this proved to be incredibly important. Framing the religious experience 
and lifestyle of the FLDS with certain assumptions and a sense of history, 
words like “church,” “sect,” and “cult” elicited judgments not necessarily con-
sonant with the reality of the fundamentalist Mormon world. As reporter Trish 
Choate comments, “Where some see questionable motives, others see a quest 
for holiness and a drive to remain faithful to Mormon Church founder Joseph 
Smith Jr.”91

Whether “church,” “sect,” or “cult” is the appropriate term to use in 
describing the FLDS, the quick study required for the evening news is not a 
suffi cient basis for enduring judgment call. Three examples of the use of the 
word “cult” in the context of the polygamy raids demonstrate the  dangers of 
trying to understand the FLDS through this overly simplistic label, which does 
not necessarily capture the unique features of this group or its religious raison 
d’être. First, the Arizona Republic argued that: “The dramatic raid on a Texas 
polygamist compound just slammed up against the reality of how hard it is to 
deal with this cult.”92 Cult here presumes a relationship between members and 
leaders as potentially dangerous when personal agency is limited. In another 
example, “Arizona knows that rushing in doesn’t work unless the victims are 
willing to testify. In a cult, brainwashed victims don’t even understand that 
being ‘given’ as a child in ‘spiritual marriage’ to a man with multiple wives 
is a crime.”93 In this way of thinking, a raid is justifi ed because members are 
unable to act for themselves in their own defense. And in a fi nal example, “As 
Texas is fi nding out, dealing with a mind-controlling cult takes more than just 
a desire for dramatic action.”94

Warren Jeffs has been characterized as a cult leader who put his own inter-
est before all others. New York Post reporter Todd Venezia sized up Jeffs and 
categorically blocked off any more fi nely distinguished understanding of his 
role as leader of a religious tradition. “Crazy polygamy cult leader Warren Jeffs 
likes to think of himself as a prophet—but new photos prove that he’s really a 
pervert.”95 Moreover, the group’s history and deep connection to nineteenth-
century Mormonism link it to a broader and more complex religious tradition 
than simply the expression of Jeffs’ unusual leadership and agenda.
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It is too easy, after characterizing the FLDS as a cult, to justify this extraor-
dinary reaction on the part of outsiders because of the presumption of limited 
agency, charismatic but perhaps unorthodox leadership, and the precarious 
position of women and children. But a deeper and more sustained study is 
necessary to analyze and consider the ramifi cations of such a label before the 
deep religious character of this group is dismissed in this way.

Reporters have proven ingenious in fi nding new angles to write about, 
including the restricted gene pool,96 racism,97 underage marriages, and the 
possibility for violence. Yet another issue was distinguishing the difference 
between the FLDS and the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints and the 
tangled history of the two.

Interpreting the Meaning of the Raid

For insiders and outsiders, the Eldorado raid was hauntingly familiar, a repeat 
of history. For the FLDS it was the materialization of their worst fears; for 
outside observers, the exercise of state power. The way the state justifi ed and 
conceptualized the raid of Eldorado mirrored the Short Creek raid. Rather than 
learning from the failed raid of fi ve decades earlier, Texas reacted to the FLDS 
community in the same way that Howard Pyle responded to Short Creek. In 
the recent past, Arizona chose a different response:

This is a lesson Arizona learned fi ve decades ago when our state 
raided the polygamous cult that straddles the Arizona-Utah line. It is 
a lesson that has informed our state’s most recent approach to cult 
leader Warren Jeffs’ nightmare community. Arizona understands the 
importance of building a case before going in like gangbusters.98

The attorneys general of both Arizona and Utah would take instead “a slow 
and deliberate path,” an implication that the Texas raid would fail to lead to a 
benefi cial result. The Arizona Republic recommended a different approach, one 
informed by history like that used in the case against Warren Jeffs:

It led to the conviction of Warren Jeffs as an accomplice to child rape 
in Utah and his upcoming trial in Arizona. It took a toll on his fi nan-
cial support in Arizona. It resulted in changes in the law enforcement 
in Colorado City, Arizona where calling the cops used to mean getting 
an offi cer who was loyal to the cult fi rst and law enforcement second.99

Conjuring up the memory of 1953, the Arizona Republic urged caution 
and care in the legal proceedings that inevitably would follow in the wake of 
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the Eldorado raid. “We hope Texas takes another lesson from Arizona: After 
Arizona raided the polygamist community 50 years ago, the failure to make 
charges stick left law enforcement reluctant to try anything else until just the 
past few years.”100 Remembering the complicated web of relationships that tied 
the FLDS together, the paper recommended that as this case unfolded, the 
FLDS should be treated legally as individuals.

Now they’ve got a problem. Not the reunion of kids with their 
parents—investigators will still have access to interview the children 
one by one, which is how it should have been done in the fi rst place. 
But in the absence of open, desperate complaints from Yearning for 
Zion’s women, how will they prove anything against the ranch, if 
indeed laws were broken?101

As had been true in 1953, many interpreted the raid as a test of civil rights. 
This approach focused on the ability of the constitution to protect religious 
liberty or individual rights.

They’re people you probably don’t know and couldn’t be expected to 
understand. You might even despise their way of life and system of 
belief. But they’re American citizens with all the rights guaranteed 
the rest of us, and that’s why today dozens of women and children 
associated with the Fundamentalist Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
Day Saints are no longer enduring what one social worker described 
as conditions experienced by ‘prisoners of war.’ . . . As isolated as they 
might be, they’re still protected under the law. . . . When a system 
designed to help children and families—even families we don’t 
understand—does more harm than good, it’s time to change the 
system.”102

The Short Creek raid aroused comparisons to fascism or the face of Hitler 
in reference to what was perceived as a totalitarian regime, but in reporting 
the Eldorado raid, critics evoked images of the war in Iraq, a more recent cul-
tural phenomenon. The Los Angeles Times made this explicit comparison in its 
June 2, 2008, edition:

Strange how much the Texas raid of a polygamist ranch resembles 
the U.S. invasion of Iraq. Just as American leaders seemed cer-
tain that Iraqis would gratefully embrace us for deposing Saddam 
Hussein, the Texas authorities seemed to expect dozens of newly 
freed girls to come forward complaining that they had been forced 
into sex and detained against their wills. In the weeks after the raid, 
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the Texas offi cials seemed to launch their own search for weapons of 
mass destruction—or in this case, mass molestation of young girls—
that were never found. Instead they’d trumpet whatever else they 
could fi nd—oh, here’s an underage mother. Except, as it turned out, 
many of those weren’t underage. Even if they had been, teen mothers 
hold little shock value for society these days.103

Ideally, historians and sociologists equipped to evaluate the story of the FLDS 
in refl ective and objective ways will move beyond the initial reporting of the 
confl icts that occur with such groups and build an interpretive case with a 
broad range of primary materials. Unarguably, the media colors the way in 
which outsiders understand the religious lives of members of this community 
as well as state interventions and the possibilities for their continued existence. 
Media treatment is part of the story and impacts the public’s ability to make 
sense of the narrative of the group.

Those most affected by the raids search for meaning in their personal 
 narratives. Louis Barlow’s attitude toward the 1953 raid typifi ed the FLDS point 
of view.

We’ve been accused of committing sin, violating moral laws under 
the name and guise of religion. I want to remind you of the basic 
freedom we have. It is the freedom of life, liberty and the pursuit 
of happiness. And if any community were to do the things that 
Governor Pyle accused our community of doing and called it religion, 
yes, of course, it should be wiped out, smashed and done away with. 
Accusations of a white slave factory, accusations of young women 
being forced into marriage against their will, accusations of misap-
propriation of funds, accusations of tax evasion, accusations of any 
kind and every kind—those accusations are FALSE as they can be! 
And it is our only hope that the American people will see these 
things and come to our rescue. . . . But in the meantime, our women 
and children have been KIDNAPPED!104

For the FLDS, plurality is a test of their righteousness and is grounded 
in religious belief. Similarly, they frame their understanding of the two raids 
with a religious lens. Louis Barlow commented during an interview with KSUB 
Radio in August 1953 in the aftermath of the Short Creek raid, “You people may 
look on this incident in Short Creek with indifference and mere curiosity, but 
to us it is an attack upon everything we have lived for, fought for, prayed for, 
and some of us have died for.”105 After the 1953 raid, Louis Barlow did not know 
where his wives and children were, “All I know is that my house is empty. My 
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kids’ cribs are empty.”106 At once a personal tragedy and a religious test, the 
raid created personal and corporate myths, stories that forged unity of purpose, 
shared history, and a renewed dedication to the building of what they consid-
ered the kingdom of God in preparation for the second coming of Christ.

Leroy Johnson blamed the raids on the “unfaithfulness” of the people:

I bring it down to our day. We had a raid in 1934, in 1944, and ten 
years later we had another raid, simply because the people could 
not learn by the experience of others that God meant what He said 
when He said, ‘Keep My Commandments. My word is sharper than 
a two-edged sword to the cutting asunder of both marrow and joint.’ 
In 1944, after that raid, fi fteen men were sentenced to the federal 
prison. They had one or two women that testifi ed against these men 
and sent them to prison. I want you to pay attention! In 1953, there 
were a great many more men arrested and their families taken away 
from them. Women and children were carried away by the enemy, 
and the governor of the state made a public announcement that he 
would take the children away from the parents and adopt them out, 
he would put the women in detention homes and put the men in the 
prisons, and after three years, they would destroy the records and 
their identity would be forgotten. But do you know what happened? 
They were so sure that the women they were taking away would be 
so pleased to receive a little freedom that they would be glad to testify 
against their husbands. Had they been able to get one woman at that 
time to testify against her husband, it would have been too bad for 
the men because they would have gone to prison. They worked hard 
for it, but they couldn’t get it.107

Louis Barlow described Sunday, July 26, as:

a terrible day of this invasion, this Raid, this abuse that came upon our 
fair community! After the invasion and the fear that was put into the 
lives of every mother and child in that community, followed mock trails, 
Juvenile hearings and imprisonment! They desecrated the day! The 
places where we held Sunday School and meetings were made prisons 
the men were put in there and held by sheriffs all the way around—not 
allowed to talk to their families, treated just as if it was a movement of 
Adolph Hitler or some movement like that out of the last war!108

In the words of Alvin Barlow:

We are a part of a very real, a very live, a very wonderful thing. And 
there are no people in the history of the Gospel that have been 
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exempt from it. Sometimes our experiences in our youth don’t quite 
bring it into focus. We see it in the written story; we hear it told from 
those that were there, and it takes on a certain atmosphere of histori-
cal importance, but the very time that we are living, right now, is as 
critical a day as ever there was.109

In 1953 the FLDS portrayed the raid as the battle between good and evil, 
that if they had faith they could prevail. The measure of the good or ill that 
befell them was always related to faithfulness. In the same way, in the 2000s 
the FLDS portrayed the world outside as the beast, as the enemy and the force 
of evil, designed by the devil to put these righteous people down. It has been 
true in each raid that a shared enemy has been a powerful binding infl uence 
over the relationships of group members.

When the stress is on from the outside it tends to drive the people 
together. But in peace time people are more inclined to be nettled 
and offended by the little things that each other do, and thereby they 
draw apart instead of together. And this is the great test that I think 
we are in today.110

For Fred Jessop this was the fi ght of good against evil, a “moral fi ght,” a “fi ght 
of integrity,” a “fi ght against infl uences that are calculated to destroy and dis-
unite this people in other words, to get us to alienate ourselves from that cho-
sen source of revelation and blessings on earth.”111

Conclusion

In an ideal world we would learn what history has to teach us, but it is more 
often the case that we do not. This characterizes the story of the confronta-
tion of state governments with the polygamous communities of the FLDS in 
the 1953 raid on Short Creek and the 2008 raid on Eldorado, Texas, and the 
resulting media coverage. There are no easy answers about how to protect the 
individual rights of members of religious communities that choose to separate 
from mainstream society and live distinctive lives according to their spiritual 
beliefs. Haunting failures that end up with damaged lives instead of enlight-
ened rebuilding remind us of the dire consequences of misunderstanding 
and injudicious action. The impact of Eldorado and Short Creek may be more 
nuanced and complex than the inferno that burned the Mt. Carmel complex to 
the ground, but the damage will spread through time and space in unpredict-
able but painfully destructive ways in the future.
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It was a tense gathering that Sunday at the meeting house, the North 
Auditorium of the local public school. The religious leaders of the 
community, Parley Harker, Virgil Jessop, Fred M. Jessop, and Alma 
Adelbert Timpson, had taken their seats as they had always done, 
sitting on the stage of the auditorium above the church membership. 
There were issues that had been going on for several years. President 
“Del” Timpson, counselor to President Leroy S. Johnson, conducted 
the meeting. “Uncle” Fred Jessop led in a hymn, the audience there 
was prayer, and “Uncle” Newell Steed led another hymn sung by 
the choir. Several men from the audience were called on to preach. 
Then Brother Timpson began his own sermon for the day. When 
he admonished the community to “stay away from (then ailing) 
President Johnson with your ungodly presence or you will be cursed,” 
Dan Barlow, mayor of Colorado City and son and grandson of two of 
the founding fathers, shouted, “That’s a lie.” No one moved at fi rst; 
some thinking Del Timpson, who was almost completely deaf, had 
not heard him. Then Truman Barlow, Dan’s brother, stood up and 
began putting on his coat, but everyone else sat riveted on the edge 
of their seats. No one doubted something historical was happening. 
Outbursts like this had only happened twice before in meetings. Then 
the bishop, “Uncle” Fred Jessop, 72-year-old son of revered “Grandpa” 
Joseph Jessop and unoffi cial leader of the fundamentalist 
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community, stood up. He glared at President Timpson on the stand, looked 
out over the audience, and gave his suit vest a quick tug as if giving a signal. 
More than 85 percent of the audience rose en masse and stood staring at 
Del Timpson. Stunned, Brother Timpson quietly but fi rmly said, “Dismiss 
yourselves at home,” and began to walk off the stage. Quietly the audience 
fi led out the exits of the meetinghouse. In mere minutes, it was empty. So 
began the ending of more than 40 years of consensus over what constituted 
the moral and political foundation of a Mormon fundamentalist polity. The 
year was 1981, in the late fall, and the walkout (the day they rose up against 
Brother Timpson, as it is referred to) represented the beginning of what 
would become a total fi ssion in the oldest and largest polygamous commu-
nity in North America.1 Those who that day sided with Fred Jessop became 
known as the First Ward, and those who sided with Del Timpson were called 
the Second Ward.

The long-term repercussions resulted in the community separating into 
two autonomous, often openly hostile, communities—economically, politi-
cally, and socially independent of one another. The “Split” marked the formal 
ending of the founders’ desire to create what the Puritans long ago tried to 
achieve: “building the City of God on earth.” Now splintered into two rival 
sects, each would not only face the outside world alone, but would also compete 
with the other for legitimacy.

In this chapter, we explore the making, unmaking, and remaking of 
an intentional community whose social organization shifts over a 50-year 
period from an ad hoc cluster of struggling homesteaders to the forma-
tion of a religiously inspired communal order to the current situation of 
two separate communities that coexist, albeit uneasily, in close geographic 
proximity.

Specifi cally, we examine the external factors (i.e., state policies and eco-
nomic opportunities) and the internal factors (i.e., religious doctrine, family 
and other political alliances, and local history) that shaped the perspectives, 
motivations, and expectations of an individual’s place within a hierarchical, 
religiously inspired, social order. In examining the reasons for the formation, 
separation, and reformation of the confl icting communities, we illustrate 
some of the problems inherent in the fundamentalist social organization. 
We discuss how different families, as individuals and members of a larger 
collective, responded to the daily challenges inherent in trying to balance 
spiritual requirements with family obligations, as well as with often unvoiced 
personal desires. In the end, we probe the meaning of contemporary Mor-
mon fundamentalism religion as it is practiced in two different American 
communities.
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Fundamentalism: An Overview

Fundamentalist movements draw on a variety of organizational forms and come 
with different polity traditions that range from withdrawing (world rejecting) to 
accommodating (or world embracing). Many fundamentalist movements prefer 
to establish intentional communities, that is, a gathering of individuals who 
choose to live together with a common goal based on forms of relatedness other 
than blood ties. Intentional communities place a high priority on developing feel-
ings of belonging based in fellowship and mutual support. Because fundamental-
ist worldviews tend to be totalizing life orientations, individuals fi nd comfort and 
expression in embracing a particular view of the “Truth.” In their Christian form, 
fundamentalists tend to be pre-millennialists, who hold that it is impossible to 
achieve anything lasting before the Second Coming of the Savior. Christian fun-
damentalist thought stresses the certainty of God’s existence, the infallibility of the 
sacred religious texts (for example, for Mormons, the Book of Mormon and the 
Bible, although Mormons add the caveat: as long as it is translated correctly) and 
other revelations of divine will, and the necessity of personal salvation through 
living according to theological principles. Embracing these principles enables the 
membership to distinguish between good and evil, the elect and the damned, and 
thereby draw boundaries between insiders and outsiders. In effect, adherence to 
core principles enables people to recognize “us” and “them.”

Christian fundamentalists vary widely in their specifi c denominational tra-
ditions. Spirituality or religious idealism is “the most common inspiration for 
launching a new community,”2 and it serves as a basis for a bold vision for the 
creation of a new social and economic order. Implicit within this social trans-
formation vision is a related conviction that individuals can change and thus 
improve themselves, their children, and their environment.3

The early American religious communities, Lyman Sargent4 points out, 
“were authoritarian, patriarchal, and hierarchical.” Many communal societies 
“resist social change, particularly regarding gender relations, preferring instead 
to remain retreats from the world.”5 Economically, the religiously inspired 
communities also practice some form of collective ownership. Political power, 
however, is derived from religious charisma that gives rise to various “cults of 
personality.” Signifi cantly, most members are devoted and want to understand 
and live according to the tenets of their esoteric theology, which often empha-
sizes spiritual fulfi llment over material well-being. Because most religious com-
munitarians believe that the Second Coming is near, they may experiment with 
different forms of interaction.6 Whatever a fundamentalist community’s atti-
tude toward interacting with mainstream society is, each community is faced 
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with the perennial dilemma: how much to render unto God, unto Caesar, unto 
one’s family (nuclear and extended), and how much unto one’s own self.

The dual commitment to things of earth and things of heaven is manifest 
in the way in which a community forms its social organization. To create a 
socially healthy community, wise leadership is required. To meet this need, 
many intentional communities set up a mentoring or apprenticeship system 
to foster and develop new leaders who will continue to advance the vision of 
the community based in righteous spirituality, self-suffi ciency, and a concern 
for social justice. When leadership is perceived to be arbitrary, capricious, or 
to lack legitimacy, people may move away from the founders’ initial idealism. 
Fundamentalist communities usually agree on the importance of transcend-
ing individual greed, dishonesty, egoism, and thus, factionalism. In spite of 
commitment to higher community goals, individual disagreements arise out of 
efforts to balance, juggle, and rearrange psychological needs with community 
grounded ethical principles.

Concepts of Religious Authority

To gain an understanding of the fundamentalist Mormon community structure, 
one must understand the claim to divine authority asserted by the fundamen-
talist religious leaders. A saying among them is, “Priesthood is paramount.” 
Priesthood is defi ned as divine authority given to man to act for and in behalf 
of God. Fundamentalists claim that John the Baptist bestowed divine author-
ity on Joseph Smith and Oliver Cowdery in May 1829.7 A short time later, the 
apostles Peter, James, and John conferred the higher, or Melchizedek, priest-
hood on them. This authority was that given to the biblical apostles by Jesus 
Christ, the highest authority ever given to men on earth, and it included the 
authority or keys to organize a church.8 These fundamentalist apostles together 
constitute a quorum called the Priesthood Council.9 The fundamentalists claim 
that because the Priesthood Council is higher in authority than the Church, it 
can function independently.10 This distinction from the mainline LDS Church 
is important. Another important distinction was that this order of apostles, 
discussed below, differed from and was higher in authority than the Council of 
Twelve Apostles in the Church.11 The fundamentalists argue that Joseph Smith 
added new apostles to the Priesthood Council just before his assassination.

The Priesthood Council is also referred to as the Council of Friends. The 
offi cial title or offi ce of these apostles is an “apostle of Jesus Christ.” This order 
of apostles differs from the Twelve Apostles, a high calling but wholly related 
to the Church rather than the priesthood. They are often called “high priest 
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apostles” to accentuate this difference. This council governs the fundamental-
ist community. They are equal in authority but ranked by seniority. Any one 
of them can be called to direct the affairs of the people under the immediate 
supervision of the most senior apostle. Hence they are all called “president.”12 
The presiding apostle is referred to as the “president of the high priesthood,” 
although this is not an ordained offi ce.13 He presides by virtue of his seniority 
according to ordination. He may or may not call upon other apostles to assist 
him in his administration. The president has the authority to call upon whom-
ever he needs to give him assistance or to form whatever organizations, includ-
ing but not limited to, an organized church.14

According to the fundamentalists, John Taylor, the third president of the 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (LDS), was a ranking member of 
the Priesthood Council, as was Wilford Woodruff. By 1886, Taylor and Wood-
ruff were the only apostles of this order still living. According to a statement by 
Lorin C. Woolley, in September of that year Taylor received a revelation direct-
ing the continuation of the principle of plural marriage and was also directed 
to ordain new members to the Priesthood Council.15 After the 1890 Manifesto, 
the president of the Priesthood Council, Wilford Woodruff, made assurances 
to the federal government that the LDS Church would discontinue the practice 
of polygamy. Because of this, the fundamentalists believe that Woodruff relin-
quished his Priesthood Council presidency to John W. Woolley, the next senior 
apostle, while remaining the president of the LDS Church and also a member 
of the Priesthood Council.

The offi cial LDS church excommunicated Woolley in 1914. Fundamentalists 
claim that Woolley still held the authority of the High Priesthood as the senior 
apostle and that the LDS church, in effect, removed itself from Priesthood Coun-
cil direction.16 John W. Woolley administered the Priesthood Council, which 
included approving plural marriages, from 1891 until his death in 1928. By that 
year, all of the apostles called and ordained at the September 1886 meeting had 
died except Lorin C. Woolley. Lorin Woolley ordained new apostles to the Priest-
hood Council, including J. Leslie Broadbent, John Y. Barlow, Joseph W. Musser, 
and Charles F. Zitting. These men went on to preside over the fundamentalist 
movement and, except for Broadbent, the Short Creek community.

The fundamentalist response to changes in the mainstream LDS Church 
began as early as 1886 when Church authorities fi rst began to consider aban-
doning the practice of “plural or celestial marriage,” or in common parlance, 
polygamy.17 The mainstream LDS Church’s current position evolved over many 
decades to a straightforward stance: polygamy in this life is not required for salva-
tion. Reaction to the new policy was mixed. Many celebrated the shift; however, 
many others found the revision unacceptable.18 This smaller group, opposing 
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these new policies, came in time to be called “fundamentalists” because they 
adhere to the fundamental doctrines and tenets established by Joseph Smith, Jr. 
For them, scriptural orthodoxy remains a basis of spiritual authority, and thus 
they continue to consider plural marriage to be essential for salvation. At the 
same time, they claim that anyone opposing the principle does not represent a 
legitimate authority. The Manifesto of 1890 and other statements by the main-
stream LDS Church promised to end Mormon polygamy. But the practice con-
tinued under the direction of John W. Woolley. This historical period is called 
“the underground movement”; it lasted from 1891 to 1935.19

Polygamists living in isolated areas spread across the American West, 
Canada, and Mexico.20 Social, economic, and political organization among the 
polygamists slowly decentralized and came to simulate the mainstream com-
munities in which they lived. One of these isolated areas was Short Creek in 
southern Utah and northern Arizona, known as the Arizona Strip. Short Creek’s 
isolation, rather than its convenient straddling of the state lines, made its loca-
tion ideal for the building of a fundamentalist intentional community.21

Persecution of Fundamentalists

The fundamentalist Mormons’ on-and-off debate with American as well as LDS 
mainstream culture has been shaped by the reality that their lifestyle is often 
the target of government prosecution. For most of its 70-year existence, the 
community has repeatedly encountered social and economic discrimination 
and political persecution. From 1882 forward, federal and state governments 
sought to disenfranchise and imprison Mormons who practiced plural mar-
riage. As a result, polygamists went into hiding, fl eeing into remote areas of 
Utah, Idaho, Colorado, Nevada, or Arizona, and even into Mexico and Canada. 
By 1897, hundreds of Mormon polygamists had been convicted and impris-
oned.22 Partly in response to the persecution from mainstream America, lead-
ers of the polygamous movement, particularly J. Leslie Broadbent and Joseph 
W. Musser, began to preach that the offi cial Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
Day Saints had forfeited its right to be the “true” representative of the Mormon 
religion because of its abandonment of polygamy and excommunication of the 
apostles.23 According to the fundamentalists, this resulted in the LDS Church 
actively joining the persecution of these people.

Although there were many isolated polygamists living throughout Utah 
and the West, government offi cials were most ferocious in prosecuting those 
who lived in organized religious communities or were attached to some sort of 
religious organization, however nebulous. Beginning in 1935 and continuing to 



one vision  47

1953, Short Creek (now Colorado City, Arizona, and Hildale, Utah) was the site 
of several government raids (see chapter 1). An unintended consequence of 
these raids was to strengthen the practitioners’ conviction and dedication to 
maintain their lifestyle. Outside pressures had, in effect, reenergized mem-
bers’ faith and desire to create a more perfect community of believers.24

Mormon Fundamentalist Communities

Mormon intellectual roots go back to a long and cherished American utopian 
or millennial tradition. It is a tradition that embraces the idea that humans can 
create a better community through self-improvement and personal dedication 
to specifi c values and behaviors. For fundamentalist Mormons, the core values 
involve not only forming polygamous families, but also creating a community 
of believers who desire to live in a perfect community on earth. In fundamen-
talist Mormon doctrine, this is called the “Principle of the Gathering.”25 In this 
way, harmonious fellowship with one’s neighbors is deemed as important as 
creating a harmonious, plural family.

Political Organization

Politically, fundamentalist Mormon communities exhibit a closed political sys-
tem with the ecclesiastical leaders also being the de facto political leaders of the 
community. When voting for political candidates from outside the community, 
the religious leaders endorse candidates who they feel will be most sympathetic 
to their goals. This is then communicated to the membership, and the candi-
dates receive the vast majority of the community’s vote in the general election. 
In local elections such as for school board members, there is often only one 
candidate, who thus receives a unanimous vote from the community. In some 
communities, there may be two candidates who are supported equally by the 
religious leaders on the local level. Mayors and other community members 
may or may not be religious leaders, depending on how high a profi le the lead-
ers wish to take. Unincorporated communities have a “presiding elder” who 
conducts civic affairs under the direction of the ecclesiastical leaders. In other 
words, various political leaders are appointed by the presiding authorities and 
sustained by the voice of the community.

Mormon fundamentalist groups use different avenues to groom new 
generations of ecclesiastical and civic leaders. Teaching assignments assure a 
scriptural knowledge of the religious vision for new leaders. Civic assignments 
give experience useful to organizing and administering important social and 
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economic aspects of a society or community. Invariably, the people called are 
those qualifi ed by good standing among the community and are supportive of 
the ecclesiastical leaders. The appointment of men and women to positions of 
civic responsibility may be changed from time to time as a person may be reas-
signed to other duties or responsibilities. The fundamentalists recognize the 
temporary nature of these appointments.

The calling of an apostle, the highest authority recognized among the 
group members, happens rarely. A member of the Priesthood Council of apos-
tles holds offi ce for life and may succeed to the presidency of the group as his 
seniority changes. Men called as apostles typically are men of political, social, 
and economic importance among the group, or they may possess special tal-
ents needed by the group. There is no limitation as to offi ce or number as 
with other priesthood offi ces such as the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles. The 
calling is to be done by revelation to the senior apostle, who holds the key or 
authority to call and ordain other apostles. Collectively, these men are called 
“the Brethren” and are considered to possess a wealth of wisdom and advice 
such that the community gives their expressions serious consideration. These 
policies ensure a pool of experienced leaders to conduct the economic, social, 
and political affairs of the group or community.

Resolving Disputes

Disputes among members are often settled by either the religious leaders or 
delegated arbitrators. In early Mormon times, these were called “Bishop’s 
Courts” and had the effect of law, though technically they had no real legal 
jurisdiction. Cases are handled on the principle of “what is the right thing to 
do” rather than “who is right and who is wrong.” The traditional adversarial 
system is studiously avoided as leading to disharmony. Admission of evi-
dence does not follow legal precedent and it is not unknown for the judge/
arbiter to report, “Now brethren, President _____ would like us to get this 
problem settled.”

Maintaining Order

Order within fundamentalist communities is usually maintained informally. 
Each family is expected to police itself. If people act injudiciously, they may be 
called before the leaders to account for their indiscretions. Fines or confi nement 
are avoided in favor of reconciliation and restitution. For crimes, the county, state, 
or federal law enforcement offi cials have jurisdiction to investigate and serve war-
rants. These cases are handled outside of the community by local courts. Before 
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the 1984 Split, expulsion from the community for wrongdoing was rare. After 
the 1984 Split, the First Ward has ostracized members through disfellowship 
and has asked them to leave the community.

Economic Organization

Economically, the fundamentalist community encourages a managed capitalist 
system. Productivity and being actively engaged in a good cause are the driving 
principles. The economy of many fundamentalist communities centers on a 
single industry such as construction, farming, or manufacturing. The owner-
ship of companies may be communal or individual, or a combination of the 
two. However, the benefi ts of the company must be community wide if com-
munal funds are to capitalize it. In many communities, income from enter-
prises goes to a central fund from which individual families receive according 
to their needs. Idle time and slothfulness are condemned from the pulpit and 
can result in families not receiving anything if they have not contributed in 
some way. Even the young and aged are encouraged to contribute economically 
to the family or community.

The United Order

Early in mainstream LDS history, Joseph Smith, Jr., introduced the principle of 
the United Order to the Mormon people. Many of Short Creek’s families had 
a long history with that economic ideal as instituted by Brigham Young and 
other Mormon leaders in the colonization of the West. As an intentional fun-
damentalist community, residents considered this principle to be as essential 
to their religion as plural marriage.

The property consecrated, voluntarily deeded, to the Church was used 
to establish “stewardships” that emphasized the productive use of resources 
for the betterment of both the LDS Church and its members. Members 
were charged with the responsibility to manage this property productively 
and to generate an income from it for both themselves and the Church in 
the form of tithes. Any excess income over and above what was necessary 
for their “just wants and needs” was to be returned to the Church. The 
formal organization of groups of families in a community was called the 
United Order. There were many United Orders, not just one. Collectively, 
they followed the tradition of early Christian socialism. The United Effort 
Plan was not an actual United Order. Marion Hammon, a ranking leader 
on the Priesthood Council, prefers to call the formal organization “living 
the United Order.”
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The Making of Short Creek: Different Visions of Community

Three concepts of community were extant among the fundamentalists in 1935. 
The fi rst, promoted by John Y. Barlow, involved the creation of an intentional 
community and the gathering of the fundamentalist people. The second con-
cept, voiced by some on the Priesthood Council and echoed by some of the 
adherents, was that the Priesthood Council should concern itself with admin-
istering spiritual affairs only and had no authority to gather the people, receive 
tithing, own property, or conduct business. The community was the body of 
true believers and practitioners of the “principle.” The third concept refl ected 
the traditional idea of community: a group of families living in proximity in a 
civil organization.

An Intentional Community

The township of Short Creek was settled in 1914.26 There were several home-
steaders, none polygamous, living in the area. In the mid-1920s, Leroy, Price, 
and Elmer Johnson and Isaac Carling became associated with the leaders of the 
“underground” polygamous movement. One of the leaders, John Y. Barlow, 
was invited to live there on land donated by one of the homesteaders. When 
he became president of the Priesthood Council, he suggested establishing an 
intentional polygamous community at Short Creek and gathering the members 
of the “Group” together. The highest ideal of the priesthood, Barlow preached, 
is the creation of a theocratic community that combines together the political, 
social, economic, and spiritual spheres of daily life.

A Group of True Believers

Other apostles on the Priesthood Council opposed this idea because they felt 
this would increase persecution by state and federal governments. Their con-
cept of community derived from a general group of true believers and practi-
tioners of polygamy. This faction of the movement held that the Priesthood 
Council had no authority to act in any way other than a spiritual way and to 
perform marriages. Barlow’s proposal soon became policy, however, and poly-
gamous leaders on the Priesthood Council each took up the labor, even though 
not all resided, in Short Creek.27 The decision to create an intentional commu-
nity represented a major shift in policy and focus for polygamists. It also estab-
lished a precedent for later decision-making. Those opposed to this decision 
disassociated themselves from the group.
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A Traditional Community

The third idea of community came about by the relocation of the Barlow and 
Jessop families to Short Creek around 1935. These families were interrelated by 
marriage with each other and with the Johnson family already living at Short 
Creek. Promoted primarily by the sons of these founding fathers, it advocated 
organizing the community along patriarchal lines of authority and to the advan-
tage of these “elite” families.

Early Efforts in Short Creek

In these early years, Short Creek was sustained through the labors and funds 
of fundamentalist members living in other places, especially Salt Lake City. 
There were few adult men living at the settlement, and economic opportunities 
were extremely limited during the depression of the 1930s. Most worked cut-
ting timber for Whiting Brothers’ sawmill in Fredonia, Arizona. Some worked 
for Elmer Johnson, one of the early homesteaders, at his lumber and shingle 
mill, one of the few steady sources of income for the community. The summer 
months often brought temporary employment through federally funded fenc-
ing projects for the Bureau of Land Management throughout Utah, Nevada, 
and Arizona. During the Depression, the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) 
also worked on various town projects, including the bridge across the Short 
Creek Wash.28

Work projects provided a small but suffi cient income for the community 
to sustain itself. In time, its success made it a refuge for other polygamists 
living in Idaho, northern Utah, and other places throughout the West. Many 
individuals who joined gave both small and large donations of money, and in 
some cases, like the Johnsons, the deed to their land.29

The early efforts in fundamentalist Short Creek illustrated some problems 
with a United Order effort. How was the property to be held, and how was it 
to be protected in case the donor died? How were resources to be divided? The 
Priesthood Council, which directed much of the religious efforts of the under-
ground polygamist movement, was an unoffi cial organization.30 The Council 
had no legal way of holding property or of receiving offi cial donations of money 
such as tithing. Policy up to 1935 had been to have members pay tithing to 
the offi cial LDS Church and for them to hold other property in the name of 
whoever either lived there or worked the land. Hence the Johnsons, who had 
donated land for President Barlow to build a home, simply retained the title 
to that property. That would not work for others of the movement who might 
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move to Short Creek and help establish the community. Some sort of formal 
organization would be needed.

In 1942, the Priesthood Council tried to revitalize the Short Creek commu-
nity. The fi rst effort at formal organization was the United Trust. This arrange-
ment did not work out very well, and the organization was dissolved and trust 
property returned to the trustors. However, some residents thought that the 
transfer of their property to the United Trust constituted a consecration to the 
Lord and refused to take back their property when offered. The deeds to their 
property were kept in a safe in Salt Lake City.31

The second attempt proved to be more successful. The United Effort Plan 
(UEP), a trust, transformed the Short Creek community into a fully intentional 
community.32 Although the town itself was not incorporated by Arizona law, the 
UEP made governing by the religious organization feasible. The community, 
to be sure, remained isolated, relatively impoverished, and organized around 
an ascetic ethos that stressed personal sacrifi ce and dedication to the common 
good. The UEP functioned only as a property holding or business entity, not 
a religious trust.33 It was not only the management arm of the community’s 
material resources, but also a “fund of power” for individuals in charge.

Management by the UEP helped prevent the community from dividing ear-
lier than it eventually did. Residents assumed (until recent court decisions) that 
the land belonged to the Priesthood Council. The houses and other improve-
ments they constructed with their personal funds, but usually with communal 
labor, could not be sold. This made leaving the community diffi cult, even if a 
resident was no longer affi liated with “the Work.”

The communal property of the Trust eventually, reportedly, reached $100 
million in value. This provided a lot of power to Priesthood Council leaders. 
Based more on their religious rank than on their own material wealth, their 
control of the use of this property helped establish the community in important 
economic and social ways. In this way, Short Creek/Colorado City social orga-
nization resembled more a monastic social organization than it did a typical 
small town organized around individual economic standing. From an anthro-
pological perspective, the community resembled, in some ways, a Polynesian 
chiefdom, whereby the social organization is based on an individual’s rank 
within the ecclesiastical hierarchy based in “the control of collective property 
rights, within a religious inspired cosmology.”34

However, the community was never a classic chiefdom in that a family’s 
rank followed a father’s social standing within the community, which could 
change quickly by death or disassociation. The ownership of property within 
the community remained fi xed (with the UEP) and subject to the disposal of 
the UEP board (the Priesthood Council) or their designee.
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The Short Creek Revival

In spite of the Priesthood Council’s best efforts to assert the importance of retain-
ing a collective spirit of cooperation, Short Creek of the 1940s was a fragmented 
settlement in religious, social, and economic terms. In this milieu, households 
were inclined to go their own way. The social structure centered on being con-
nected in some way or other to one or more of the presiding brethren.35

Finally, in 1958, the Priesthood Council decided to abandon their efforts to 
establish an intentional community at Short Creek36 and move their colony to 
Sanpete County, Utah. Two ranking members, Leroy S. Johnson and J. Marion 
Hammon, had already established households there. The decision was made at a 
solemn council meeting. Hammon suggested, “Brother Johnson, take the decision 
up with the Lord and report back to us tomorrow.” The next day, President Johnson 
stated that, “The Lord has decided to give the community one last chance.” And, he 
said, turning to Marion Hammon, “He wants you to go take charge.”

The 1953 raid on Short Creek and the 1958 decision to stay in the area reju-
venated the community’s religious spirit. The arrest of fathers and the removal 
of mothers with their children strengthened individual determination to create 
a better community in which to practice the “Principle” (plural marriage). To 
this end, and with the guidance of the Priesthood Council, the people wherever 
they lived—in Salt Lake, Short Creek, Idaho, or Canada—rededicated them-
selves to building a community.

In 1960, the community built a high school, named Colorado City Acad-
emy. The children made adobes; the men went out into the mountains to cut 
and mill lumber; women fed the workers and put on community dinners and 
social events to raise the funds for concrete; and a crew of men went up into 
the hills and quarried rock for the foundations. The Academy was the impetus 
that revitalized Colorado City.

A water system, built by the community, carried running water from springs 
in the canyons to homes in the valley. The community dug wells to provide water to 
other homes. They purchased agricultural enterprises in outlying areas. They also 
developed acreage in the community into a community garden. The UEP encour-
aged a modern dairy to move to the community from Cache County, Utah.37

At fi rst, the community rejected money offered to them by various gov-
ernment agencies. Leaders preached against taking welfare and instructed the 
people to “take care of their own.” They reorganized the bishop’s storehouse 
to provide for the needy. The community purchased and stored wheat against 
“hard times.” Various farms and ranches grew potatoes, harvested by the Acad-
emy students (spud harvest), and stored them to feed the community. Leaders 
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stressed, “All government money has strings attached. We don’t want their 
money. We don’t want them telling us what to teach in our schools. We don’t 
want them telling us how to live.” This “bootstrap” approach gave the whole 
membership purpose, regardless of where they lived. The Salt Lake members 
largely funded these improvements.

Eventually, the community became too big. The Farmers Home Admin-
istration provided funds to build a water treatment and culinary water and 
sewage system. The Colorado City Unifi ed School District received education 
funds from Arizona and Utah. The Small Business Administration funded a 
variety of business enterprises.

The 1960s brought social changes as well. Men who had previously denied 
they were a child’s father (claiming to be an uncle) now openly lived in the 
same house with all their wives and children. The terms “uncle” or “aunt” were 
used to distinguish a person of importance. Mothers and children who had 
lived under assumed names like Nelson, Markham, or Hanson now acknowl-
edged they were Hammons or Timpsons or Jessops. Sermons used terms like 
“sister wife” and stressed unity and harmony in families.

Dress, which had followed the fashions of the day, changed to a conserva-
tive style that would label the community’s people in outlying towns. During 
the 1950s, the community had remained relatively poor. There were few cars, 
and people took turns borrowing the ones available. Cash income was short, 
and wives prepared dinners from raw materials and seldom from processed 
food. A number of families lived in large tents while building their homes. 
There were no television sets in the community. Telephones became available 
only in the mid-1960s. Electric power did not come until late 1960. Homes 
with running water were few. Homes used outhouses instead of toilets. Some 
women even spread their laundry on barbed wire fences to dry.38 At one time, 
only one washing machine existed in the community, and that ran on a gaso-
line engine. Families took turns using it.

The limited resources of the 1950s fostered a value of hard work and per-
sonal sacrifi ces, the staples of a fundamentalist Christian community. People 
talked about their humble existence and the importance of sacrifi ce. In high-
lighting the value of sacrifi ce, the community recognized specifi c individuals as 
paragons of virtue. Such a person was “Aunt Susie” Barlow, the wife of Presi-
dent John Y. Barlow. She, along with many others, was constantly referred to as 
the ideal model of sacrifi cial endurance. The people considered Aunt Susie to 
be an earthly angel. Whenever there was confl ict within a family, the husband 
would point out what Aunt Susie might have done.

The time period from 1959 to 1978 became a time of consensus, shared 
vision, and ardent commitment. The community’s strength of commitment 
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is evident in a 44-year-old man recalling with fondness in his voice that “in 
those days, any priesthood council member could have anything he wanted; we 
would have given him anything.”

The commitment to a shared ideal legitimatized assigning community 
youths to specialize in various career paths that would improve the community’s 
well-being. For example, Claude Cawley, an engineering graduate, was called to 
teach math and to be the principal of the Academy. Cyril Bradshaw, a chemist 
working for the government, was called to teach science at the Academy. John 
Timpson, a graduate in nuclear physics, also taught math at the Academy. Other 
talented youth, men and women, were assigned to study dentistry, medicine, 
nursing, education, or business to serve the needs of “the Work.”

During the 1960s and 1970s, the community would also become part of 
the regional and national society. During the Vietnam War era, many individu-
als served in the armed forces, even though they could have escaped to Canada. 
Priesthood leaders counseled: “This is our country. We will defend it.” The 
armed forces drafted every eligible man from the area, although this was not 
true of other non-FLDS in the area. Contrary to general public opinion, youths 
from the community have served in every national confl ict from World War I 
to the present.

By the 1970s, the expansion of southern Utah’s economy provided lucrative 
opportunities for work, especially in the construction trades. The new source 
of income further increased people’s standard of living. One 59-year-old man 
wryly commented: “We went from being so poor we didn’t know we were poor 
to being a respectable middle-class community.” This resulted in most homes 
having one or more new cars or trucks. Moreover, a large number of families 
now prepared dinners using processed goods instead of making everything 
from scratch.

Competing Visions within the Community

In every culture there are competing models about how to do something. 
Short Creek was no different. From its inception, the settlement had compet-
ing visions over how best to create and sustain community spirit. The dueling 
visions were grounded in different philosophies that stressed different values. 
For those who came to be called the First Ward, collective sharing, commonal-
ity, familial loyalty, and allegiance to the prophet were important values. For 
those who came to be called the Second Ward, individual choice, personal 
responsibility, personal merit, and loyalty to the Priesthood Council as well as 
the president were the important values.
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Issues of Leadership

In 1942, John Y. Barlow felt inspired to add new apostles to the Priesthood 
Council. Leroy S. Johnson and J. Marion Hammon were called in the same rev-
elation and were ordained two weeks apart. When the Council next met, John-
son and Hammon were attending their fi rst meeting as new apostles.39 Their 
lives would be forever entwined. Marion was an evangelistic, fi re and brimstone 
preacher who took problems head on. Leroy was very spiritual, had numerous 
faith-promoting experiences, and was a quiet, very patient type of manager. 
They made an effective team, with the older man, Leroy, the senior member.

In 1942, when Marion Hammon was called to direct priesthood efforts in 
Short Creek, he initially misunderstood the duality of vision in the Short Creek 
community. He assumed that all the residents had accepted the authority of the 
Priesthood Council and were working to implement its vision. He took their 
reluctance to obey priesthood directions as “backsliding” and gave them severe 
reprimands both publicly and privately.40 He questioned the “most favored” 
status of some of the young Barlow sons, and they deeply resented him. “Better 
is as better does” was his motto regarding their actions.

The priesthood, Hammon said, wanted men to “roll up their sleeves” and 
get involved. He found a wealth of hard-working, willing men in the Jessops. 
With a tendency to be a bit stubborn, they could take on any job and “if not 
exactly do it right, at least get it done.” Richard S. Jessop (“Uncle Rich”) was 
one of those men and a respected member of the Priesthood Council. He, his 
sons, and a nephew, Edson P. Jessop, contributed tremendously to the effort 
to build the community. They could operate and repair just about any type 
of machinery, especially old machinery. They would work long hours under 
extreme hardship and be counted on to stay and get the work done, with or 
without recompense or even recognition. Physically, the Jessops built Short 
Creek.41 The Jessops recognized and enjoyed affi liation as the elite families of 
Short Creek, but they also recognized and contributed to the religious effort. 
Thus, they, almost more than anyone else, perpetuated the duality of visions.

Hammon relied heavily on them to get the physical work done. He believed 
in and rewarded individual merit. In addition, other newcomers had the skills 
he needed to build a true community, and he used them. He saw no difference 
between newcomer and old-timer. He often stated: “There are those who do 
and those who don’t.” He hated disorder and slovenly ways of living. He was 
given to almost violent outbursts of temper. He expected people to “respond 
and then some.” “Wake up and Live” was posted on the bulletin board of the 
meeting hall. He had no use for anyone who would accept a poor lot in life and 
make no effort to improve it. He did not particularly disdain poverty, but he 
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hated “poor ways.” He was the man for the job in Short Creek, and the Priest-
hood Council, including President Barlow, supported him. But to the Barlow 
sons and some of the Jessops, he was just “that runny-nosed kid from Idaho.” 
Ben Bistline, a resident historian, says, “There wouldn’t have been a Colorado 
City without Marion Hammon.”42

John Y. Barlow had far-reaching responsibilities as leader of the funda-
mentalist movement, and he was often away from Short Creek. In his absence, 
Grandpa Joseph Jessop directed the social activities of the community and later 
the storehouse for the needy and the maternity clinic until his death in 1953. 
Thereafter, his son Fred M. Jessop performed these duties. Fred was the “go 
to” guy when people needed something, and he eventually controlled almost 
every economic opportunity within the community. Individuals needed Fred 
Jessop’s approval for most community jobs.

Fred Jessop believed in and fostered a vision centered on the Jessop clan 
and those associated with them, “us folks.” The Barlow sons were included in 
that clan through their mother Mattie. Fred Jessop’s connections to President 
Barlow and, later, President Leroy Johnson facilitated his efforts to move into 
positions of de facto leadership. By the 1980s, Fred Jessop was undeniably the 
most powerful person in the community.43 His position toward the theological 
principles of the movement was pragmatic: use them when it helps; overlook 
them when it doesn’t.

In contrast, the Priesthood Council members who lived in Short Creek—
Leroy Johnson, Marion Hammon, Richard Jessop, Carl Holm, and Alma 
Adelbert Timpson—urged that theological principles should govern all policy 
decisions. All were highly critical of the tendency to promote clan/personal loy-
alty over Priesthood principles. Johnson said, “I hope there are no Johnsonites, 
Hammonites, or Musserites here. We should all be Godites.”44

Fred M. Jessop preferred to foster an alternative vision that favored collec-
tive, but clan-related, unity over individual achievement and personal recogni-
tion. In this, President Leroy S. Johnson publicly concurred but differed in that 
he saw this as community- rather than clan-related. This vision was manifested 
in “old-timers’ ” reactions to a range of activities, from building and construc-
tion techniques to how theatrical productions were cast and produced to how 
athletic events were played.

The “newcomers” to the community generally were devoted to the Priest-
hood movement fi rst and the Short Creek–Colorado City effort second. As 
a group, they were more educated and more active in business enterprises. 
Almost all were high school educated; many were college educated. Many had 
fi lled important offi ces in the LDS Church, such as gospel doctrine teachers, 
ward clerks, or even stake presidencies (an intermediate administrative unit in 
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the organizational hierarchy of LDS, sometimes said to be similar to a Catho-
lic diocese). They differed also in being more integrated into the regional and 
world economies and society. They dressed in more contemporary fashions 
and thus could also be distinguished from the local “us folks.” They accepted 
authority less well, and they were more intellectual. Once convinced, however, 
they aggressively defended their positions. They were much less apprehensive, 
therefore, about interacting with Gentiles or non-believers. For example, Mar-
ion Hammon entertained Arizona senator Barry Goldwater in his home. The 
“newcomers” recognized and valued meritocracy, education, and experience 
over communal efforts and kindred ties.

The dueling visions were also manifested in striking differences in pub-
lic decorum. The First Ward, local “us folk,” embraced the notion that the 
best persona was one that resisted emotional displays, even of grief. The 
leaders of this faction of the community strove to be even-tempered in all 
interactions. In part, this was a reaction to Marion Hammon’s temper and 
Del Timpson’s fi ery oratory, which they resented but could do little about. 
It was also a statement, very Mormon in origin, about accepting the Will of 
God without murmuring or complaining. Families were encouraged to stress 
harmony and self-restraint in their daily activities, a demeanor they labeled 
“keeping sweet.”

The Second Ward valued the expression of honest opinions. They quoted 
Joseph Smith as saying, “Just because a man errors [sic] in doctrine doesn’t 
make him a bad man.” Toleration of others’ feelings and opinions was critical 
for getting along as a community, to be sure. This faction continued to stress 
an orthodoxy based on core Mormon values, but they felt that the way to obtain 
that was through teaching and converting. Voicing one’s opinion, with or with-
out emotional emphasis, was acceptable if one could support it with scriptural 
evidence. The alignment of doctrine and policy with scriptural support and 
historical precedent was of paramount importance given the fundamentalist 
position and the comparison to the LDS Church.

Governmental Welfare

Another point of division had to do with welfare and care of the needy. Second 
Ward residents condemned those who took from but did not repay the com-
munity’s general storehouse. This position of personal responsibility also car-
ried over to negative positions toward individuals’ readily “going on welfare.” 
Further, none supported the ethos of “ripping off the government”—a policy 
that Fred Jessop seemed to support—as it went against the values of Christian 
charity and self-suffi ciency.
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Many of the Priesthood Council had experienced deprivation during the 
Depression. None of them had accepted the “public dole.” Leroy Johnson had 
traveled as far as Texas to fi nd work. Marion Hammon had taken a series of 
menial jobs to provide for his young family. All had worked for subsistence 
wages. Universally, the apostles deplored welfare as damaging to a person’s 
character and no way of life for a “Saint.” To the extent possible, “Saints” 
should look out for their own and help those in need. Accepting “welfare” was 
strongly discouraged. Everyone who could was expected to work for their living. 
The idea of “welfare mothers” was repugnant to them.

One way to fund necessary improvements and thus avoid government 
money was to have young men just out of high school and not yet married 
serve “work missions.” These missions lasted from two to three years, some-
times longer. Most missionaries lived either in Edson Jessop’s home or Marion 
Hammon’s home. They came from as far away as Canada; a few were the sons 
of the Salt Lake members. Many did the physical work of building the com-
munity; others were sent to work at various places such as Whiting Brothers 
Sawmill to earn much-needed money to fi nance community improvements.45 
The camaraderie among them contributed in no small way to the unity of the 
community. Although important to improvement of the community, the pro-
gram came to be seen as a threat to the vision of the community’s patriarchy-
based families. These residents felt that Hammon was using the men for his 
own ends, and thus support waned.

Another contention centered on organizing and administering the com-
munity government. Marion Hammon utilized the talents of Mary Woolley, 
garnered from her experiences as mayor of Ogden. She helped him organize 
a “planning board.” The members were the movers and shakers of the com-
munity, almost all young men.46 Older men, including the Jessops, resented 
Woolley’s presence on the board (“petticoat government,” they called it). The 
planning board eventually turned into the Colorado City Improvement Asso-
ciation, a legal corporation. During the 1960s and 1970s, the board organized 
and implemented the improvements of the community, though its decisions 
were subject to approval by the Priesthood Council. When members gath-
ered for workdays, the planning board gave them the assignments for needed 
improvements.

Toward the end of President Johnson’s life, everyone could see that Mar-
ion Hammon would change economic policies in Colorado City. He would not 
allow “free lunches as before. Everything must be repaid. No one could expect 
a free ride.” Hammon and Del Timpson stressed individual economic account-
ability. In contrast, Fred Jessop and Louis Barlow, advocates of collective shar-
ing and local, familial, bonds, were suggesting obtaining funds wherever you 
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could get them. In time, more First Warders received food stamps and gov-
ernment cash assistance than did Second Warders. The First Ward, the local 
“us folks,” rationalized this as something the government owed them from 
past persecutions. The tension between the visions of the competing factions 
became stronger, more evident, and more emotional through the years.

Unmaking of the Community: The Creation of a Post Hoc 
Theological Rationale

Every community differs in how best to accommodate individual needs within 
its long-term goals. How this accommodation is institutionalized highlights the 
weight given to communitarianism versus individuality. The accommodation 
never completely eliminates more tacit, albeit alternative, values that coexist 
on the margins of society. It is the leadership’s ability to mediate these often-
confl icting domains that enables the resolution of potentially violent confl icts 
over the satisfaction of material needs within an ethos that highlights spiritual 
fulfi llment.

The most frequently invoked explanation of the 1984 Split was a disagree-
ment over theology. The issue is presented thus: Should only one man lead 
the community as its divinely inspired and adored prophet or should the com-
munity be led by a consensus among a council of divinely called men? Our 
investigation found that although justifi cation of the “one man doctrine” was 
advanced during the Split, it was not elucidated and perfected as a theological 
doctrine of the fundamentalist people until after the community divided into 
contentious and separate wards. For example, a 51-year-old man told us, “We 
never heard anyone talk about the ‘one man doctrine’ until after we divided.”

To clearly juxtapose these two positions, two doctrinal references are given 
here.

The fi rst is: “ . . . and I have appointed my servant Joseph to hold 
this power in the last days, and there is never but one on earth at 
a time on whom this power and the keys of this priesthood are 
conferred.”47 This “one man doctrine” holds that God’s prophet is 
the “one” referred to and no one else can direct the affairs of the 
Work or receive manifestations of His mind and will. President Leroy 
Johnson was considered by all to be their prophet; to some, he may 
have been more their god as, over the years, the doctrine took on an 
aspect of infallibility of the prophet.
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In response, the Second Ward’s position states that the verse above refers 
only to the power or key to call and ordain other apostles, as explained in the 
writings of Joseph W. Musser. As far as the equal authority of the apostles, they 
quote from a revelation to Wilford Woodruff in 1880:

And while my servant John Taylor is your President, I wish to ask the 
rest of my servants of the Apostles the question, although you have 
one to preside over your Quorum, which is the order of God in all 
generations, do you not, all of you, hold the apostleship, which is the 
highest authority ever given to men on earth? You do. Therefore you 
hold in common the Keys of the Kingdom of God in all the world.

You each of you have the power to unlock the veil of eternity and 
hold converse with God the Father, and His Son, Jesus Christ and to 
have the ministrations of angels.

It is your right, privilege, and duty to inquire of the Lord as to 
His mind and will concerning yourselves and the inhabitants of Zion 
and their interests.48

The two positions seem clear, but the different explanations had far-
reaching consequences. An examination into the motivations behind indi-
viduals’ decisions to separate over this issue found something remarkable: 
Most people sided with their respective families. If their father supported 
“the one man doctrine” then almost all of his sons and many of his daughters 
did so too. For the most part, divisions within a family occurred between sib-
lings. Daughters for the most part stayed with their husbands and accepted 
their position on the doctrine, while sons mostly sided with their fathers. 
There were some exceptions, with some families ending in legal divorce. 
Some plural wives, on both sides, sought and received a religious release 
from marital covenants. The family names were represented on both sides 
after the Split.

The First Ward consisted mainly of Barlows, Johnsons, Jessops, Jeffs, 
Steeds, Zittings, and most of the prominent families from Salt Lake City and 
Canada. They supported the position on the “one man doctrine” held by apos-
tles Leroy Johnson and Rulon T. Jeffs.

The Second Ward consisted mostly of Hammons, Timpsons, Zittings, 
Williamses, Knudsons, Dockstaders, and some of the prominent families from 
Salt Lake, and one family from Canada. They supported the position of the 
“Priesthood Council” doctrine held by apostles J. Marion Hammon and Alma 
A. Timpson. Approximately 80 percent of the original community went into 
the First Ward, and 20 percent went into the Second Ward.
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Once the theological discussion began in earnest, everyone became 
engaged with the details and justifi cation. What had been for most a moot 
issue—no one doubted the president’s right to administer with whomever he 
called to assist him—now became the subject of lively debate. In this way, the 
post hoc theological debates arose out of the need to prove to themselves as well 
as others the legitimacy of their actions.

A Counterexplanation: The Importance of Material Factors

It is our position that the motivation for the 1984 Split arose out of a long-
standing struggle for social standing, power (both economic and political), and 
access to limited material resources in the community. The Split was fi rst and 
foremost a political disagreement over social and material entitlements, more 
than a debate over theological principles. To provide support for our position, 
we need to highlight who would lose or gain from the expected transformation 
of political leadership.

From 1935 to the 1980s, the Colorado City leadership wore two hats—one 
was concern with spiritual matters and the other with social and community 
matters. In the 1960s a separation in roles had emerged that resulted in Leroy 
Johnson, the revered community spiritual and religious leader, stepping into 
the role of presidency of the polygamist movement across the West, Canada, 
and for a time Mexico, and Marion Hammon acting as community director 
of Colorado City/Hildale and being responsible for implementing Priesthood 
Council policies.49

Marion Hammon, the second in Priesthood Council authority, in adopt-
ing this appointment, downplayed but never abandoned the spiritual persona. 
His sermons generally addressed issues of the community, being socially 
responsible, paying debts, getting along socially and in the family, and being 
respectful and obedient to Priesthood Council authority. In every way, Ham-
mon saw himself as advancing the priesthood ideals that would turn Colo-
rado City from a backward community into an intentional fundamentalist 
settlement worthy of being called “a community of Saints.” But, as noted 
before, Leroy Johnson and Marion Hammon functioned as a team. John-
son was the president, the spiritual advisor, and prophet of the community. 
Hammon was its civic leader. Many First Ward residents complained that, as 
civic leader, Hammon did not follow the directions of Johnson but acted too 
independently.



one vision  63

Hammon was opposed by rival elite families, most notably (and openly) the 
Barlows, Fred Jessop, and others. By the end of the 1970s, the resentment, on 
both sides, between Marion Hammon and the “Barlow boys” was well known. 
Fred Jessop had begun to side more openly with the Barlows and sympathized 
with their complaints. Hammon had a profound respect for President John Y. 
Barlow that extended to his family, but he began to change his opinion of the 
Barlow sons after he was called to direct the community affairs in 1942, and 
again in 1958. After numerous diffi culties, Hammon began to perceive them 
as less dedicated to priesthood principles and more as opportunists who used a 
hierarchical religious and communal discourse to advance their own personal 
interests. Although married to one of their sisters, he did not have much use 
for the Barlow brothers. “Great Big Elders,” he called them. “You can’t do any-
thing with them, and you can’t do anything without them.”50

He knew Fred and many of the Jessop clan sympathized with them. When 
asked if he knew Fred wasn’t entirely converted to the Priesthood Council 
efforts, why give him so much authority? Hammon said, “He was there. He 
was willing. We used him.”

There has been no way of determining the amount of money dedicated to 
the Priesthood Council leadership in the way of tithing during the time period 
of this study. Tithing, a tenth of one’s income, had been collected only since the 
administration of John Y. Barlow. Its stated use was to help the poor and meet 
the expenses of the Priesthood Council. It was understood and accepted by the 
community that the tithes were used for the upkeep and maintenance of the 
president and his family. Those who objected to this use of the money had long 
since left the community and the Work.

Many times, Second Warders, who associated with outsiders perhaps 
more than First Warders, remarked that Leroy Johnson traveled with dozens of 
people in his train. It became common knowledge among the community that 
he paid all the expenses of those traveling with him. Cynically, many Second 
Warders called it “the Gravy Train.” Many of those traveling with President 
Johnson were apparently living off tithing and the storehouse, something rep-
rehensible to Second Warders.51 It became clear that if Hammon succeeded to 
the presidency, people would be expected to work to support their families, and 
the storehouse would be used to help only the truly needy. The Barlows and 
Jessops suspected that he would reorganize the board of trustees of the UEP 
with members who would not sympathize with their interests. If he succeeded, 
many people who had grown accustomed to the extra entitlements would have 
seen their lifestyle seriously undermined.
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Decline of Priesthood Council Infl uence

Johnson now resided in Colorado City, although he retained residences in Salt 
Lake City and elsewhere. Giving advice to members of the Work and oversee-
ing the religious activities fi lled his time. His health began to deteriorate; he 
was past 90 years of age. When complaints about Hammon’s administration 
of the community became frequent, he fi nally relieved him of responsibility.52

The problem of administering the community became too much for Presi-
dent Johnson. Utilizing the political savvy of Fred Jessop, he turned more and 
more of the administration over to him. In 1985, Colorado City was incorporated 
as a legal Arizona town. Dan Barlow was nominated as the town mayor and duly 
elected. Jessop handpicked the city council. Similar events took place earlier in 
the twin city of Hildale, Utah. The mayor of that city, Lynn Cooke, a long-time 
resident, resented Jessop’s directives, especially those that skirted legality. David 
Zitting replaced him. Fred Jessop now controlled the community politically.

Leroy Johnson’s problems became compounded when he developed a 
severe case of shingles that aggravated a chronic back problem. His age plus 
his illness made meeting with the Priesthood Council diffi cult. As Johnson 
grew more feeble, he began taking higher and higher doses of the painkiller 
Percocet. Those unfavorable to the Jessop-Barlow faction feared that the nar-
cotic distorted his judgment, and it was for this reason Del Timpson told them 
to leave him alone. Those who favored the Priesthood Council doctrine believed 
that the Brethren were still directing the affairs of the community. They soon 
found out they were not.

The “one man doctrine” had spread throughout the Work. At this time, the 
Priesthood Council consisted of Leroy S. Johnson, J. Marion Hammon, Rulon 
T. Jeffs, and Alma A. Timpson. Jeffs, at fi rst a strict adherent to the histori-
cal position of the Priesthood Council, eventually supported the Jessop-Barlow 
faction, and Hammon and Timpson continued with the Priesthood Council 
doctrine. Without President Johnson, some held, the Priesthood Council had 
no authority to meet and decide anything. Although Hammon and Timpson 
continued to meet and discuss community issues, their decisions had no bind-
ing authority. Only the prophet could receive the Word of God.

As Johnson’s mind and body declined, Fred Jessop and the Barlow sons 
seemed to take control of community policies and activities, advancing their 
own interests, agendas, and religious doctrines. They became, in effect, his 
gatekeepers and controlled access to him. Also, in becoming his gatekeepers, 
they controlled the kinds of information given to him. As time went on, Sec-
ond Warders were convinced they also infl uenced his judgment in favor of 
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a different religious doctrine that impacted the way the community and the 
Work were governed.

Supporters of Fred Jessop invoked Brother Johnson’s name to advance 
the “one man doctrine” that would justify the transfer of governance from 
the Priesthood Council to “the one man” who was held as the believers’ living 
prophet. All the apostles had accepted the idea of the senior apostle adminis-
tering the affairs of the work since the days of Joseph Smith. Hence they had 
no problem accepting the change of administration of community affairs from 
Hammon to Johnson. But they could not accept that he would remain as sole 
judge of religious doctrine and could change what was considered the Word of 
God at will. In fairness, Johnson never claimed he could. But in 1984, this doc-
trine, advanced by his supporters, not only changed the political and economic 
governance of the community, but also the historical religious doctrines of the 
Priesthood Council.

For Second Warders, the motivation to advance the “one man doctrine” 
was obvious: J. Marion Hammon, the next in seniority to become leader of 
the Priesthood Council, had shown himself dangerous to many long-time elite 
Short Creek families and their personal interests. To undercut his religious 
and political authority, and thus the control of economic resources of the UEP, 
a radically different theology had to be introduced in order to bypass the con-
ventional line of succession.

In 1984, Johnson fi nally dismissed Hammon and Timpson from all lead-
ership positions. He stated there would be no Priesthood Council until the Sav-
ior came. He ordered them to resign from the board of trustees of the UEP and 
for Hammon to return the deed of the Academy land and building; this they 
did.53 They now realized that something integral to the community had died 
and could not be renewed. They directed their supporters to say or do nothing 
that might be construed as rebellion to Johnson’s direction and administration. 
The Lord was sifting his people, they said. They would stand back and let it hap-
pen. They sat in the audience with the other members while Fred Jessop and 
the Barlows sat on the stand with President Johnson.

A few months later the community formally split into two separate wards. 
Brother Johnson had released the two apostles to continue their work while he 
worked with the people of the community and in other places. Rulon Jeffs, the 
only other member of the Priesthood Council, worked with him.

The Second Warders were declared apostate and were served with eviction 
notices from their homes in the community because the property of the UEP 
could only be for the use of true believers. The threatened residents fi led a 
lawsuit to clarify residents’ position in regard to the improvements made to the 
land. This held the evictions in check while the issue was pursued in the courts. 
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The court decided the UEP owned the land and improvements and that mem-
bers could not sell them. However, eviction constituted unjust enrichment on 
the part of the UEP. As long as Second Warders wanted to live in their homes, 
the First Ward could do nothing.

In 1986, President Johnson died. Rulon T. Jeffs, his designated succes-
sor, became the prophet of the First Ward, the newly formed Fundamentalist 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (FLDS). The Second Ward mem-
bers were excommunicated as apostates. They responded by saying they had 
never been members of that particular church and thus could neither be apos-
tates nor excommunicated. Jeffs, in declining health, governed the community 
until his own death in 2002.

During Rulon Jeffs’s administration, his son Warren Jeffs performed most 
religious leadership duties, while Fred Jessop continued in the political and civic 
leadership position in much the same relationship as had existed between John-
son and Hammon. When Rulon died, Warren Jeffs assumed all the leadership 
positions and Fred Jessop, now aged, retired. Warren Jeffs began the Eldorado, 
Texas, community and, although currently in prison, continues to govern and is 
regarded by the First Ward as their true spiritual as well as political leader.

In sum, the growing friction between elite families over social standing, 
political power, and economic/material privilege resulted in continuous strug-
gles for dominance that ultimately transformed the meaning of community 
unity, family solidarity, and religious salvation.

The Remaking of Two Communities

A classic debate between two nineteenth-century social theorists, Karl Marx 
and Max Weber, revolved around how much weight should be given to mate-
rial versus ideological factors. Weber, who never disagreed that material factors 
exerted a strong and, at times, dominating infl uence, also thought that ideas, 
under the right circumstances, could infl uence and guide social change. We 
have argued that the rationale behind the Split had less to do with theologi-
cal difference and more to do with material factors. However, once the Split 
had taken place, the rationale or justifi cation for the Split exerted a compelling 
infl uence and forced the two communities to place different weight on those 
values concerning individual agency and obedience.

The philosophies of community that emerged would have different con-
sequences for practices of public speaking, gathering in fellowship, and inter-
acting with the outside world. In many ways, the philosophies rested upon 
competing notions of authority, individuality, and community. “The tension 
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about authority and community,” John Bowen points out, “plagues all Chris-
tian movements that attempt to structure themselves around the ultimately 
unknowable grace of God.”54 In a case in the 1980s, a division within a Baptist 
church pitted more individualistic North Carolina farmers against more urban 
Virginia townspeople. In the end, “the issue came down to who makes the 
rules and who has access to the Word of God.”55 This also held true for the 
Colorado City division.

Mormonism has always embraced two important values—agency, or free 
will, and obedience to priesthood authority. The two values are given differ-
ent weight at various points in Mormon history and in the fundamentalists’ 
communities. In the aftermath of the 1984 Split, the Wards came to different 
defi nitions of agency, a nineteenth-century idea taken from American tran-
scendentalism. The First Ward people regarded agency as obeying willingly 
the directions of the prophet. After the Split, the Second Ward came to view 
agency as a more open concept that involved free choice of personal matters 
and taking the resultant consequences. Social and political standing, however, 
remained as they did before: determined by the degree to which one accepted 
the authority and vision of the religious hierarchy.

First Ward Views

In contrast, the Split resulted in the retrenched isolation of the First Ward char-
acteristic of the old Short Creek community. First Ward residents removed 
their children from the public schools, fearing spiritual and cultural pollution 
through contact with unbelievers (e.g., Second Ward apostates, dissidents, 
or those who renounced the religion, and those who were never members) 
and put them into home schools or private schools. This practice is common 
throughout Utah, however. Believing that the Apocalypse would occur soon, 
the First Ward withdrew all students, about 1,200 in number, from all schools. 
The Utah schools, Phelps Elementary and Middle School, closed and the dis-
trict sold the buildings to the UEP. The Arizona public school district went into 
fi nancial collapse and receivership. For a time, students attended private paro-
chial schools with a curriculum focused on religious beliefs. During the time 
that Warren Jeffs was a fugitive, the First Ward children were homeschooled.

The First Ward, seeking spiritual purity, also began to withdraw them-
selves from association with those outside their faith, including, in some cases, 
former family members as well as associates. They quoted the Bible admoni-
tion that whoever is unwilling to sacrifi ce friends and family is unworthy of 
the Kingdom of God. The UEP could no longer evict residents, but the newly 
formed FLDS Church could disfellowship and excommunicate those not in 
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harmony with the Prophet. Excommunicated First Ward residents, mostly 
men, felt they were being expelled and exiled from the community, and many 
moved away. In some families, teenage children were disfellowshipped and 
their families, attempting to maintain spiritual purity, asked them to leave the 
family home and reside elsewhere.

The origin of the “Lost Boys” is found in this movement. This group of 
young men sued for loss of benefi cial interests as benefi ciaries of the UEP 
trust. The trust, reorganized in the late 1980s, refused to respond to the suit, 
and the “Lost Boys” won by default. However, the attorney general of Utah 
asked the court to rule that failure of the UEP board to defend the trust prop-
erty constituted a breach of fi duciary responsibility and to place the UEP in 
receivership. The court agreed. The receiver, Bruce Wisan, replaced the board 
of trustees. By that time, Jeffs encouraged his followers to begin building com-
munities in Texas, Colorado, and South Dakota.

The loss of the UEP devastated the community. Under Wisan’s receiver-
ship, the community has suffered serious economic setbacks in businesses as 
well as residential property. The First Ward continues to assert the UEP as a 
religious trust rather than a business trust. Wisan, they claim, is assisting the 
state in destroying the community.

Second Ward Views

In 1985, Second Ward residents purchased 960 acres of land south of Colorado 
City. They began work on a new high school and community center. Later, 
some residents began to build homes on the property. On September 26, 1986 
(the centennial celebration of the 1886 revelation to John Taylor), J. Marion 
Hammon dedicated the land as a new intentional fundamentalist community 
named Centennial Park.

The tension over authority and individuality impacted the reorganization of 
the First and Second Ward as communities. The more the First Ward embraced 
a doctrine of unquestioned obedience, or what some negatively referred to as 
“totalization of outlook,” the more the Second Ward embraced the importance 
of personal choice and responsibility, including wider freedom of exploration 
and expression. Some members even allowed their youth to attend religious 
services of other denominations in order to appreciate their own theology. The 
priesthood sermons often ended with the admonition to “think about it” and 
less often with “you must do it.”

One point of diversion between the two communities concerns the status 
of women. Family unity and harmony are highly important and continue to be 
stressed by the leadership. However, one woman said, “I could not breathe as 
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a woman until the [Centennial Park movement] was called.” Admittedly mem-
bers of a conservative patriarchal society, many women felt repressed during 
the period from 1935 to 1970. Beginning from the 1960s to the mid-1980s, that 
feeling gradually evolved until the 1984 Split. By that time, two philosophies 
were extant in Colorado City. The First Ward postulates that a woman should 
obey her priesthood head in all things. The Second Ward philosophy holds that 
a woman obeys her husband or father only as he obeys Christ, a doctrine fi rst 
enunciated by Joseph Smith. Women are just as accountable for their actions 
and decisions as men. No woman must follow her husband blindly.

Second Ward families, like families everywhere, are concerned that their 
children embrace the values that have defi ned their community. The period 
immediately following the Split was dedicated to a renewal of faith and com-
mitment to the historical goals of the Priesthood Council. New apostles were 
called to guide the community.

Their commitment to formal education and their wider involvement in 
mainstream culture led the Second Ward in different paths from their First 
Ward relatives. The Second Ward people constructed a new building for the 
Colorado City Academy, their private high school. They organized a public 
charter school, named Masada Charter School, a K-9 school with about 400 
students enrolled. The Colorado City public school system, a K-12 school, con-
tinued serving students in the area. It has about 400 students enrolled.

Social and Cultural Contrasts

The Split impacted the social structure and culture of the two communities. 
This is readily apparent in statistics refl ecting the age of fi rst marriage. Agrar-
ian societies around the globe overwhelmingly prefer early marriage. A cultural 
survival of this practice can still be found in state laws that allow young women 
(with parental consent) to marry as early as age 16. Until recently, when Utah 
and Texas changed their statutes, a young woman was allowed to marry as early 
as 14 years of age. In New Hampshire the age is 13, the youngest in the United 
States.

During the Depression of the 1930s and into the 1940s, early marriage 
among fundamentalists was common, with 14 to 16 being the age of fi rst mar-
riage among women and 16 to 18 among men. The Priesthood Council was not 
particularly pleased with this custom, and during the 1960s and 1970s encour-
aged young women to complete high school before marrying. Hence the age at 
marriage changed to 18–19 for young women, and 19–21 for men.

The Second Ward marriage statistics refl ect this trend, as most young 
women complete high school and begin a college education before marriage. 
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The age of marriage ranges from 19–21 for young women and 21–27 for 
young men, who complete a work mission of three years and begin a college 
degree or vocational career. Some earlier marriages occur, but the leader-
ship does not encourage the practice due to pressures from state offi cials; 
and, more important, they want young people to be committed to the reli-
gion before marriage. In our research, we found one recent marriage of a 
girl, 17, to a 27-year-old man, a fi rst and legal marriage for both. Addition-
ally, two teenagers, 15 and 16 years old, separately asked for the Brethren to 
marry them, only to be told they were too young and to wait until they were 
of legal age.

No discussion would be complete without an examination of the practice of 
plural marriage among these communities. The media have portrayed a com-
munity where young girls are forced to marry elderly men and young men are 
“run off” to reduce competition for available women. Our investigation has 
not confi rmed this practice. The mean number of years between a man’s fi rst 
marriage and his entering “the Principle,” or a second marriage, is about 10 
years. On average, most men become polygamists in their thirties and have 
only two wives or “mothers.” Since the 1990s, only about one-third to one-half 
of households are polygamous. For a man to enter “the Principle,” the other 
wives should give their consent. A great deal of thought, prayer, and discussion 
is given to fi rst and plural marriages. Among the Second Ward, thoughts of 
force or coercion run counter to their philosophy of agency. As in other matters 
of their lives, the Will of the Lord is sought through prayer and consultation 
with religious leaders.

Ascertaining marriage patterns, with any degree of accuracy, among the 
First Ward has been almost impossible. Based on newspaper reports and con-
versations with friends associated with the First Ward people in Colorado City, 
marriages of young (under 18) women do occur. However, it is not at all clear 
whether these are polygamous marriages, legal marriages, or what age the hus-
bands have been. In our research, early marriage is neither promoted nor com-
mon among First Ward membership, as has been asserted in the media. Such 
early marriages as do occur may only be artifacts of political alliance building. 
What degree of force or coercion accompanies First Ward marriage has been 
impossible to determine. Women who have recently authored books claim 
that this happens, active First Warders adamantly deny it. The disagreement 
is essentially one of validity and representation and requires a more neutral 
scholarly investigation.

Another striking difference between the two communities is seen in their 
views of education. The First Ward tends to de-emphasize formal, classroom-
centered education in favor of home-centered and vocational training. Since 
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some women become registered nurses or teachers, college training does 
occur among them. Degrees among men range from medicine and engineer-
ing to education and business.

Both Wards feel that many aspects of mainstream culture are immoral 
(e.g., X- and R-rated movies, premarital sex, clothing styles). Most members 
of the communities participate as interested spectators and, at times, disgrun-
tled critics of national and international events. Contemporary fundamental-
ists are not like the Hutterites, who disapprove of and strive to withdraw from 
mainstream American culture. Among the Second Ward people, life is to be 
enjoyed, and they do not hesitate to partake of life’s delights (e.g., drinking cof-
fee and alcohol—very un-Mormon things to do; visiting nearby national parks; 
shopping at the mall; or feasting at all-you-can-eat $12.99 buffets in Mesquite, 
Nevada). Common dinner topics range from religious issues, current events, 
entertainment, politics, and changes (good and bad) in American culture, to 
the benefi ts of fl ax seed oil and homeopathic remedies for preventing or treat-
ing illnesses.

Aware of the outside world, but at the same time opposed to its evils, 
many fundamentalists often seek validation from the world. Not ashamed 
of their beliefs or practices, they actively defended themselves when the 
media broadcast negative images and sensationalized information of the 
raid on the Eldorado, Texas, compound. Wives organized a letter-writing 
campaign, held media interviews, and journeyed to state capitals to testify 
before legislative committees and courts about the benefi ts of plural mar-
riage. The Centennial Park Action Committee (CPAC), engaged in dialogue 
with the two states’ attorneys general and established workshops and sup-
port groups to deal with abuse. The Second Ward has worked proactively 
to address social issues as part of their effort to establish an intentional 
religious community. The First Ward organized two web sites, www.Truth-
WillPrevail.com and www.CaptiveFLDSchildren.com, which promote their 
viewpoint.

Until recently, the First Ward remained relatively mute. Its members may 
be victims of their own ideological tenets, which stress withdrawal and indif-
ference to the external world. When confronted with forces that demanded a 
response, they were unprepared. Their inability to respond effectively was fur-
ther compounded by Warren Jeffs’s seemingly relentless purging of potential 
rivals. Without experienced leadership, the community stalled. The incarcera-
tion and conviction of Warren Jeffs left a political void. In the end, the legal 
takeover of the UEP, combined with leadership problems and efforts to build 
communities elsewhere, contributed to the near collapse of Colorado City as a 
dynamic religious community.

www.Truth-WillPrevail.com
www.Truth-WillPrevail.com
www.CaptiveFLDSchildren.com
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Conclusion

In 1986 the Colorado City–Hildale fundamentalist polygamous community 
divided, primarily along family lines. The two factions, called wards, formed 
new communities based on each’s peculiar vision of the people who began this 
intentional community. The First Ward people, who interpreted the vision as 
a collection of related families, became more ultra-orthodox with a single leader 
assisted by trusted associates lower in authority. Lines of political authority 
are traced from this single leader, but blur thereafter. There exists no recog-
nized line of succession. Their religious values emphasize strict obedience to 
the prophet’s word.

Although many members of the Second Ward still reside in Colorado City, 
the Second Ward began a new intentional community, based on their vision of 
a religious community directed by divinely called and inspired men. Scripturally 
supported religious doctrines form the basis of community policy. Lines of politi-
cal authority are drawn from the president of the Priesthood Council, formerly 
known as the Council of Friends. Policy is set by consensus among the members 
of the Council. Secondary leaders are men of authority among the members. 
Succession is determined by seniority of ordination of the Council members.

The relative role of the individual changed as a result of the division. The 
First Ward members stress strict obedience to the non-negotiable directions of 
the prophet, while the Second Ward members emphasize personal choice and 
its resultant responsibility. The passing of Rulon Jeffs enabled his son Warren 
Jeffs to assume the role of prophet and church leader in the First Ward, as 
there was no clear line of succession. He set in motion new policies and prac-
tices never seen before in Colorado City (e.g., devaluing education and personal 
choice, stripping wives and family from a man in order to humble him, empha-
sizing fi rst-cousin marriage). These policies and practices were implemented 
after the 1984 Split and were never part of Second Ward doctrine.

As noted above, the most remarkable difference between the two wards is 
their respective positions concerning the importance of priesthood leadership. 
The Second Warders continued the idea of priesthood authority as a council of 
apostles, each equal in authority but ranked by seniority of ordination. Opposed 
to that, the First Warders embraced the “one man doctrine” of there being 
only one “key holder,” who was God’s only representative on earth. In time, 
other values and policies emerged as each community attempted to redefi ne 
itself along the lines of the original vision of community and often in opposite 
terms to each other. Over the last few years, the Second Ward leadership has 
begun a return to the importance of embracing the long-time Mormon value of 
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obedience to ordinated authority, albeit of one’s own will and choice. Harmony 
and good will continue to be goals of each community. The motivation for the 
discussion is the community’s renewed effort to implement and live according 
to the tenets found in the philosophy of the United Order and a community of 
true believers.

The idea of a United Order extends back to the nineteenth century; it is 
a form of Christian socialism in which everyone shares and tries to assist his 
or her neighbor in the quest to achieve a higher form of spiritual enlighten-
ment unhindered by material concerns. To achieve this vision, the leadership 
of both communities teach their members to be less assertive of individuality 
and to adhere more to harmony and unity in achieving community goals, both 
of which conform to fundamental Christian ideals.

It remains to be seen how successful the Second Ward leadership will be 
in steering its membership between the twin and often-competing values of 
individual choice or agency and the desire to belong to a greater whole. In the 
end, an unintended consequence of this prolonged introspection may be that 
the Second Ward is transforming itself from “public secret” into a more open, 
focused, and thus viable intentional community.
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Over the past 20 years, I have forged friendships with and personally 
observed members of the Fundamentalist Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-Day Saints (FLDS). During this time, I have enjoyed extensive 
contact with both the leadership and the members of the FLDS 
community, headquartered in Colorado City, Arizona, and Hildale, 
Utah. I have become intimately aware of their worship, teachings, 
and family and community life.

I approach this subject as a sixth-generation member of the 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (LDS) with two 
generations of polygamy on my family tree.1 I am also a criminal 
defense lawyer with an interest in how cultural minorities are treated 
in the courts, and I have a graduate degree in legal history with an 
emphasis on the experience of the FLDS.2 My association with the 
FLDS began in the late 1980s. I happened to view a couple of 
television programs about the FLDS. Since I had grown up in the 
South, not Utah, I had not even heard of this group.3 The programs 
sparked my interest and I determined to fi nd out about them.

Historically called Short Creek, the twin communities of 
Colorado City and Hildale are located just off Arizona Highway 389 
on the Arizona Strip, an area of high desert cut off from the rest of 
the state by the Grand Canyon. It is beautiful country. The nearest 
cities of any size are St. George and Hurricane, Utah.

My desire to learn more about the FLDS people led me to Colorado 
City on January 2, 1988. I showed up uninvited and was turned 
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over to Mayor Dan Barlow,4 a son of the late John Y. Barlow.5 Mayor Barlow 
introduced me to his brother Sam Barlow. These initial meetings began a long 
friendship with the brothers and their families.

Later that year I began working on a master of law degree (LL.M.) at the 
University of Wisconsin. My major professor, Dr. Dirk Hartog,6 suggested a 
thesis about a mean-spirited 1955 Utah Supreme Court decision terminating 
the parental rights of a Short Creek plural wife named Vera Black, In re Black, 
283 P.2d 887 (Utah 1955). I threw myself into the project, locating Vera and her 
children for interviews through Sam and Dan. This brought about a long-term 
friendship with Vera’s extended family.

My associations with the community grew when Dixie State College presi-
dent Doug Adler invited me to speak about my research on polygamy at the 
college’s January 1990 Statehood Day—commemorating Utah’s admission as 
the 45th state on January 4, 1896.7 Dixie State College is located in St. George, 
Utah, relatively close to the FLDS communities. I was surprised by the number 
of the normally reclusive fundamentalist Mormons who were in attendance at 
my presentation. (The FLDS are easily identifi ed by their dress.) In the next few 
days, several FLDS men and women made it a point to introduce themselves 
to me as I visited the Short Creek area. Some even wanted me to meet their 
families. Many of my closest Short Creek friendships fl ow from that Dixie Col-
lege appearance.

Over the next few years my circle of fundamentalist Mormon contacts 
spread to other fundamentalist Mormon groups outside of the FLDS. These 
included the late Owen Allred, leader of the Apostolic United Brethren (AUB).8 
Another is Marianne Thompson Watson, a University of Utah history graduate 
and AUB member who has published her history.9 I also worked with attor-
neys representing FLDS interests,10 including three times when I was retained 
as an expert witness—although one St. George judge refused to allow my 
testimony.11

Since the uninvited visit in 1988, I have visited fundamentalist Mormons, 
especially the FLDS, all over the West. I have attended their religious services 
and funerals, discussed history and belief with them, was given access to his-
torically important documents, and at times informally advised them. More 
important, I slept in their homes, ate at their dinner tables, played with their 
children, and watched them grow up. I photographed family and community 
gatherings, and in general have been invited into much of their day-to-day 
lives.

The reader should know that with such intimate exposure comes friend-
ship and appreciation. I do not agree with many of their beliefs and customs, 
and I’m sure they would not make the choices I do. I do not see them as sinister 
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and, based on my own observations, I reject the stereotypes and collective con-
demnation that have often been leveled at them. In the words of sociologist 
Thomas F. O’Dea, “I have striven throughout to combine intellectual objectiv-
ity with intelligent human sympathy.”12

The April 2008 raid on the Yearning for Zion (YFZ) Ranch outside Eldo-
rado, Texas, renewed my interest in the group—and did so dramatically. I had 
never been to Eldorado, but I followed news accounts of its development and 
viewed images posted on the Internet. I was especially interested in the build-
ing of the fi rst FLDS Temple, which looked surprisingly like the main LDS 
Church’s 1877 St. George, Utah, Temple.13 I participated in numerous news 
interviews about the FLDS, many of which started with some stunning misin-
formation from reporters and so-called experts. Because of this rampant lack 
of awareness and misunderstanding, I have decided to bend my personal rule 
about not discussing what I learned through being invited into the personal 
lives of my FLDS friends. What follows are my personal observations about the 
fundamentalists, specifi cally the FLDS community.14

The Physical Community at Short Creek

Short Creek was the original name of the town that is now the adjacent towns 
of Hildale, Utah and Colorado City, Arizona. It is a mile or mile and a half 
long stream bed running out of the Vermillion Cliffs, through the two towns, 
and then into the high desert south of the community. It is dry the majority 
of the year. The area was fi rst settled by Europeans in 1912, when Mormon 
cattle rancher Jacob Lauritzen arrived in the area. He built the fi rst water ditch, 
a three-mile undertaking from a nearby canyon. He later brought in his wife 
and seven children and his brother-in-law. A 1914 Utah government publica-
tion described Short Creek: “a small settlement is being built up there, which 
has a school and post offi ce. It is on the proposed Yellowstone-Grand Canyon 
highway, and dry farms from ‘Dixie’ to Kanab.”15

Fundamentalist Mormons fi rst arrived in Short Creek in 1935, when about 
40 families moved to the area.16 The appeal of the site was its remoteness; it 
was viewed as a “refuge for the Saints.”17 The community was so isolated that 
power lines were not brought into the community until 1959. 18 It took three 
more years for the road between Hurricane and Short Creek to be paved.

In 1963 a University of Utah graduate student visited the community and 
attempted interviews but found no one willing to talk to him. He counted 31 
houses and 8 mobile homes on the Utah side, and another 25 homes and 6 
mobile homes on the Arizona side.19
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Physical Presentation and Dress

FLDS people have a distinctive dress that makes them stand out, especially the 
women.20 Faithful men do not wear beards and always have short hair.21 Faith-
ful women do not cut their hair, do not wear makeup or jewelry, and generally 
adopt a distinctive old fashioned hairstyle. Much of this is not by edict but by 
community custom. I have known women in good standing in the community 
who wore some makeup and jewelry, who wore pants, cut and styled their hair, 
and did not follow the prevailing customs. These included people in polyga-
mous families. I have never, however, seen a visible tattoo or body piercing on 
an active FLDS member.

The late FLDS prophet Leroy Johnson had little tolerance for the popular 
fashion of larger society. He was distressed that “the daughters of Zion would 
walk the streets of our great and glorious city of Salt Lake as harlots; and you will 
not be able to tell the face of a Saint from a Gentile.” He frequently preached 
against long hair on men and said “the women’s hair is her glory . . . and there 
are certain ordinances of the Priesthood that she will need beautiful hair in 
order to perform.”22

From the time of Joseph Smith, the main LDS Church has used undergar-
ments now referred to as “temple garments.” Their use is considered a mea-
sure of religious devotion, a commitment to modesty, and the wearer has, in 
the past, been promised protection from physical danger while wearing them.23 
Over the years the garments used by the LDS Church have undergone consid-
erable change, covering less of the body.24

In August 1936 Joseph W. Musser challenged the LDS temple garment 
design changes and temple ordinance practice adopted by the LDS Church. Truth, 
the monthly fundamentalist magazine, acknowledged “[t]his is a delicate subject” 
because the “nature of the ceremonies pertaining to Endowments, is such to pre-
clude an exposition of them through public print . . .” Observing generally that 
there had been changes in both temple ordinances, in the interest of time, and in 
the cut of garments, in the interest of fashion, Truth wrote of “the displeasure the 
Lord feels toward” the LDS Church leaders who initiated these changes.25

Fundamentalist Mormons consider these changes to be a retreat from the 
modesty originally taught to Mormons, and an example of the LDS Church’s 
compromise with the world. They refer to their religious undergarments as 
“priesthood garments” and believe the proper cut extends to the wrist and 
ankles, and includes a collar, in the style of garments used by the LDS Church 
until as late as 1920. Because of this older style cut, FLDS dress always involves 
long sleeves and shirts buttoned at the collar for men and long dresses, high 



twenty years of observations  81

collars, and long sleeves for women. These garments are considered sacred, 
and I have observed some discomfort in FLDS members whom I was photo-
graphing while they had their sleeves rolled up working in the kitchen or yard, 
revealing some of the white of their garments. These garments are worn by 
FLDS children as well as adults. It is common to see little girls playing in “prai-
rie dresses” with long pants underneath them.

When Warren Jeffs and his traveling party were arrested by a Nevada high-
way patrolman in August 2006, he was not wearing dress that conformed to 
such “priesthood garments.”26 This caused considerable comment among fun-
damentalist Mormons with whom I spoke.

In the aftermath of the YFZ raid in April 2008, there was some puzzle-
ment in the press about the community’s disdain for red clothing or decora-
tion. One of the Mormon sacred texts is the Doctrine and Covenants, in which 
one section describes the return of Christ the Savior, who would be clothed 
in red.27 At some point FLDS prophet Rulon Jeffs had recommended that his 
fl ock not use red out of respect for the Savior, and it became one of the customs 
of the community.

Women, Marriage, and Families

For me, one of the most inaccurate and offensive aspects of media coverage of 
the raid on the YFZ Ranch was the portrayal of women. It is true that, as Mar-
tha Bradley put it, “The powerful male world of fundamentalist Mormonism 
does not exist without the supportive and obedient female.”28 However, “obedi-
ent” can be a loaded term. It should not be read as pliant.

During the YFZ events in Texas, an FLDS woman named Maggie Jessop 
published a column in the Salt Lake Tribune under the headline “I am an FLDS 
woman and I am entitled to the same rights as you.”29 Her indignation was 
evident from the beginning of her essay:

So, you want to hear from the FLDS women, huh? OK, you asked for 
it. However, I may not have it within my psychological or emotional 
capacity to communicate appropriately due to the widespread “fact” 
that I belong to an uneducated, underprivileged, information-de-
prived, brainless, spineless, poor, picked on, dependent, misled class 
of women identifi ed as “brain-washed.” But, I’ll give it my best shot.

Jessop further observed, “If someone is different, people get suspicious, 
perhaps even jealous, and assume the worst.” She then commented, “I used 
to think anyone in this country was innocent until proven guilty, but, no, I am 
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guilty because the media and the government and the religious bigots think or 
say or hear or suspect I am immoral and abusive. Good grief!”

Maggie Jessop sounds like women I have often encountered among the 
FLDS. Many have strong personalities. They are not people who are going to 
be easily pushed around by anyone, including husbands or prophets. I encoun-
tered several college-educated women, including some whose college educa-
tion was paid for by church leadership to meet community needs. They were 
articulate, well spoken, thoughtful, and committed to an FLDS life.

I watched the CNN interviews with a group of FLDS women whose chil-
dren had been taken in the Texas raid. I had the same reaction most viewers 
probably did, that they came across as terrifi ed and not very independent. But 
these were people without much media experience, and their children had just 
been ripped from them; nevertheless, I couldn’t help but refl ect on the many 
FLDS women I knew who would have presented much stronger, more asser-
tive personalities.

Regarding marriage practices, one young woman explained to me that 
when a woman reached an age at which marriage was appropriate, her “priest-
hood head,” usually a father but possibly other men in that role, would “turn 
her in to the priesthood.” At that point the prophet would determine a suit-
able mate, who would be presented to her. I was told that both the prospec-
tive husband and wife had a right of refusal, but there are social pressures 
which might compromise that right.30 This form of arranged marriage is called 
“placement marriage.” Some couples I know who were faithful and committed 
to the community left me with the strong impression that they would always 
be monogamous.

It was apparent from my fi rsthand observation that some brides were 16 
or 17, but I did not observe it to be the norm. I personally knew of only one 
marriage to a 14-year-old, and that took place in the 1950s. Other leaders told 
me that the community kept track of family relationships to avoid incestuous 
relationships. Willie Jessop, who has recently been the public spokesman for 
Warren Jeffs in church leadership matters, has pledged that they will now com-
ply with state laws on underage brides. Other fundamentalist Mormon groups 
have generally disavowed such marriages.31 I remember talking with a group of 
FLDS young women about how the law may regulate these marriages, saying 
that I believed plural marriages to “minors” did not have any legal protection. 
One married woman in her early twenties, a plural wife, asked me “What is a 
minor?” When I explained, she responded, “I guess I was a minor.” I do believe 
that some in the community do not understand such lines drawn by the law.

On coming of age, young men prepare themselves for marriage. A leader 
in the community under Rulon Jeffs explained “work missions” to me: young 
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men went out into the world to work, turning most or all of their income over 
to the church. Upon their return they were assigned a United Effort Plan (UEP) 
lot to build on and a “worthy wife.” Most outsiders view these “arranged” mar-
riages as offensive and counter to our culture’s expectations of individual 
freedom.

In 2008 I was interviewed for a program on MSNBC on mind control. 
The premise of the program seemed to be that there were no independent 
minds among the FLDS, that all had been brainwashed by a closed cult, had 
been isolated from the outside world since birth, and were incapable of mak-
ing decisions for themselves. Thus, they all needed to be rescued by a more 
enlightened larger society. The premise was that there was a near complete 
lack of free will and access to the larger world, which is preposterous based on 
my observations. I regard that theory as ridiculous. It ran completely contrary 
to my own observations.

At one point after the 2008 Texas raid, authorities suggested that a great 
many of the seized children showed signs of violent physical abuse. They 
quickly seemed to retreat from this. I have been around a great many small 
children with their parents and cannot recall seeing a child spanked even once. 
Generally, little kids seemed comfortable with me and did not hesitate to play 
with me. I have watched many of those children grow up. I have seen nothing 
that even hints at a culture of physical child abuse, or evidence that children 
were taught to fear all non-FLDS people.

Another issue in the news involves the so-called “Lost Boys.” “Lost Boys” 
is the term applied to young men supposedly expelled by the FLDS in great 
 numbers in order to free up potential young wives for the older patriarchs who 
run the community.32 I have no doubt that some young men have left the com-
munity, or perhaps have been kicked out by their parents for acts that were 
viewed as rebellious. I think that is inevitable in any socially conservative com-
munity with strict behavior norms, be they Seventh-day Adventist, Southern 
Baptist, Amish, or Latter-Day Saint. However, I think the numbers routinely 
reported for the FLDS are wildly exaggerated. I have never observed such a 
thing and do not accept that adolescent males are cast out by older patriarchs 
in order to free up young girls for plural families.

Schools and Education

I know many FLDS members who are college educated, both men and women. 
They are not art history or poetry majors, however; education is approached in 
very practical terms.



84  historical and cultural patterns of polygamy in the u.s.

Colorado City has a public school system, funded by Utah and Arizona. 
However, in 2000, Warren Jeffs, speaking on behalf of his father, counseled 
their fl ock to pull their children out of public school. Enrollments dropped dra-
matically and children were educated in a series of church-affi liated academies 
or were homeschooled.33 I toured some of those academies and know women 
who taught in them. I was told that the move came about because they objected 
to curriculum limitations imposed by the state. Mayor Dan Barlow told the Salt 

Lake Tribune, “The [public] schools have been reducing enrollment for several 
years as people have taken on the responsibility of educating their children.” 
Close observers outside the community suggested to me that a major motiva-
tion was internal disputes, that many paid school employees had withdrawn 
from the FLDS and were considered irritants.34

One of my FLDS friends, an elementary school teacher, described how 
she got her college degree. She became a plural wife at a relatively young age 
and had a number of children as part of a large family. It happens to be a fam-
ily with strong women, where the daughters generally struck me as assertive, 
independent personalities. The community’s leadership decided they needed 
college-trained school teachers to meet their needs. My friend and some others 
were offered the opportunity to have their college expenses paid by the FLDS 
if they would become teachers. Some of my friend’s children were still young 
and at home, but she was not worried about their welfare; her sister wives took 
care of them during the weeks while she was away at Southern Utah University 
in Cedar City, Utah. She came home on the weekends. At college she shared 
an apartment with other women from the community who had also been called 
on these education missions. It worked out well for my friend, and she was 
delighted at the opportunity to get an education while serving her community. 
She taught fi rst in one of the public schools and later in one of the private acad-
emies near her home.

I have heard similar stories about other FLDS college graduates. The com-
munity has a doctor and more than one dentist who got their degrees in this 
way. The understanding for all was that they would return to the community 
and share their newly acquired talents.

In 1991 the FLDS tried to establish Barlow University, which they hoped 
would attract fundamentalist Mormons and religious conservatives of all 
stripes, but it did not last long. The late Louis Barlow, then administrator and 
a friend of mine, claimed 200 students when the university opened, and he 
had ambitious future plans.35 I toured the two-story building that housed it and 
found it to be more vocational school than anything, but with a heavy emphasis 
on computer skills. Mohave Community College also has a substantial branch 
campus located in Colorado City.
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Church Meetings

Until recently, the main public worship service among the FLDS was a two-
hour Sunday afternoon gathering, similar to LDS sacrament meetings. Between 
1988 and 2003, I attended 20 or 25 such meetings both in Colorado City and at 
the Alta Academy in the Salt Lake Valley.

The Johnson meeting hall in Colorado City looks like a very large LDS 
ward building, complete with the combined main seating area and recreational 
space with a curtained performance stage at one end and speaker’s podium at 
the other. It has ample balcony seating. Classrooms and offi ces surround the 
main meeting hall. One wall has a large mural of historic Lee’s Ferry on the 
Colorado River, where Johnson grew up.

Their religious meetings are generally not open to the public. I always 
made arrangements in advance when I attended. If I walked into the building 
unescorted, I would be intercepted by ushers, who always seemed to know who 
I was once I introduced myself. Once I fi gured out the customary dress, I tried 
to present myself in conformity with that, but I have a beard, which made me 
stand out. On a few occasions I was introduced from the stand, which I took as 
a kind of signal to members that I was trustworthy.

Attendance at Colorado City ranges from about 1,500 to 2,500. I was told 
the meeting hall could seat about 5,000. The more modest Alta Academy gen-
erally included several hundred worshippers. Meetings always started and 
ended promptly. They were quiet and orderly, much more so than my LDS 
wards. Rarely did I hear fussy children, even though they surrounded me.

Members of the LDS Church would fi nd these meetings familiar but dif-
ferent. Worshippers would sit in the same metal folding chairs that any LDS 
member will be familiar with. A choir would sing some traditional LDS hymns, 
while the congregation sang most, using the green hymnals published by 
the main LDS church. Both men and women would speak, although decid-
edly more men. Opening and closing prayers were always delivered by men. 
Joseph Smith, Brigham Young, and other historic Mormon prophets would be 
quoted. Most speakers would bear their testimonies, usually without knowing 
in advance that they would be called upon to speak, but they were mostly from 
the same cluster of men in leadership roles. Talks would draw from the four 
LDS standard works—the Bible, the Book of Mormon, the Doctrine and Cov-
enants, and the Pearl of Great Price—along with the sermons of Leroy Johnson 
and Rulon Jeffs. Testimonials of the leadership and the religious importance 
of plural marriage were usually part of these talks. The 1953 Short Creek Raid 
would often be spoken of as evidence that they were God’s chosen people and 
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would always have their faith tested by persecution. (I am certain the April 
2008 Texas raid will have an even greater importance in the folklore of the 
FLDS community.)

The Sacrament was not administered as in LDS or AUB Sacrament meet-
ings.36 The prophet was in attendance at every Sunday afternoon meeting I 
attended. He conducted but rarely spoke. At the conclusion of the meeting, the 
custom was for the congregation to line up and greet their leader, usually shak-
ing hands, on the stand. This could take an hour.

The last such meeting I attended was December 1, 2002, after Rulon Jeffs’ 
death. The meeting was conducted by a very frail 92-year-old Fred Jessop, 
a counselor in Rulon Jeffs’ administration. Mayor Dan Barlow was the fi rst 
speaker and testifi ed to his belief that Warren Jeffs was the next prophet. Next 
Warren Jeffs asked a woman, identifi ed as Naomi, a widow of Rulon Jeffs, to 
speak. A very attractive blond in her mid- to late twenties, she began by testify-
ing that “I am nothing without the priesthood.” She reported marrying Rulon 
Jeffs in 1993 and that it was his wish that she marry Warren Jeffs after his pass-
ing. The FLDS believe this is a biblical custom. Finally, Fred Jessop spoke, also 
testifying to Warren Jeffs’calling as prophet.

One of the oddest things to me was a large group of young women seated 
in the congregation in a block directly in front of the speakers. Each wore iden-
tical sky-blue traditional dresses with identical hair styles. I guessed about a 
hundred were in the group. They were not addressed or explained in any way 
that I detected. I had never seen that before. The meeting concluded with the 
usual line of worshippers fi ling by Jeffs and the other leaders on the stand, 
shaking hands, myself among them.

Formerly, the FLDS also conducted a kind of combined worship and com-
munity meeting on Saturday mornings, also in the Johnson meeting hall. After 
opening prayer the local bishop, the late Fred Jessop when I attended, would 
discuss community work that needed to be completed and would make assign-
ments. Drainage ditches needed to be cleaned, the many green irrigated city 
parks needed to be maintained, the small community zoo needed work, homes 
needed repair, water master Joe Jessop, Jr., needed help with wells, and gen-
erally the community needed to be kept up. These tasks would be assigned, 
mixed in with religious messages.

Larger community projects would also be coordinated in such meet-
ings. When fi re destroyed one of the town’s main employers, a cabinet fac-
tory, the community quickly repaired the plant in order to meet production 
requirements. At another time the community pitched in together to build the 
“24-hour house,” a large two-family home that was built from the ground to 
completion in a single round-the-clock day.
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Priesthood and seminary meetings for the youth were conducted at other 
times. Sunday school was generally conducted in individual homes. They have 
their own church seminary program of religious instruction for high school 
age young people, using modifi ed LDS Church materials.

Public meetings were suspended when Utah and Arizona authorities 
began arresting men for polygamy-related crimes, culminating in the indict-
ment of Warren Jeffs, followed by the offer of a $10,000 reward for informa-
tion leading to his capture.37

An FLDS Journal of Discourses

In the nineteenth century the teachings of LDS leaders were recorded by clerks 
and published in a series called the Journal of Discourses, which included ser-
mons from 1852 to 1885. In a pre-electronic media age, such a series gave rank-
and-fi le members access to the teachings of their leaders. The series fell out of 
use, in part because the LDS Church came to disavow some of the teachings 
they contained. Fundamentalist Mormons used their monthly magazine, Truth, 
to reproduce many of those problematic sermons and in the 1950s republished 
the Journal of Discourses.38

Similarly, fundamentalist Mormons recorded the sermons of their leaders. 
In the 1980s the FLDS published a typescript series with the teachings of Leroy 
S. Johnson and a few by John Y. Barlow.39 The custom was continued with the 
sermons of Johnson’s successor, Rulon T. Jeffs.40 The sermons of Jeffs’ son 
and successor, Warren Jeffs, have likewise been recorded and no doubt will 
be published in the same way, if they have not been already. I have heard tape 
recordings and seen typed transcripts of his sermons. These volumes can be 
found in just about every FLDS home. It is common for FLDS members to lis-
ten to audio tapes and other recordings of the sermons of their leaders.41

The UEP and the Division of the Community

Fundamentalist Mormons not only saw Short Creek as a refuge from criminal 
prosecution, but also as a place to restore United Order living. The United 
Order was a generic name for the varied forms of religious communalism prac-
ticed by Mormon pioneers in Utah Territory but discarded in the twentieth 
century.42 However, during the 1930s, the largely poor fundamentalists were 
feeling the pressure of the Great Depression. The ravages of the Depression 
made a return to some kind of United Order attractive.43
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As early as 1936, the community decided “to organize a Co-operative enter-
prize [sic] according to the laws of the land and work under direction of the 
Higher Priesthood body.”44 In October 1936 a Declaration of Trust was fi led 
in the Mohave County Courthouse in Kingman establishing the United Effort 
Trust. The trust held title to a sawmill, some farm equipment, and land given 
“for the purpose of building up the Kingdom of God” through the building of 
a physical economic community.45 The group had earlier begun experimenting 
with a services exchange.46

There were constant interpersonal confl icts with living the United Order, 
but it continued into the 1940s, when it was fi nally dissolved. After a year 
of deliberation a new trust was organized in November 1942 as the United 
Effort Plan (UEP). In 1942 the UEP was to be administered by not less than 
three nor more than nine trustees, initially consisting of John Y. Barlow, 
Joseph W. Musser, Leroy Johnson, Marion Hammon, and the accountant 
Rulon T. Jeffs. The trust instrument provided that “[t]he purpose and object 
of the trust shall fi rst be charitable and philanthropic, its operations to be 
governed in a tru [sic] spirit of brotherhood” through “all kinds of legiti-
mate business ventures.”47 Hammon had recently arrived to the community 
with a new group of fundamentalists and was appointed manager of UEP 
properties.

The UEP survived the 1953 Short Creek raid (see chapter 1 in this vol-
ume) and the generation of fear that followed. The community was further 
tested, severely, by internal divisions. As Leroy Johnson aged, his leadership 
was challenged by Marion Hammon and Alma Timpson, resulting in a split 
in the community. That break was complete on May 13, 1984, when followers 
of Hammon and Timpson held their fi rst separate priesthood meeting, which 
Brian Hales called “an alternative organization.” On September 27, 1986, they 
dedicated a meeting hall of their own.48 They came to be known commonly as 
the Second Ward (though the leaders prefer the term “The Work”) and began 
building a nearby new community called Centennial Park City, which, by 2003, 
had nearly 2,000 people.49

The Community Today

In the last 20 years, the United States census refl ects signifi cant growth 
in the overwhelmingly FLDS communities of Colorado City, Arizona, and 
Hildale, Utah. The census web site put the population of Colorado City 
at 2,426 in 1990, 3,334 in 2000, and 4,807 in 2007. Hildale was found 
to be 1,325 in 1990, 1,895 in 2000, and 1,982 in 2007. The total of both 
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communities was 3,751 in 1990, 5,229 in 2000, and 6,789 in 2007. See 
chapter 6 in this volume for a more detailed demographic description of 
the community.

Today the community is aggressively irrigated and dotted with green parks 
and playgrounds. Large communal agricultural plots are spread around the 
community with families assigned portions for growing crops. A dairy opera-
tion is located in the center of town. A small shopping district has developed, 
which includes a gasoline station–convenience store, a large general store, 
small cafes, and some light industry. A newer commercial district has sprung 
up on either side of Arizona Highway 389. A nearby high school and two ele-
mentary schools in town have mostly fallen into disuse. All of this is nestled 
amidst some breathtaking scenery of red rock and high desert.

The Internal Debate in FLDS

I believe that throughout fundamentalist Mormon history, and especially among 
the FLDS, there has been internal debate about engagement with the outside 
world. Should the religious community retreat into their own bubble, withdraw-
ing from the outside world? After all, fundamentalist Mormons accuse the LDS 
Church of selling out to the outside world, of compromising doctrine and sacred 
practices in the interest of acceptance, status, and getting out from under legal 
pressure. Additionally, from their perspective, the outside world has often per-
secuted them and has made little effort to understand their beliefs and culture.

In the time I have been going to Colorado City, that isolation has changed 
dramatically. There are now signs on the highway identifying the town and 
paved roads into it. A small motel,50 the Mark Twain Restaurant, a franchised 
oil change business, a branch bank, a convenience store–gas station–fast food 
combination, and other businesses all sprang up on both sides of the highway. 
All recognize that money is money, whether it comes from the pockets of the 
FLDS or the non-believing tourist. The town even constructed a small airport, 
with government matching funds, to meet its needs.51

In May 1992 the Mormon History Association (MHA) held their annual 
meeting in St. George. It brought one of the largest turnouts MHA had ever 
enjoyed, including some FLDS members. A bus tour of the old Short Creek 
was arranged. So many participants signed up that three buses were chartered, 
each with an FLDS representative and historian guide. I was one of those 
guides. The groups toured major public buildings and sites. One stop at the 
fi re station included cookies and lemonade. It represented a signifi cant reach-
ing out by the FLDS and refl ected their growing confi dence.
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By the 1990s fundamentalist Mormonism all over the West were feel-
ing more comfortable in an increasingly tolerant world. The Salt Lake Tribune 
called the 1990s “something of a golden era for Colorado City and polygamists 
in general.”52 A New York Times reporter wrote “they have begun a virtual public 
relations campaign to achieve tolerance, respect, a greater following, and ulti-
mately legal protection. They are speaking at university forums, granting inter-
views to reporters and forming alliances with groups they once condemned.”53 
Even the LDS Church–owned Deseret News reported in 1991 that “[f]or the most 
part, polygamists are a law-abiding, quiet lot who don’t fl aunt their violation of 
state law and so aren’t bothered by legal authorities.”54 A 1994 Arizona High-

ways writer observed that “today, with a hotel and restaurant, Colorado City 
has decided to live with the outside world instead of fearing it. It seems like a 
town sure enough of the good in its lifestyle to be able to withstand alternatives 
displayed by passersby.”55

Dan Barlow was mayor of Colorado City from its incorporation until his 
abrupt resignation and excommunication by Warren Jeffs in January 2003. 
The Deseret News noted that Mayor Barlow’s “gentle nature and friendly style 
endeared him to many outsiders, and he often served as a spokesman for the 
FLDS Church.”56 Mayor Barlow often explained to me the need to fi nd employ-
ment for the many FLDS young people. He and others recognized that jobs were 
necessary to the life of the community. Many FLDS commuted to Hurricane 
and St. George, but there were few jobs near their homes. Barlow understood 
that education and networking were essential to the success of the community. 
As mayor he reached out to the larger world, becoming active in Republican 
politics and small municipality organizations. He learned how to deal with the 
press and present a non-threatening FLDS face.

Until the administration of Warren Jeffs, the community had been trend-
ing toward increased engagement with the outside world. The incorporation of 
the towns of Hildale and Colorado City, which brought access to state and fed-
eral monies, were at the beginnings of that reaching out. The economic growth 
in the towns and the pursuit of non-FLDS dollars were a direct result of this 
opening up. Mayor Barlow increased the engagement with the outside world by 
becoming available to the mass media. It appears this came with the approval 
of their prophet, Rulon T. Jeffs, a college-educated man who lived most of his 
life in the Salt Lake City area.

When Warren Jeffs returned to the community, he came down on the 
side of those who opposed integration with the outside world. Speaking for 
his elderly father, and then as prophet in his own right, he moved the FLDS 
away from the outside world. In the name of his father, he urged all FLDS 
to gather in historic Short Creek. A great many returned from the Salt Lake 
Valley.
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Religious Confl ict, Leadership, and the Rise of Warren Jeffs

Leadership of the FLDS has evolved in recent history. In the early 1950s the 
main body of organized fundamentalist Mormonism split into two groups 
over a succession dispute. Initially, most of the fundamentalist Mormon world 
looked for leadership from a seven-member Priesthood Council, with the senior 
member by ordination calling new members. (There was internal debate as to 
whether these new callings had to be approved by the Council or could be made 
unilaterally.) From 1935 until his death on December 29, 1949, the leader was 
two-time former Mormon missionary John Y. Barlow.57

With Barlow’s death, Joseph W. Musser, long-time editor of Truth mag-
azine (a monthly fundamentalist Mormon magazine published from 1935 to 
1956) and the premier intellectual of the movement, would have been next in 
line. However, Musser was disabled by a series of strokes and wished to desig-
nate Rulon Allred, a naturopathic physician, as his successor.58 The rest of the 
Priesthood Council refused to follow Musser. By 1952 this impasse resulted in 
Musser calling an entirely new council. Long-time fundamentalists tell me that 
less than a third of the community followed the new Musser Priesthood Council 
and more than two-thirds stayed with the old Council.59 The old Council eventu-
ally looked to Short Creek resident and junior Council member Leroy Johnson 
as its leader. This group evolved into the FLDS. The Musser group became the 
Apostolic United Brethren, lead by Allred after Musser’s death in 1954.60 

Under Johnson and, after his death at age 98 in 1986,61 his successors 
Rulon Jeffs62 and Warren Jeffs, the FLDS ceased to maintain a Priesthood 
Council. They came to recognize a “one man doctrine,” which views a single 
individual as the prophet and presiding offi cer without checks from a larger 
body. Most recently, the FLDS has taught that their leader would designate his 
successor at or near his death.63

As late as 1998, Rulon Jeffs lived in a four-acre estate near Salt Lake 
City, which housed a large home, the Alta Academy school, a nursery, and 
a church meeting hall. The entire property was valued at $2.9 million. Jeffs 
reportedly commuted by Lear jet to Colorado City to preside over Church 
business. The property was sold, however, and he moved with his reported 
20 wives to Colorado City amid rumors of a prophesied Book of Revela-
tions–style end of the world during which 2,500 FLDS members would 
be lifted to heaven. FLDS leaders had often made such end of the world 
predictions, although Colorado City mayor Dan Barlow has dismissed the 
rumors.64

When Rulon Jeffs died in September 2002, the outside world was not immedi-
ately informed that he would be succeeded by his son, Warren Jeffs. The New York 
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Times incorrectly reported that “[h]is death leaves a void in church leadership that 
could take years to fi ll.” Within the community, the transition was almost immedi-
ately understood. While some have dissented, the majority of the FLDS remained 
loyal to the son, who had been his father’s spokesman for a few years.65

I have known Warren Jeffs casually since the 1990s, when he was headmas-
ter of the Alta Academy in the Salt Lake Valley. Cable television has portrayed 
him as a charismatic, controlling fi gure able to dominate his community by 
force of will. In my view, the truth could not be much further from that. Jeffs is 
a rather bland, gangly, stooped, sometimes socially awkward individual. He is, 
in my opinion, a poor monotone speaker more apt to put you to sleep than hold 
your rapt attention. He rarely gestures, rarely raises his voice, and never shows 
any fl ash. He dresses plainly. He is neither physically nor personally imposing.

That is not to say that Jeffs is not respected in his community. Those who 
follow him respect him deeply. They believe he is a prophet, chosen by God to 
lead his community and make intimate decisions for them. He speaks in a reli-
gious language that is familiar to the FLDS community. He is respected because 
of the religious offi ce he holds, not because of his personal qualities. This is the 
same respect that members of the LDS Church hold for their prophet, whom 
only a few have ever met. The pope is similarly revered by most Catholics, as 
are many Protestant leaders by their religious communities. Jeffs, like his father 
and Leroy Johnson before him, is respected because of who his followers believe 
him to be. Much of it is pure projection. They believe they should “follow the 
prophet” and they want to do so for reasons that make sense to them.

To understand this, outsiders must focus on the community, not on indi-
vidual leaders. Warren Jeffs, however fl awed, is the current leader of a religious 
community that has existed for several generations; it is not the recent creation 
of a charismatic individual like David Koresh. Thus far, the majority of FLDS 
have remained loyal to him in spite of his 2007 conviction, concerns about 
his mental competency, and lengthy prison sentences.66 In 2010 the Utah 
Supreme Court unanimously overturned that conviction in a way that makes 
retrial unlikely.67 He still has serious charges pending in Texas.

Recent Confl icts

The early confl icts over communalism and the United Effort Plan have con-
tinued. This division spilled over into bitter litigation as the majority tried to 
expel dissenters from UEP property. The dissenters, in turn, argued that their 
contributions to the UEP over the years were investments, buying shares of 
UEP stock, while the majority said, no, those were charitable contributions that 
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the donors could not recapture. After a lengthy bench trial, the matter ended 
up in the Utah Supreme Court. The state supreme court affi rmed the essential 
charitable nature of the UEP but awarded life estates to some of the residents.68 
One result of the suit was that signs sprung up in front of nearly all community 
businesses and homes identifying them as UEP properties.

In 2004 Brent Jeffs, a nephew of Warren Jeffs, sued the UEP, alleging that 
Warren Jeffs, Leslie B. Jeffs, and Blaine B. Jeffs had sexually abused him in 
the 1980s at age fi ve or six.69 Two years later, Leslie Jeffs and Blaine Jeffs were 
dropped as defendants.70 The UEP was also sued in spite of the fact that Warren 
Jeffs had no offi cial role with the UEP at the time of the alleged sexual assault, 
though he did at the time of the suit.

Jeffs apparently instructed FLDS lawyers not to answer the suit.71 Without 
a response, the plaintiffs would have won by default and all of the UEP’s $100 
million in assets would have been in jeopardy—including the homes of many 
FLDS members. The Utah trial court fi nally acted to protect UEP residents by 
removing Jeffs and the other trustees and appointing a conservator.72 There 
was considerable resistance among UEP residents to the conservator. Gradu-
ally the conservator has pushed the UEP to a non-religious nature. Individual 
residents were given the opportunity to buy their homes outright, effectively 
withdrawing from the cooperative.73 By the time of this writing, the UEP take-
over was characterized as a “mess” by Utah’s attorney general.74

Following the takeover, FLDS representatives began purchasing large 
tracts of land in Texas, which eventually became the Yearning For Zion (YFZ) 
Ranch, at least 60 acres in Colorado,75 and 140 acres outside Pringle, South 
Dakota. USA Today reported that the South Dakota community contained less 
than 200 people on land and buildings worth about $4.5 million.76 Some who 
followed the FLDS believed that Jeffs was building a new UEP with his most 
dedicated followers. I see this branching out as directly connected to the secu-
larizing of the UEP.

A Theory on Reactions to the FLDS

A community of several thousand people is going to have some incidence of 
domestic violence, of child abuse, of sexual molestation, of ordinary crime. 
Community leadership is not exempt from this reality of human nature. After 
a long career as a criminal defense lawyer, I know better than to believe in any 
perfect society. Additionally, there will always be people who fi t the stereotypes 
of both submissive women and domineering men. Stereotypes do develop 
from actual types of people.



94  historical and cultural patterns of polygamy in the u.s.

It is a mistake, however, to seize upon the occasional bad actors, dysfunc-
tional families, or predators as being representative of a community of thou-
sands. It is especially dangerous to make such assumptions about a community 
that is not ready to open itself up to the leering or the curious. Yet that is what 
we have done. There may be no greater example of such a sweeping stereotype 
than the April 2008 Texas CPS raid of the YFZ Ranch.

As a culture, we have a hard time understanding individual or group decisions 
that we would not make and do not understand. “They must be crazy; they must 
be enslaved,” we think to ourselves. “There is something wrong with this picture.” 
Sometimes we set about defi ning how they are crazy. They must be brainwashed. 
They are mentally ill. They are imprisoned. And we are always doing this through 
our own worldview, adopting the thinking of our personal culture.77 We did that 
with gays, once defi ning homosexuality as deviance and mental illness. Even as 
this book is being written, our whole country is struggling to understand Islamic 
society. We are not willing to believe that faithful Islamic women would willingly 
wear a chador as an act of piety. This prejudice certainly adds to the diffi culties 
that Muslim Americans have living in American society.

Today American society simply does not understand religiously based 
polygamy and the culture it comes from. We do not understand the choices, we 
are offended by the cultural language, and we are quick to see it as deviant or 
predatory somehow.

The FLDS are not going away. Mass prosecutions, community invasions 
by heavily armed law enforcement such as the misguided Texas assault, and 
seizure of their children only deepen their sense of persecution and commu-
nity solidarity. The most effective agents of change have been education and 
exposure to the outside world. The kind of pressures brought in the twenty-fi rst 
century can be very counterproductive for that goal, making the FLDS more 
reclusive.

notes

1. My great, great-grandfather Shadrack Ford Driggs was married to my great, 
great-grandmother Elizabeth White and to Celia Taylor. My great-grandfather 
Apollos Griffi n Driggs was married to Cornelia Pratt, Mary Melvina Kimball, my 
great-grandmother Elizabeth Alston, and Eliza E. White. Both were prosecuted for 
polygamy; Apollos went to prison in 1887. Driggs: History of an American Family 
(Phoenix: Driggs Family Association, 1972), 44, 79; see a variety of newspaper 
clippings about the 1886–1887 prosecution of Apollos Driggs, Bishop of the Sugar 
House Ward, in the A.T. Schroeder Collection, Scrapbook #3, at the Wisconsin 
Historical Society Archives in Madison, Wisconsin.
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 2. My 139-page thesis was entitled “ ‘There Must Be No Compromise with Evil’: 
A History and Analysis of the Utah Supreme Court’s 1955 Decision in In Re Black, 
283 P.2d 887 (Utah 1955).” A version of it was published as “Who Shall Raise The 
Children? Vera Black and the Rights of Polygamous Utah Parents,” Utah Historical 

Quarterly 60 (Winter 1992): 27–46. Vera Black was one of the three wives of Leonard 
Black. They had eight children, seven at the time of this case. The two oldest, Orson, 
17, and Lillian, 12, testifi ed in the juvenile court termination of parental rights 
proceedings.

 3. I had seen a 60 Minutes piece about internal disputes over their 
communalism and a really bad 1981 TV movie, The Child Bride of Short Creek.

 4. See Dan Barlow’s account of the 1953 Short Creek Raid, where he was one of 
the defendants, in David Isay, “Dan Barlow: Fundamentalist Mormon and Mayor of 
Colorado City, Arizona,” in Holding On (New York: W. W. Norton, 1996), 169–173.

 5. Barlow was born in Panacea, Nevada, on March 4, 1874. He died in a 
fundamentalist Mormon–owned home on 2157 Lincoln Street in Salt Lake City on 
December 29, 1949. He was called to the original fundamentalist Mormon Priesthood 
Council by Lorin C. Woolley in March 1929. For information on John Y. Barlow 
as a leader of this community see Brian C. Hales, Modern Polygamy and Mormon 

Fundamentalism: The Generations after the Manifesto (Salt Lake City: Greg Kofford 
Books, 2006), 239–288. Hereinafter cited as Hales.

 6. Note Hendrik Hartog, Man and Wife in America: A History (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2000).

 7. My lecture was published as “One Hundred Years after the Manifesto: 
Polygamy in Southern Utah Today,” Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought 24 
(Winter 1991): 44–58.

 8. Owen and I became very good friends. I found him to be a warm, 
unpretentious, genuine, gentle, thoroughly nineteenth-century man. I made a point to 
fl y to Utah to attend his funeral after his death at age 91, on February 14, 2005. Brooke 
Adams, “Followers, Critics Profess Respect for Polygamist Leader,” Salt Lake Tribune, 
February 17, 2005. Much of my research of newspaper coverage of the FLDS was done 
online where page numbers often are not present. I provide page numbers where 
available but attribute to the article with or without page numbers.

 9. See Marianne T. Watson, “Short Creek: ‘A Refuge for the Saints,’ ” Dialogue: 

A Journal of Mormon Thought 36 (Spring 2003): 71–87 and “The 1948 Secret Marriage 
of Louis J. Barlow: The Origins of FLDS Placement Marriage,” Dialogue 40 (Spring 
2007): 83–136.

10. For many years Salt Lake City attorneys Rod Parker and Scott Berry 
represented Short Creek interests. Rod was instrumental in turning the tide of public 
perception after the April 2008 Texas raid on the Yearning for Zion (YFZ) Ranch. 
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This chapter provides a brief examination of the history, culture, and 
lifestyles of contemporary Mormon fundamentalists living 
predominantly in the Rocky Mountain West, including Mexico and 
Canada. I explore the roots of contemporary polygamous living, 
shedding light on the differences between the four major 
fundamentalist movements, including the Fundamentalist Church of 
Latter-Day Saints (FLDS) and the Apostolic United Brethren (AUB), 
both of which were originally one group from 1930 to 1955. The data 
is drawn from nearly two decades of anthropological fi eldwork 
(1989–2008).

The State of Texas raided the Eldorado Yearning for Zion (YFZ) 
ranch, operated by the FLDS, separating over 400 children from 
their parents and putting them into state protective services. The raid 
cost the State of Texas and the U.S. government approximately 8 
million dollars within the fi rst 20 days of the siege. In retrospect, this 
expensive raid pitted two altruistic causes against each other: the 
desire to stop suspected child abuse through underage bride 
traffi cking, and the desire to uphold the group’s constitutional right 
of the freedom of religion. This seizure also brought a third cause to 
light, a cause spurred on by various polygamy scholars and 
fundamentalist advocates, like Anne Wilde of Salt Lake City, 
designed to educate the public and government about the rich 
diversity of polygamist lifestyles, and to protest against the attempts 
made by government to enact policies against entire communities, 
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as was done in Short Creek, Utah/Arizona (1953), Island Pond, Vermont 
(1985), and Eldorado, Texas (2008). This chapter is designed to answer the call 
of this third and vital cause. I examine the variability and complexity in Mor-
mon fundamentalism by focusing on the visionary beginnings of the North 
American Anglo experiment in polygamy. I then describe the rich cultural 
expressions of the thousands of people who believe that plural marriage is a 
divine calling.

History and Evolution

Although many orthodox Mormons seek to distance themselves from con-
temporary expressions of their ancestors’ historic past, plural marriage is an 
ethnographic reality within the Mormon culture and will remain so for many 
years to come. Polygamy fi rst arose in the Mormon context in the 1830s when 
Joseph Smith decided to restore plural marriage to the earth. He married sev-
eral women and may have had children with some of them.1 Later in 1890 the 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (LDS) discontinued the practice 
in order to gain statehood for Utah. Fundamentalists, however, believe that 
John Taylor (third prophet of the LDS Church) received a revelation in 1886 
to continue polygamy. According to the fundamentalists’ beliefs, Taylor had 
been taking refuge in the Woolley home when Jesus Christ and Joseph Smith 
appeared to him in the evening of September 26th. Based on that vision, 
Taylor confi rmed fi ve men (including John Woolley and his son, Lorin, and 
my own ancestor, George Q. Cannon) to be Apostles of God with the exclu-
sive mission of keeping “celestial marriage,” or polygamy, alive. Prior to his 
death, John Woolley confi rmed Lorin to carry on this quest. Lorin C. Woolley2 
and his Council of Friends (John Y. Barlow, J. Leslie Broadbent, Charles Zit-
ting, Joseph Musser, LeGrand Woolley, and Louis Kelsch) established a sub 
rosa movement, which Woolley led from 1928–1934. The movement relied 
on early Brigham Young doctrines of communalism and plural marriage; its 
adherents established themselves in an area known as Short Creek on the 
Utah-Arizona border. They believed the location was consecrated by Brigham 
Young, who said it would be “head not the tail” of the Church,3 and that it 
would become a gathering place for many exiled polygamists. Contention 
and different interpretations over who would be the “one mighty and strong”4 
caused four factions to break from the original Short Creek gathering: the 
FLDS, the AUB, the LeBarons, and the Kingstons. All of these groups were 
associated with the original Short Creek sect, and they share common threads 
of kinship, marriage, and core beliefs.
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To understand the split, one must go back to 1934, when Lorin C. Woolley 
died. J. Leslie Broadbent assumed the leadership until his death in 1935, after 
which John Y. Barlow became prophet until his death in 1949, when Joseph 
Musser took control. Another group formed in Colonia Juarez, in northern 
Mexico, where many Mormons fl ed during the 1885–1887 polygamy trials in 
Salt Lake City. A handful of families, led by Alma Dayer LeBaron, kept the 
“principle” of polygamy alive. LeBaron claimed to have received the priesthood 
keys from his uncle, Benjamin F. Johnson, a member of the Council of Fifty5 of 
the early LDS Church, who received them from Joseph Smith. He later estab-
lished Colonia LeBaron, in Galeana, Mexico.

Fragmentation of the Council

In 1952, the Short Creek priesthood council split apart. Joseph Musser sought 
to bring Dr. Rulon C. Allred, a naturopath, into the Council of Friends.6 This 
was vetoed by the council, so Musser and Allred started a new group called the 
Apostolic United Brethren. Leroy S. Johnson and Charles Zitting remained 
in Short Creek and created the FLDS church, which has become the second 
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largest fundamentalist sect with around 8,000  members. It has branches in 
Hildale, Utah; Colorado City, Arizona; Eldorado, Texas; Mancos, Colorado; 
Pringle, South Dakota; and Bountiful, British Columbia.7 When Leroy Johnson 
died in 1986, Rulon Jeffs took over with a tyrannical “one-man” rule. Dissent-
ers Marion Hammon and Alma and John Timpson built a new community 
in nearby Centennial Park, Arizona, calling themselves “the Work.” A further 
split occurred in 2002 when Winston Blackmore broke off from the “Jeffs rule” 
and settled in Bountiful, British Columbia.

Upon Musser’s death in 1954, Allred was named the “uncontested” 
prophet; by 1959, the AUB grew to 1,000 members with the help of Joseph 
Lyman Jessop and other converts, who met in Owen Allred’s home in 
Bluffdale, Utah. The Allreds had joined the LeBarons during their exile but 
fell into disagreement with them about who should be the prophet. The LeBar-
ons believed that Joel LeBaron was the “one mighty and strong.” In 1955, LeB-
aron had established the Church of the First Born of the Fullness of Times as 
a sanctuary in the Chihuahuan Desert, away from “the sinners and corruption 
of the modern world.”8 Around this same time, Harold and Ray Blackmore 
of the FLDS group started a colony near Creston, British Columbia. Despite 
the splits, the various groups have intermarried for many decades, creating 
hundreds of grandchildren and great grandchildren who are linked to the two 
prominent kingdoms.

Another branch of the AUB, known as Pinesdale, is located in the Bitter-
root Mountains of western Montana. The community has a school/church, city 
hall, library, and main street. The primary means of support comes through 
construction work.9 Other branches in Utah include: Bluffdale (headquarters), 
Cedar City, and Mona and Santaquin (called “Rocky Ridge,” a 225-acre subdivi-
sion with around 50 families). They also have orders in Germany, the Nether-
lands, and Ozumba, southeast of Mexico City. In the 1970s, with new converts 
and births the AUB grew to about 3,000 members. Today it is the largest fun-
damentalist group, with nearly 10,000 members. In 1976, after Rulon was 
killed by a female assassin sent by Ervil LeBaron, his brother Owen took the 
helm. In 2004, after Owen’s death, Lamoine Jensen became prophet. Recently, 
Lamoine has developed intestinal cancer, leading several others to seek the 
presidency.

Still another group developed in 1935. Charles Kingston and John 
Y.  Barlow created the Latter-Day Church of Christ. Most members of the group 
live along the Wasatch Front in Utah. Also known as the Kingston clan, they 
practice polygamy, often marrying within the extended family to underage 
girls as young as 13–15 years of age. Paul Kingston is the current prophet. The 
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Kingstons have about $150 million in security, gambling, mining, and other 
development investments.

Paul Kingston, 58, is a CPA and attorney with 40 wives and an unknown 
number of children. He believes that plural marriage allows a man to achieve 
glory through as many wives and children as possible. He encourages his wives 
to nurse for only a few months so they will be ready to conceive again earlier. 
Kathleen Tracy10 estimates that some of his wives have 16 children, and that 
he may have as many as 300 children. In his youth he was student body presi-
dent of South High in Salt Lake City, Utah; a Boys’ State representative; and a 
law student. In spite of his many accomplishments, Paul appears to prefer to 
remain secretive and isolated. His cousin, Carl, on the other hand, enjoys the 
public light and serves as the group’s primary legal counsel. Carl has several 
wives and 30 children. He has represented his relatives in a variety of legal 
cases. Reportedly, the girls were considered “old maids” in the Kingston clan if 
they were not married by age 17.11 Some in the group have been sued for wel-
fare fraud; the group’s assets were estimated at $70 million in 1983.

In 1986, when Rulon Jeffs took over the FLDS, dissenters Marion Ham-
mon and Alma and John Timpson built a new community, “The Work,” in 
nearby Centennial Park, Arizona. This offshoot group has about 1,500 people. 
They still practice a form of arranged marriage, but they dress in slightly more 
contemporary clothing and live in large homes and are funded by both the 
priesthood community and government funding.12

Another sect split in 1990 from the Centennial and FLDS sects. Called the 
Nielsen/Naylor group, with around 200 people, they live in Salt Lake City. In 
1990, a group of FLDS women fl ed from the various sects, initiating a series 
of investigations into polygamy in Colorado City and Bountiful, British Colum-
bia. The Creston Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) launched an inquiry 
into the life of the Bountiful residents.

A further split occurred in 2002, shortly after Rulon Jeffs had a series of 
strokes. Rulon was succeeded by his son Warren. In 2003, Warren Jeffs pur-
chased land in Colorado and Texas, and in 2004 he excommunicated 21 FLDS 
men. In 2005, the Arizona grand jury convicted Jeffs of child sex abuse. Two 
civil suits were also brought against him in Utah for expelling young men (the 
“Lost Boys”) and sexually abusing a nephew. Further lawsuits were brought 
against him relating to misusing United Effort funds, whereupon the Utah 
State government seized FLDS assets, including land and homes in Bountiful. 
Jeffs escaped to Canada to avoid arrest and was later found near Mesquite in 
Nevada with $50,000 in cash, computers, and disguises. In 2007, Jeffs was 
convicted as an accomplice to rape and is currently serving a prison sentence 
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in Utah. Even in prison, however, Jeffs still has considerable infl uence in the 
group. He has assigned Bill and Merrill Jessop to oversee the organization in 
his absence.13 The group thrives on land deals, various in-house industries, and 
machine shops that sell airplane components to the government, which may 
seem ironic as their bigamist practices are considered a Class C felony.14

As noted earlier, the FLDS, with approximately 8,000 members, has 
branches in southern and northern Arizona, Eldorado, Texas, but also in other 
states including at least one in Canada. The average man has three or four 
wives and an average of eight children per wife.15 It is the Bountiful branch 
that is under scrutiny by the International Human Rights Law of Canada for 
its practice of marrying underage girls. It was founded in the 1950s and now 
has about 1,000 people. The Eldorado compound, at the Yearning for Zion 
(YFZ) Ranch, was raided by the state of Texas in 2008 because of accusations 
of abuse. The YFZ ranch is located in the desert of West Texas on 1,700 acres 
with a large white temple, a school, a clinic, many huge homes, and a few 
factories.

The FLDS has gained the reputation of being the most rigidly patriarchal 
Mormon fundamentalist group in existence, yet, it has the same roots as the 
AUB. The prophet typically rules with an iron fi st and ostracizes those who 
oppose him. He has the power to assign people where to live and whom to 
marry. He also can reassign these resources at will. Jeffs requires people to 
avoid wearing red (the color belonging to Jesus) and requires women to keep 
their hair long so they can use it to bathe the feet of Christ when he comes 
again. He also forbade people from using the word “fun.” The community is 
isolated from the outside world and forbids any access to technology such as 
cable TV, the Internet, and newspapers. Members started questioning Jeffs’ 
motives in 2004 when he began taking other men’s wives and ousting their 
husbands. Because of his powerful position and the potential for increasing 
their status, many women agreed with this arrangement and stood by him. 
Some had little choice in the matter. He also alienated many members when 
he ordered a group of teenagers to spy on people and search their homes for 
evidence of sin and dissent. Jeffs’ use of power, along with the excommunica-
tion, led about 50 families to leave the group.

One other small group is ULDC (United Latter-Day Church of Jesus 
Christ), whose early leaders were George Woolley Smith, Heber Gerald Smith, 
and Steven H. Tucker. George W. Smith came from early Mormon polyga-
mous stock, stating that his status as priesthood key holder came directly from 
his grandfather (the same story is told of Joel LeBaron). Smith joined other 
underground polygamists in Short Creek, then moved his group to Nebraska, 
after which he and his 12 wives moved in several directions. A few live in 
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California, a handful in Wyoming, and the rest live in northern Utah. After his 
death, Smith was succeeded by his son Heber.

Another independent, Jim Harmston, who is not affi liated with any group, 
is known for drawing women from other polygamist movements to his fold. 
His church, called the True and Living Church of Jesus Christ of Saints of the 
Last Days (TLC) was founded in Manti, Utah, 130 miles south of Salt Lake, with 
about 400 people. Manti is a poplar-lined small Mormon town, surrounded by 
mountains, with a huge white LDS temple in the center of town. It is a quiet 
place with no billboards or traffi c and a very low crime rate. In 1994, Harm-
ston, a property developer, and his fi rst wife sought to restore their church 
before the Second Coming of Christ.16 Harmston said he was confi rmed with 
the Melchizedek priesthood by Enoch, Noah, Abraham, and Moses, by the lay-
ing on of hands. He preached plural marriage, consecration, and “mortal pro-
bations,” a concept similar to reincarnation. Harmston taught his fl ock that he 
was the reincarnation of Joseph Smith and that he could beam himself up to 
various planets in the night.

Harmston governs his church through the Quorum of the Twelve, a group 
of a dozen men who have 40 wives among them. Many of their wives are well 
educated, with college degrees. In fact, one polygamist’s wife was a reporter for 
the Chicago Tribune who fell in love with the lifestyle and stayed. Local Sanpete 
County offi cials state that the polygamists are peaceful, honest, law-abiding 
citizens who work hard.

By 2004, Harmston had married 21 women, among them a mother and 
daughter. In 2006, however, he was accused of racketeering and fraud when 
members failed to see Jesus and the world did not end as he predicted. He was 
excommunicated by his own group. By 2008, Harmston was down to eight 
wives, and many of the other members of the Quorum had lost their wives and 
children and left the group.

Many unaffi liated independent polygamists also live in and around the 
West. This includes Tom Green, Roy Potter, Addam Swapp, Fred Collier, 
Ogden Kraut (deceased), John Singer (deceased), John Bryant, Alex Joseph 
(deceased), and the Lafferty brothers. Many independents follow the blueprint 
of the character Bill Henrickson in the television series Big Love. They do not 
defer to any prophet or priesthood leadership but seek to build their autono-
mous family kingdom and live freely with the mainstream world. Fred Collier 
and Ogden Kraut are well-known authors of books about the virtues of funda-
mentalism. Some independents, such as the Laffertys and Addam Swapp, are 
serving prison terms. Dan and Ron Lafferty murdered Brenda and Erica Laf-
ferty, their sister-in-law and her daughter, stating that God ordered them to do 
so. John Singer died in an FBI-led shoot-out in 1979.
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Ideology

Fundamentalist beliefs are identical to mainstream Mormon ideology in many 
ways: the evolution of God concept, the Atonement and Resurrection, the use 
of core scriptures such as the Bible, Book of Mormon, Doctrine and Covenants, 
and the Pearl of Great Price, the belief in a patrilineally established kingdom 
of heaven, the three degrees of glory, the Word of Wisdom, and various Mor-
mon cultural rules such as avoiding caffeine, having a food supply in case of 
emergency, etc. They have links to common pioneer ancestors who crossed 
the plains and were persecuted for practicing plural marriage. My own great-
great-grandfather, Angus Cannon, and his brother, George Quayle Cannon, 
were Mormon pioneers and were arrested in the 1880s for polygamy. Most 
twentieth-century LDS leaders like the Romneys, Kimballs, and Bensons have 
polygamous roots. Mormons and polygamous groups also agree on other issues. 
Both function in a male-dominated hierarchy in which men hold the priesthood 
and women and children learn to respect and obey their “priesthood head.” Both 
have a male prophet who is the conduit for direct revelation from God. Women 
are designed to develop tabernacles for spirit children. Like the LDS, the fun-
damentalists’ religion is a complete lifestyle; one cannot just go to church once 
a week, but must practice each day to put one’s faith into action through “good 
works.” Both also believe in modesty, hard work, patriarchy, eternal families, 
and community and that they are the Chosen People belonging to the true 
Joseph Smith–inspired faith. Additionally, both feel that God is an exalted man 
and that if His children are worthy, they can themselves become gods and god-
desses of their own worlds.

One difference between mainstream and fundamentalist Mormonism is 
that Sunday activities do not last three hours in the offshoot groups, but are 
typically broken up into meetings throughout the week, as it was in the LDS 
past. Many meet in their own homes for services, with the father leading the 
sermon and administering the sacrament, reading from the scriptures, and 
the mother leading the singing. A further difference is in their association of 
the “fullness of times” with plural marriage, as a prerequisite for attaining the 
highest glories of the Celestial Kingdom. This marriage is performed only by 
the “one mighty and strong” who is “to set in order the house of God.”17 Fun-
damentalists also favor God’s laws over civil laws, seeing welfare fraud and 
bigamy as minor necessary steps to obtain the higher mandate of providing for 
large numbers of children.18

Believing that God’s laws never change, fundamentalists feel that mission-
ary work should be conducted without “purse or script.” They also insist that 
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blacks should not have been given the priesthood. They disapprove of the 1927 
and 1990 changes to the LDS temple rites and garments.

Fundamentalist Doctrines and Practices

Though the Fundamentalist groups vie with each other over leadership, most 
share the same theological dogmas. Here, I detail some of the important unique 
doctrines.

Plural Marriage

Polygamy is said to remove the evils of modern society, which include single 
motherhood, single career women, and widespread divorce. Polygamists believe 
that for every righteous man, there are at least seven righteous women.19 Fun-
damentalists refer to Mosiah Hancock, a friend of Joseph Smith, who dreamed 
that in the Pre-Existence there was a grand arena where Christ preached to all 
the spirit children. He laid out his plan of salvation and gave the fl oor over 
to Satan, who lured away one-third of the congregation (all males). This left a 
dearth of males, exactly one male to seven women, who agreed to follow Christ 
and further paved the way for contemporary plural marriage. Fundamentalists 
believe that God himself had at least two wives, Eve and Lilith, and that Christ 
was married to both Mary Magdalene and her back-burner sister Martha. A com-
mon witticism among polygamists is that you can always fi nd a Mary, the bossy 
favorite, fi rst wife, and a Martha, the dishwasher, diaper-changer, stay-at-home 
wife, who takes residence in the attic or basement of the fi rst wife’s home.

Plural marriage is considered to be the supreme kingdom building tool, 
bringing more spirit children into this Estate (this life), exponentially, than is 
possible through monogamy. For example, one patriarch who helped Rulon 
C.  Allred establish the AUB, Joseph Lyman Jessop, had three wives, Winnie, 
Beth, and Leota, who had collectively 39 children, 273 grandchildren, and approx-
imately 950 great-great-grandchildren, all of whom defer to their apical ancestor 
as Lord and Ruler. His descendants believe that Jessop will eventually evolve to 
become a king and a god, just as God was once a man. This concept was taught 
by Joseph Smith at the 1844 funeral of a man named King Follett. The address 
was later reconstructed by several people who heard it delivered.

Brigham Young saw polygamy as a way to restore the “fullness” and return 
to the Garden of Eden’s “state of being.” It is a divine principle, Joseph Musser 
argues, “dedicated by the Gods for the perpetuation of life and birth of earths,”20 
washing away the fi lth of the “daughters of Zion.”21 Many suggest that if polygamy 



110  historical and cultural patterns of polygamy in the u.s.

were adopted in the United States, it would wipe out prostitution, infi delity, 
homosexuality, spinsterhood, childlessness, and other types of sexual sin.

Law of Consecration

Fundamentalists also adhere to the United Order and Law of Consecration; this 
practice requires that every family donate their surplus to the bishop’s store-
house (or bank) containing investments, cash, building supplies, and food-
stuffs. This is then divvied out to those in need by the Brethren. The FLDS use 
the United Effort Plan (UEP, worth $100 million), whereas the AUB uses the 
United Order, both subsidiary organizations that control and redistribute prop-
erty and businesses in the form of stewardships.22 Both groups homeschool 
their children from kindergarten through sixth or eighth grade, with public 
high school as an additional option. The FLDS, LeBaron, and Kingston groups 
do not encourage young women to continue after junior high, however.

The AUB United Order somewhat resembles the Israeli moshav, in promot-
ing individual industry while maintaining a communally protected economy. 
Each man is given an economic stewardship, such as a dairy, orchard, or con-
struction business. Those who have close ties with the Brethren or have “blood 
families” are the ones who get the most lucrative stewardships; this system thus 
often alienates younger, “rogue” males. Some may have jobs outside the priest-
hood, such as working in the fi reworks industry, selling Book of Mormon tapes, 
or practicing naturopathy. The wives are also given in-house stewardships such 
as working in accounting, textiles, teaching, child care, and food preparation. 
Some wives also hold outside jobs in law, business, education, or sales.

New members in both the AUG and the FLDS are asked to consecrate all 
their properties and assets to the order to be “worthy to have their names writ-
ten in the book of the law of God.”23 A side effect of the belief in consecration 
and polygamy is a psychological predisposition toward anti-government senti-
ment, mistrust of “Babylon” (the outside modern world), and isolation. Some 
groups adopt non-secular education (homeschooling) and do not allow women 
to take jobs outside the community.

The patriarchs of some households are not permanent residents. They 
spend time with their other wives and work outside community. Nevertheless, 
they can exert enormous control over their wives and children and typically pre-
side over three or four wives and 20–40 children. The families exhibit great vari-
ation in their living arrangements. For example, in some families the women 
live in separate dwellings and meet all together only once a week. In others, up 
to fi ve or six wives live under one roof and share bathrooms, kitchen, and dining 
areas, with a separate bedroom for each wife. Some homes are quite small split-
levels or modular prefabs, with a full basement to accommodate second wives. 
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Others can range in size from 10,000 to 12,000 square feet. These larger homes 
are typically found in Centennial Park, Arizona, and Eagle Mountain, Utah. Jim 
Harmston, prophet of the True and Living Church, bought and restored a bed 
and breakfast in Manti, Utah, for his large, eight-wife family. It has 11 bedrooms 
and fi ve bathrooms with a communal kitchen/living area. Steve Butt, one of the 
few non-Mormon polygamists, lives in Circleville, Utah. He also remodeled a 
structure for his family. He renovated an old LDS church for his three wives and 
six children. The church’s massive kitchen remained the same, but the wives’ 
bedrooms were rebuilt from existing Sunday School classrooms. The pews and 
“chapel” area are used for family meetings and entertainment centers.

Gender and Sexuality

The gender dynamics of fundamentalists are segregated based on religious and 
economic function. Men and boys are expected to be “kings in the making,” 
taking up the mantle of religious priesthood leadership, economic steward-
ship, and head of household. The fathers are the conduits for God’s law in 
the family. They are in charge of the spiritual development of their families. 
Some groups (FLDS, Kingston) require that a man have three or more wives to 
enter the kingdom (seven is a “quorum”), whereas others (the current LeBaron, 
AUB) suggest that some men are not meant to be polygamists.

Although women play no role in the formal priesthood scheme, they may, 
if worthy—and if married to a high-ranking Melchizedek priesthood holder—
tap into his power when they are with him. By and large, females are expected 
to bear and raise a “righteous seed” for their husband’s kingdom. In addition 
to raising up a “seed,” women are to be spiritual leaders in their household. 
They are second in command to their husbands. In 1854, LDS Apostle Parley P. 
Pratt established the following Rules of Conduct that are considered appropri-
ate guidelines by polygamists today:

Men should be leaders and counselors to women and children and 
rule with wisdom.

Men should have good judgment in their selection of women 
for their kingdoms; fancy pretty women with no talents are like the 
dew-drops which glitter for a moment in the sun, dazzle the eye, and 
vanish. Men should look for kind and amiable dispositions; for mod-
esty and industry; for virtue and honesty; for cleanliness in apparel 
and household; for cheerfulness, patience, and stability; and genuine 
spiritual righteousness.

Men should call their wives and children together frequently and 
instruct them in their duties to God and to themselves. Men should 
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pray with them often and teach them to invite the Holy Spirit in their 
midst.

A woman should unite herself in marriage with a man, submit-
ting herself wholly to his counsel and letting him govern as the head. 
She should not rebel against the divine patriarchal order of family 
government to protect against condemnation.

Each mother should correct her own child and see that they don’t 
dispute and quarrel. The husband should see that each mother main-
tains a wise and proper discipline over her children, especially when 
young; it is his duty to see that all children are obedient.

Let husbands, wives, sons, and daughters, continually realize that 
their relationships do not end with this earth life, but will continue in 
eternity. Every qualifi cation and disposition, therefore, which will ren-
der them happy here, should be nourished, cherished, enlarged and 
perfected, that their union may be indissoluble, and their happiness 
secured both for this world and for that which is to come.24

Gender roles vary greatly between groups. Some households and families 
are actually run and organized by the wives, and others have a more patriarchal 
style of structure in which the husband’s word is absolute law. Where they 
believe in male supremacy, the appropriate behavior of husbands and wives is 
that of ruler and subject, respectively. This is based on the teachings of Joseph 
Smith.25 Husbands must be instructional and dominating, and wives must be 
obedient and respectful. Further requirements for women are summarized in 
Genesis 3:16: “Thy desire shall be to thy husband, and he shall rule over thee.” 
Women should “respect and revere themselves, as holy vessels, destined to 
sustain and magnify the eternal and sacred relationship of wife and mother.” 
A wife is the “ornament and glory of man; to share with him a never fading 
crown, and an eternally increasing dominion.”26 Musser also wrote that a man 
“shall fi ght the physical battles in protection of his loved ones, and bring into 
the home the necessaries of life.” The wife “adorns the home, conserves the lar-
der and renders the habitation an earthly heaven where love, peace, affection, 
gratitude, and oneness shall abound, she the queen and he the king.”27

Women belonging to the FLDS or Kingston groups generally experience 
more gender inequality than in the AUB and the twenty-fi rst-century Le-Baron 
groups. In these latter groups, women have the right to marry whom they 
choose, work outside the sect in the mainstream in a fi eld of their choice, and 
dress the way they wish. Contrary to the AUB beliefs, the FLDS holds that 
plural marriage is absolutely required to attain the celestial kingdom. This 
puts enormous strain on young men in the wife-hunting process. Members 
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of these groups generally adhere strictly to the nineteenth-century dress code. 
They rarely use technology, and they use the prophet’s revelation to determine 
who will marry whom. Often this results in young teenage girls being “eter-
nally covenanted” to much older men. Women are often described as being 
isolated, fi nancially dependent, uneducated, and married off in their young 
teenage years as “stepford wives on the prairie.”28 FLDS wives are subordinated 
to their husbands under the “law of placing,” where a young girl is assigned to 
a husband by revelation from God to the prophet, who elects to take and give 
wives to and from men he deems worthy, often his own kin. Women wear 
their hair long, braided with a Gibson girl hair-sprayed wave in front. They are 
modest and wear neutral, pastel colored, homemade dresses with long skirts 
and puffy sleeves. Under the skirts they wear trousers or thick stockings and 
modest boots or shoes.

Rulon Jeffs of the FLDS provides an example of these practices. Current 
estimates are that Jeffs married 75 wives.29 His son, Warren, currently has 60 
wives.30 This marriage pattern contributes to the lack of available brides for 
young men and increases their alienation. In all, Jeffs ousted 400 FLDS teen 
boys for trivial offenses like dating or listening to rock music in order to deal 
with the bride shortage.31 In 2004, apparently in an effort to further reduce the 
competition for wives and to rid the community of rebellious “rogue” males, 
Dan Barlow and 20 FLDS men were excommunicated and stripped of their 
wives and children, who were reassigned to other men.

The AUB theology, on the other hand, does not require that one be a 
polygamist to enter the kingdom of heaven. As Dee Jessop of Pinesdale states: 
we can’t all have multiple wives, in fact, “most Pinesdale kids grow up to be 
monogamists.”32 Further, the AUB does not allow underage marriages. In 
2001, Owen Allred, who married eight wives, spoke in favor of laws preventing 
the use of intimidation or force to get a girl to marry against her will. The AUB 
require that young women be at least 18 years of age and that she have full right 
to denounce a partner. If a woman is dissatisfi ed with a current man, she goes 
to the Brethren and explains his faults. Following Brigham Young’s rules, she 
then has the right to pick a man who is more righteous and more fi nancially 
stable than her last. Allred women are “allowed” to be leaders in their own 
right, get jobs, attend colleges, and gain a release (divorce) from any unfavor-
able alliance.33 Because of their lenient practices, their 35 percent divorce rate 
is much higher than what you would fi nd in other groups.34 The AUB also 
tries to honor the Law of Sarah, which requires the fi rst wife’s permission to 
select a new wife. During the marriage ceremony, she also gives the new wife 
by hand to her husband, as Sarah did with Hagar. Owen Allred stated that each 
wife should be treated fairly and that a man cannot allow privileges to one wife 
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that he does not allow to the other wives.35 In addition, AUB women’s clothing 
runs from modest pioneer style to modern. The women are allowed to choose 
their hairstyle. In short, women have more freedom. In Pinesdale, for example, 
clothing typically refl ects the old farm-family style of Montana with practical 
work garb and modest church-wear. In the Bluffdale, Utah, branch, however, 
contemporary fashions are acceptable. Most groups have respect for women 
with long hair, considering it to be a virtue.

Among fundamentalists, native or “born in” women have vastly different 
experiences than convert women, who tend to come in from the main LDS 
world. The convert women are most attracted to the AUB to achieve mobility, 
career advancement, or college education, and to have greater decision-making 
powers in the home and community. Converts are typically raised in the secu-
lar world where women’s rights, feminism, and self-actualization for women 
are not only allowed, but expected. Some female converts actually increase 
their status when joining fundamentalism by escaping their troubles in the 
mainstream Mormon Church. As Rex Cooper36 points out, single women, sin-
gle mothers, divorced and widowed women, and unmarriageable women are 
often socially and economically deprived of the resources available to the rest 
of the larger society. Women who convert are typically drawn to polygamy to 
fi nd a husband, bear children, make friends, and access priesthood resources 
tied to their salvation. The women are baptized and integrated into an already 
established polygamous network with access to valued resources. For example, 
Bonnie, a convert from Rocky Ridge, says she loves her polygamous lifestyle, 
in spite of the fact that she has lost three jobs because of discrimination. She, 
her co-wife, and her husband and children live in a suburban subdivision of 
50 homes in the Rocky Ridge order. She said she was attracted to the idea of 
bonding with women as well as with her husband and was friends with her co-
wife before her conversion. She states that it is usually the women more than 
the men who tend to be the biggest advocates of polygamy—the men are the 
shy ones.37

Other female converts, in contrast, become dissatisfi ed because of abuse, 
abandonment, poverty, or jealousy. Intervention and disengagement are dif-
fi cult, as they are trained to believe that the outside world is both spiritually 
and temporally dangerous. They are threatened with the loss of their chil-
dren if they leave, and they know that children can be kidnapped by patrilineal 
relatives. Women are also told that they will not survive economically on the 
outside, which is often true. As women, they are fi nancially dependent on 
the order for their basic needs. Some are told they will be damned and tossed 
out of their family kingdom, or that their skin will turn dark, as they believe 
Cain’s was.
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“Born-in” or native women often have contempt for converts, as the con-
verts can be slow to acknowledge the “right of their husband to wear the pants in 
the family.” Likewise, the new women are considered “women’s libbers.” Born-
ins have been raised with the father-adoration perspective and never  dispute a 
man’s visions and needs, even when the husband is abusive or domineering. 
They follow the command of Warren Jeffs in his speech to young women that 
“a woman’s desires should be to her husband.”38 Born-in women are more 
often sequestered in the home and community without driver’s licenses or per-
mission to work outside the boundaries of the sect. From a patriarchal stand-
point, it is easier to control women who are uneducated.

At the same time, the role fulfi llment and dedication to family of “born-in” 
women can keep them content in their nineteenth-century gender roles. The 
promise of their role as handmaid to their husband’s kingdom and that they 
will rise to queenly status keeps them satisfi ed. Their role as mother is highly 
esteemed by others. According to one FLDS “born-in” wife, people should 
respect women’s religious rights to rear their children in a safe, isolated com-
munity, away from the corruption and evils of the outside world. Still other 
polygamous women are “independents”—those who do not affi liate with any 
organized polygamous group. They, like converts to the organized groups, tend 
to be more highly educated, independent-minded, modern, and blend into the 
mainstream. They dress and act like typical orthodox LDS members and even 
attend the local LDS Church, disguising themselves as single mothers. One 
“born-in” woman, seventh daughter to a council member, left the group with 
her husband and co-wives to live out their lives in another state as indepen-
dents. She is now the manager of the family business and works outside the 
home (she shares child care with her two co-wives).

Contrary to the Viagra-popping image portrayed by HBO, standard Mor-
mon fundamentalists do not necessarily celebrate sexuality. It is often seen as 
a necessary evil—a force men must learn to control and from which pregnant, 
lactating, and menstruating women must be protected. Because a woman’s 
single most important role is motherhood, a task associated with celestial 
rewards and kingdoms of glory, barrenness is seen as the reproach of God or a 
curse on the woman and her husband.

However, some of today’s independent polygamists feel that sexuality is a 
requirement for reaching eternal glory. Jim Harmston, for example, believes 
that when his wives have sex with him, it is like taking the sacrament.39 Accord-
ing to one of his wives, he believes that when a person reaches orgasm it is like 
witnessing the Holy Spirit, and this should occur as often as possible.

Contrary to what many monogamists often think, however, Harmston’s 
brand of sexuality is an anomaly. For most fundamentalists, polygamy is not a 
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way to live out a sexual fantasy, nor is it practiced by lustful elderly men. The 
general rule is that there simply isn’t the time or energy for men to become 
polygamous “playboys.” Most fundamentalists are Puritanical in that they view 
sex as necessary for childbearing. Many view it quite practically, considering 
the workload and extra expense associated with additional children. Many men 
hesitate to take on another wife, but are cajoled into it by their wives, who 
desire to live the “fullness.”

Abuse, Blood Atonement, and Racism

All groups contain some abuse, just as in monogamy. Yet the number of com-
plaints and convictions in the FLDS and Kingston groups far exceeds the few cases 
in the AUB or LeBaron colony. Despite a few notorious accusations of sex abuse40 
and money laundering issues, the AUB is currently considered by law offi cials 
to be one of the more “progressive” groups.41 They generally cooperate with the 
government and provide autonomy to their women. The AUB also follows more 
closely the LDS Church doctrines and practices. Like the main LDS Church, they 
have a primary,42 a relief society, a young women’s organization, and priesthood for 
all males 12 and older; they blend in with the LDS mainstream in clothing, occupa-
tion, and lifestyles.43 Many current-day LeBarons also allow more gender equity.

Other groups, in contrast, have a reputation for abuse. In the FLDS group, for 
example, Rodney Holm was convicted in 2003 of unlawful sexual conduct with 
a 16-year-old girl. In 2007, Warren Jeffs was convicted of contracting a sexual 
alliance between a 14-year-old, and an 18-year-old, and of raping a male minor. 
Also, in 2005, ten FLDS men were indicted for sexual contact with minors.44 
The FLDS also has the world’s highest incidence of fumarase defi ciency, a 
genetic disorder resulting from cousin marriage between the descendants of 
Joseph Jessop and John Y. Barlow. The defi ciency causes encephalopathy and 
mental retardation.45 In the Kingston Clan, Jeremy Kingston was sentenced in 
2004 for taking his 15-year-old cousin as a fourth wife. John Kingston was also 
accused of beating his daughter because she would not remain in a marriage to 
his brother. John Kingston also has had children from three half-sisters.46 His 
brother, David, was charged with “incest and unlawful sexual conduct” with his 
16-year-old niece, who was also his fi fteenth wife.

A related concept that leads to abuse is the idea of blood atonement. This doc-
trine teaches that certain sins aren’t covered by Jesus’ atonement insurance plan. 
To attain salvation, the doctrine states, people must spill their own blood so that 
the “smoke thereof might ascend to heaven as an offering for their sins.”47 The 
AUB practiced blood atonement under the direction of John Ray in the 1970s, 
but since his death it is no longer practiced. Under the leadership of Warren 
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Jeffs, however, members are required to atone for grievous sins with physical 
punishment or even the sinner’s death. Ervil LeBaron also practiced blood atone-
ment in Colonia LeBaron during his reign of terror in the mid-1970s.

All sects have discriminated against blacks, who are labeled as being 
“marked by the blood of Cain.” The FLDS removed a Polynesian from their 
midst, stating he was too dark to have the priesthood, and the AUB removed 
Richard Kunz (a phenotypic white, genotypic black male) from his position on 
the Priesthood Council. Yet, while the FLDS frowns on interracial marriages, 
the AUB allows both Hispanic and Polynesian mixed alliances.

Sample Family Profi les

The experiences of polygamists are rich and varied, and most are ignored by the 
larger Mormon culture as peripheral. Yet, they are hardly outside the Mormon 
experience. Most converts continue to raise their children in accord with Mor-
mon doctrine and traditions. They strive to live the “eternal round.” They strive to 
be the perfect Mormon family, and they feel that plural marriage polishes them 
like diamonds, meriting the greatest glories. To illustrate the variability, I present 
three family profi les, whose names are changed to protect their identities.

Rod Williams, a former Secret Service agent, converted to the AUB around 
1985. He and his wife (Ann) were members of the mainstream LDS Church 
(having met and married in Washington). They became attracted to the values 
of the Bluffdale fundamentalist congregation: food storage, anti-government 
sentiment, distrust of the modern, wicked world. Rod further wanted to expand 
his family kingdom, which was easier in the AUB than among LDS. After a 
few years of living in their split-level home in Bluffdale, Rosa, a 30-year-old, 
strong-willed, educated Hispanic woman, began to attend AUB meetings and 
approached Rod about joining his family. Rosa, having served in the military 
for six years, wanted to settle down, have children, and be a part of a strong 
family kingdom. She liked Rod’s laissez-faire style governance, which allowed 
her freedom to pursue her career and continue her outspoken ways with-
out rebuke. Furthermore, she got along well with Ann, a nurturing and lov-
ing woman, whom she knew would help take care of her children while she 
attended school. Rod had a thriving immigrant rescue business and after a few 
years became close to a few members of the council. He began taking trips with 
the AUB to the Holy Lands, where he met his third wife, Emily, 17, who was a 
born-in daughter of a respected councilman.

When I met the three wives in their Draper suburban home, I was reminded 
of my own Mormon sisters—busy with dinner, getting their many kids bathed 
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for Sunday School, and gossiping about shopping purchases and new members 
of the ward. They shared common goals and tasks. They were soccer moms and 
Relief Society presidents. They chauffeured their kids around in their sport 
utility vehicles to music lessons and day camp. They hosted chaotic, jubilant, 
Family Home Evening events on Monday nights. They even had approximately 
the same number of kids. But Rod’s wives rotated work among the wives rather 
than putting it on the shoulders of one wife. This arrangement allowed Emily 
to earn her business degree and Rosa to earn her master’s degree in sociology. 
They set up a rotation schedule that enabled Rod to visit Ann one night, Rosa, 
the next, and Emily the third night. After a few years, Ann began working as 
an administrative secretary, Rosa as a social worker, and Emily and Rod ran 
the family business. During all the years in Draper, the family relied on Ann’s 
health insurance, which covered herself, Rod, and all the children, but not Rosa 
and Emily’s health needs.

After being in the group for 12 years, Rod became disillusioned with the 
AUB, recognizing, as some converts do, that their access to the high priest-
hood powers and kingdom building resources was limited to their ability to 
forge strong ties with the brethren. Rod offended the hierarchy with his accu-
sations against them and was soon expelled for alleged heresy. He and his 
wives were ostracized. His adult children, however, were allowed to stay in the 
group as long as they followed Owen Allred and disassociated themselves from 
their father. Rod, his wives, and his underage children became independents. 
They still believed in plural marriage, but no longer associated with the AUB. 
He, along with another former “Allredite,” became part of an investigation of 
money laundering against the AUB “iconoclastic muckraker” John Llewellyn. 
For nearly a decade, Rod assisted Virginia Hill in her attempt to regain a few 
million dollars allegedly stolen by the AUB. Needless to say, the AUB leader-
ship has great contempt for Rod and his family.

Rod and his family eventually left Utah. They currently live in the Pacifi c 
Northwest in a 5,000-square-foot home in the woods.

Rod’s second wife, Rosa, recently left the family after discovering that she 
was a lesbian. In all, Rod and his three wives produced a relatively “small” 
polygamist family: 13 children, 40 grandchildren. He has now formally left 
fundamentalism entirely, and has nothing to do with Mormonism. He states 
that he is now in a “consensual sexual relationship” with his two wives. Having 
removed all religious association with polygamy, he believes that he is uniquely 
designed to live with and love more than one woman.

By contrast, the Marvin Jessop family is a very powerful entity in the Allred 
Group; Marvin may be in a position to take up the presidency if Lamoine does 
not survive his cancer. Four of Marvin’s fi ve wives have remained loyal to him 
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for many years. Marvin holds court in Pinesdale. He and his brother, Morris, 
act as the offi cial priesthood leaders representing the interests of the AUB, but 
not necessarily those of the new prophet, Lamoine Jensen. Marvin is the grand-
son of Joseph Lyman Jessop and the colleague of founder Rulon C. Allred. 
As a “born-in,” Marvin has longevity and controls the construction steward-
ship upon which the town relies. In fact, ironically, it is their extended family 
that builds many of the LDS churches in the Intermountain West.48 Although 
some women are occasionally sent into Hamilton to apply for welfare as single 
mothers,49 none of Marvin’s wives do so. They are well cared for in the group. 
Each has her own stewardship and calling. Marvin and his fi rst three wives 
were all born into polygamy, and they all live in Pinesdale. His fi rst wife, Sha-
ron, born into a family of 45 members, was Marvin’s high-school sweetheart. 
She lives in a separate home. The third wife, Mary Ann, shares a large duplex 
with her birth sister. The second wife, “Mona,” died of cancer some years ago. 
She grew up in the Mexico group with ties to the LeBarons. The fi fth wife, 
“Katie,” the only convert to the group, left around 1985. Many years ago, one of 
Marvin’s brothers died, leaving a wife, “Eleanor,” and a few children. Honor-
ing the law of the levirate, Marvin married Eleanor and adopted her children. 
The same kind of arrangement occurred when his grandfather, “Jay” Jessop, 
died. His wife Leota and her two children were given to his brother as a third 
wife. Marvin’s fi rst wife, Sharon, who screens any visitors to the community, 
is the true leader of the extended family. She now works in the construction 
business, keeps records and oversees all family affairs, including the settling 
of disputes among the wives, the budgeting, and the rotation of Marvin’s visit-
ing schedule. Marvin is usually traveling to Mexico, various other orders, and 
Salt Lake City on priesthood business. He also heads a construction company 
and is often on the road to oversee projects. He typically sees each of the three 
Pinesdale wives, when he is in town, once every three days. On some occa-
sions, when a wife is lactating, menstruating, or is not in the mood to be near 
her husband, she will call the fi rst wife to keep Marvin at her place a few days 
longer, forgoing her turn to be with her husband. In some cases, when a wife 
is trying to get pregnant, women will adjust their visits to meet her needs. In 
emergencies, the wives rally to help support each other. For example, before 
Sharon’s hysterectomy, she divvied up her 13 kids among the remaining two 
wives. When I visited her co-wife in the winter of 1989, she had four of her 
own, plus six of her co-wife’s children to care for. The women share child care, 
bulk purchases, food preparation and preservation tasks, and various church 
callings that range from watching children in the primary to teaching Sunday 
School. Sharon mentioned that while Texan polygamists were being split apart, 
their life in Montana went undisturbed. In Pinesdale, polygamy has thrived for 
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40 years. It is a refuge where religious freedoms are protected. Although she 
is content to remain with Marvin and her other two wives, Sharon has severed 
her ties to the AUB for “personal reasons.”

Yet another case, also found in the AUB, is a story of a bright Brigham 
Young University (BYU) graduate, “Bill Mason,” who began to ask questions 
about the “mysteries” and was referred to a friend of a friend in the group. He 
and his wife, “Jill,” began attending cottage meetings. They soon converted to 
the group. Jill then told her best friend, also a BYU student, about the “Work” 
and sought to convert her. She promised her that her husband would love her 
forever and they could bear and raise their children together, eventually growing 
old as lifelong companions. After (Yvonne’s) conversion, and the subsequent 
endowment ceremony where Jill placed Yvonne’s hand in her husband’s hand, 
Jill knew she would be tied to her BYU girlfriend for eternity as a friend, sister, 
and wife. She told me that “Yvonne and I were roommates at BYU. When she 
wrote me about the lack of good men down in Provo, I told her to come on up 
to Montana and I’d hook her up to my husband.” Although Jill and Yvonne both 
live in Pinesdale, Bill spends his time traveling between Montana and Utah to 
visit his other wives and to take care of priesthood business as one of the 10 
AUB councillors. In all, Jill and Yvonne see their husband only six months of 
the year. This forges a strong emotional and economic bond between them.

Another family experiencing relative success is that of Ariel Hammon 
in Centennial Park.50 Hammon is 32 and his fi rst wife, Helen, is 30. This is 
one of the rare “peer” marriages in fundamentalism. Hammon and Helen 
have seven kids. His second wife, Lisa, who is 20, has two. They all live in a 
cramped, 1,400-square-foot cottage, which was provided by the community. 
When the family expands, the community has promised they will help build 
an addition.

Ariel met his fi rst wife in high school but could not date her, as unauthor-
ized courtship is strictly prohibited by their beliefs. Helen approached her father 
and church leaders about her interest, and without Ariel’s knowledge, Helen 
and the patriarchy formulated a betrothal plan. Not long before the ceremony, 
Ariel was propositioned by the council and he accepted their divine authority. 
For his second wife, Lisa, it was the same process of council-approved betrothal 
without dating. She was very interested in him, and it didn’t bother her that he 
was married to Helen. She consented to the match.

Another polygamist family is the Alex Joseph clan of Big Water, Utah. I 
met his wife, Elizabeth Joseph, at the gay-polygamy51 forum in the Salt Lake 
library. I fi nd her to be strong and outspoken. A documentary was made 
by Ted Mikels about their lives entitled Alex Joseph and His Wives. The fi lm 
describes how Alex, a former cop, became a polygamist in the Allred Group 
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and eventually took 12 wives (surprisingly from non-Mormon families). He 
and his wives started their own town in Big Water, introducing libertarian ide-
als to all new citizens. Alex eventually was investigated for charges of selling 
drugs and engaging in illegal real estate deals.52

Non-Mormon Fundamentalism

Not all polygamists are associated with Mormonism. Steve Butt and his three 
wives and fi ve children live in Circleville, Utah.53 They call themselves Christian 
polygamists who believe in continuing the legacy of Abraham. Ten years ago, as 
a monogamist, he worked, ironically, as a “cult exit” counselor in Maine, where 
he helped young people who had been abused in non-traditional religious move-
ments. One of his patients became his second wife and they moved to Utah. The 
headquarters of their church, called the Be Free Patriarchal Christian Church, 
ministers to about 1,000 people in the nation. They hope to fi rst convert Mor-
mon polygamists, then proselyte among other Christian churches throughout 
Utah and California. Each of Steve’s wives has her own bedroom. Steve rotates 
each night, starting with his fi rst wife, Diane, 51, who has two children, then his 
second wife, Merry-Ann, 44, and his third wife, Dawn, 32, who has three kids. 
Butt doesn’t want to be confused with the FLDS group that practices sex abuse; 
he states that his lifestyle is not about oppressing women, but about liberating 
them. The father is to be the strong patriarchal leader, but that doesn’t mean the 
wives are slaves. The husband provides “headship” so the women can fulfi ll their 
potential. The women say they love the lifestyle because they are in charge of 
their own activities in the home. They enjoy each other’s company as sisters.

Conclusion

From the historical roots of Mormon fundamentalism one can see that polyga-
mists have a great deal in common with mainstream members of the LDS 
church. They share the same early doctrines and values. Many share ancestors 
who crossed the plains with Brigham Young. They read the same scriptures 
and have many similar cultural beliefs. Obviously, there is dispute over priest-
hood authority and the vital contrast between present-day revelation disavow-
ing polygamy in the mainstream church versus the concept that the “gospel 
never changeth” among fundamentalists.

The media has helped mold our images of fundamentalists, heavily under-
scoring the horrors of polygamy. The media neglect the reality of everyday 
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lives that might be considered boringly normal by most readers. It is vital to 
acknowledge the full diversity and complexity of Mormon fundamentalism as 
it continues to grow and develop in the United States. One venue that is help-
ing the public to view polygamy as a somewhat normal and positive lifestyle is 
the sitcom Big Love, written by two openly gay writers, Mark Olson and Will 
Scheffer. Although a little heavy on the sex angle, the show is remarkably accu-
rate. It has even been praised by polygamists as helping the public acknowl-
edge fundamentalism as a viable alternative.

This chapter has provided a historical and cultural guide for social work-
ers, government offi cials, and media representatives to prevent future cross-
cultural misunderstandings that can lead to violence and sieges. Once people 
understand the full history, culture, and variability in lifestyles of fundamental-
ists, they can make better judgements about policy on polygamy as it impacts 
women and children.
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Polygamy is all the same. Many thought that as they watched 
children being hauled away from the FLDS Yearning for Zion (YFZ) 
Ranch in white First Baptist Church buses. And too often those who 
heard the Texas Child Protective Service’s accusations that all the 
children were being abused made this facile assumption. In fact, 
various polygamous groups’ practices diverge, depending on the 
rules and customs prevalent within the group. That is the case 
among contemporary polygamous groups, as well as those in the 
past. Polygamy as lived by members of The Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-Day Saints (LDS) over a century ago differed in many of its 
rules and practices from those of today’s Fundamentalist Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (FLDS). Moreover, nineteenth-
century culture and legal systems differed from those of the FLDS in 
the twenty-fi rst century.

To be sure, there are some similarities, even though the 
dominant culture in contemporary America values egalitarian 
marriages that differ substantially from the nineteenth-century 
defi nition of marriage with its emphasis on different gender roles.1 
Plural wives, both then and now, were perceived by other Americans 
as abject women held in submission by tyrannical husbands and 
their prophet. In the nineteenth century, Congress appropriated 
money to build a home in Salt Lake City for women who wanted to
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escape from polygamy. Few came.2 Similarly, current FLDS wives have been 
called “brainwashed,” and Carolyn Jessop’s best-selling book is entitled Escape, 
but most wives who left the YFZ ranch with their children in April 2008 are 
adhering to their religious beliefs while living outside the ranch.3 Safe Pas-
sage, a program funded by the federal government in 2004 to help polyga-
mous wives, assisted 1,300 people before it was ended in 2007, and 15 women 
sought shelter at the DOVE Center in St. George, Utah, during the last year 
of funding.4 In both eras, some women did protest their polygamous lifestyle 
by leaving their communities, but most remained loyal to their beliefs. Even 
Jessop’s daughter Betty returned to her church after living outside the FLDS 
community for three years with her mother.5 Strange as it may seem to most 
Americans, the loyalty of FLDS members to their beliefs runs deep.

Clearly, polygamy poses challenges not faced by monogamists, especially 
in living arrangements and interpersonal relations among spouses. But gen-
eralizations are diffi cult because so many factors are involved. The number of 
wives a husband has, whether all wives live in the same household, the number 
of children in the household, the ages of the wives, geographic location of the 
family, household income, personalities of husband and wives—these are just 
some of the factors impacting the daily lives of polygamous families. Too many 
factors infl uence family life within polygamous families to generalize about the 
quality of life within them, either in the past or now.

In both eras, church leaders stressed the leadership of husbands in the 
home and the importance of wives’ obedience. In 1861 Brigham Young advised 
women “not ask whether you can make yourselves happy, but whether you can 
do your husband’s will, if he is a good man.” The next year he added, “Let our 
wives be the weaker vessels, and the men be men, and show the women by 
their superior ability that God gives husbands wisdom and ability to lead their 
wives into his presence.”6 Similarly, in 1998, Warren Jeffs was also emphatic 
when he advised women to “obey your husband in all things in righteousness.” 
While he stressed that the obedience was conditional on righteousness, women 
were also advised to “build up your husband by being submissive,” even if 
the husband was inexperienced and untrained. (Note that to ensure that the 
church’s teachings are not misconstrued, these quotations are taken from doc-
uments Warren Jeffs submitted to the court in his defense.)7

While these injunctions are much alike, the general American contexts 
in which they were expressed differ considerably. The FLDS injunctions to 
wifely obedience contrast strikingly with America’s current views of women 
and even with current LDS views, which emphasize mutuality in relationships. 
In the nineteenth century, ideas about women were changing in general, so 
a wide range of views existed. Nevertheless, however oversimplifi ed may be 
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the mid-nineteenth-century “cult of true womanhood” as embodied in purity, 
piety, domesticity, and submission, these traits were valued by large numbers 
of Americans.8 Injunctions for women to be submissive were not so jarring to 
nineteenth-century ears as they are today.

Education, Occupations, and Leadership

How these injunctions played out in practice in the two societies is diffi cult to 
determine. Most LDS plural wives a century and a half ago had limited oppor-
tunities for education; unlike today, that was the situation for the large major-
ity of American women. At that time, most American as well as LDS women 
worked in service jobs, in light manufacturing, or—most likely—in their own 
homes. If they lived on farms, as many did, they worked in their farmyards and 
gardens. On the other hand, in 1869 Brigham Young encouraged education 
and a variety of occupations for LDS women:

[W]e have sisters here who, if they had the privilege of studying, 
would make just as good mathematicians or accountants as any man; 
and we think they ought to have the privilege to study these branches 
of knowledge that they may develop the powers with which they 
are endowed. We believe that women are useful, not only to sweep 
houses, wash dishes, make beds, and raise babies, but that they 
should stand behind the counter, study law or physics, or become 
good bookkeepers and be able to do the business in any counting 
house, and all this to enlarge their sphere of usefulness for the ben-
efi t of society at large. In following these things they but answer the 
design of their creation.9

Young believed women were the intellectual equals of men, a view not 
universally shared in nineteenth-century America.

When the University of Deseret in Salt Lake City opened in 1868, almost 
half the students were women. At that time, less than one percent of U.S. 
women aged 18 to 21 were enrolled in college. Moreover, with Brigham Young’s 
blessing, some LDS plural wives, like Ellis Shipp, Margaret Shipp Roberts, 
Romania Pratt, and Martha Hughes Cannon, earned medical degrees in the 
eastern United States and subsequently established Deseret Hospital in Salt 
Lake City.10 LDS plural wives were teachers as well as writers and edited their 
own newspaper, The Women’s Exponent.11

Perhaps more surprising is the prominence of LDS plural wives in the 
nineteenth-century woman suffrage movement. Eastern newspapers fl oated 
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the idea that Utah women should be given the vote so they could cast off their 
own shackles. The Utah legislature called their bluff and gave women the vote 
in February 1870, only two months after Wyoming, the fi rst state or territory 
to do so. Much to the chagrin of Easterners proposing the idea, Utah women 
voted overwhelmingly with their husbands. Utah women had to fi ght to retain 
the vote in the face of anti-polygamists’ opposition, and after Congress passed 
the Edmunds-Tucker Act in 1887 disenfranchising Utah women, they had to 
fi ght to regain their right of suffrage. When their vote was restored in 1896, 
Dr. Martha Hughes Cannon became a candidate for the state legislature and 
was the fi rst woman elected to a state senate in the United States.12

Information about FLDS women today is less abundant, coming mostly 
from those who have left the church. While these are important accounts of 
the authors’ experiences within the community from their perspective, they 
must be used with care and not as strictly accurate representations of the entire 
community. Nevertheless, they can indicate the opportunities available to 
FLDS women. Carolyn Jessop, mother of eight who left the FLDS church and 
wrote a best-selling book about her experiences, earned a bachelor’s degree and 
became a teacher in the public schools. She wanted to become a pediatrician, 
but Leroy Johnson, the FLDS prophet, only gave her permission to go to col-
lege to become a teacher. He simultaneously arranged her marriage to Merril 
Jessop, so she was attending school while bearing children, and her continued 
attendance was at her husband’s sufferance.13 Other FLDS women are teach-
ers and nurses, although most women work at service or sewing jobs. Many 
are stay-at-home moms. Marrying at age 14, Elissa Wall, the woman whose 
testimony helped convict Warren Jeffs, only fi nished the ninth grade and then 
worked in various service jobs.14

In 2001, after Warren Jeffs ordered children to stop attending public 
schools and to go to private ones, opportunities for women’s education and 
consequently their ability to become professionals were curtailed. Neverthe-
less, FLDS women proved resourceful after the April 2008 raid of the Yearning 
for Zion (YFZ) Ranch by setting up a web site selling their handmade fashions. 
Like women everywhere, FLDS women have a range of personalities. Terry 
Secrest, an Austin social worker dealing with FLDS women who were relocated 
to central Texas, commented, “Each woman has her own personality. Some are 
funny. Some are quiet. All seem strong and independent.”15 But stereotypes die 
hard, now as in the nineteenth century.

While it is clear that FLDS women are not the browbeaten women often 
depicted in the press, LDS women in the nineteenth century were not only 
actively encouraged to get a good education but also to become leaders in their 
fi elds. Although the education and work of many LDS women were comparable 
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to most American women, some, including some plural wives, achieved con-
siderable recognition for their leadership and accomplishments.

Choice of Spouses

Differences exist between the nineteenth-century LDS and current FLDS 
women despite their similar basic beliefs about marriage. For both, the revela-
tion received by Joseph Smith and recorded in the Mormon scripture Doctrine 

and Covenants 132 is the justifi cation and doctrinal foundation for plural mar-
riage. Important as that document is for understanding the religious under-
pinnings of eternal marriage, with its corollary of plural marriages, it gives no 
guidance about how polygamy should be implemented. In the absence of such 
regulation, nineteenth-century Latter-Day Saints created a fairly permissive 
system that allowed latitude in age and choice of spouse, with the limitation 
that women could marry only one man at a time. Although today’s FLDS mar-
riage system has its roots in the earlier LDS marriage practices, it has evolved 
into a rather rigid system in which marriages are arranged by their prophet.

A signifi cant difference is the amount of choice given women in selecting 
their husbands. Nineteenth-century LDS women could choose whom to marry, 
although, as was the custom elsewhere, men generally proposed marriage and 
women chose whether to accept. For example, in the 1870s 15-year-old Anna 
Maria Isaacson fell in love with a 21-year-old bachelor, Edwin Whiting. Her 
polygamous parents preferred her to marry “some older man who had already 
proved himself, had a wife or two and was ready to provide for his families.” 
She refused several offers of plural marriage, and at age 18, with her parents’ 
blessing, she married the man she loved.16

While parental consent was ideal, it did not outweigh the woman’s choice. 
When 17-year-old Ann Cook showed a preference for William Kilshaw Barton, 
a man who already had a wife, her father objected to the couple keeping com-
pany. Later, Brigham Young visited the community and told her father that 
she had the right of choice, and with her father’s acquiescence, Ann became 
William’s second wife on October 10, 1864.17 A few women even proposed 
marriage. In 1852, widow Emmeline Woodward Whitney wrote church leader 
Daniel H. Wells, asking him to consider her lonely state and “return to her a 
description of his feeling for her” and expressing a wish to be “united with 
a being noble as thyself.” Later that year she became his fi fth wife.18 A few 
young women felt pressured to marry, but the pressure was exerted by their 
parents, not the church. Brigham Young stressed a woman’s right to choose 
her husband: “When your daughters have grown up, and wish to marry, let 
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them have their choice in a husband, . . . you shall have your own agency in the 
matter, even as I want mine.”19 Uncertain which suitor to marry—a bachelor 
or a much-married church leader—Adelia Belinda Cox wrote Young in 1862 
asking for advice. He suggested she marry the younger man, which she did, 
remaining a lifelong monogamist.20

Although revering Brigham Young, FLDS prophets began arranging 
marriages about a half century after the Latter-Day Saints had offi cially ceased 
sanctioning new plural marriages. Before the late 1940s, FLDS men had wide 
latitude in whom to court and marry, although they asked for permission to 
do so from church leaders.21 Those practicing polygamy were excommuni-
cated from the mainstream Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, and 
among the FLDS, family governance under patriarchal leadership became 
prevalent in the fi rst part of the twentieth century. Fathers, who had a greater 
natural concern for their daughters’ feelings than church leaders, gave con-
sent for marriages. But arranged marriages, or the placement system as it 
is called, shifted power from families to church leaders and then to the one 
dominant leader, a shift that was one of the causes of the split within the fun-
damentalist community between those who followed Rulon Allred and those 
who became FLDS.22

Until a young woman is placed, she is not supposed to have any relation-
ship with a boy or man. Placement begins when a young woman, usually 
between the ages of 15 and 20, feels herself ready for marriage. She discusses 
this with her parents, and then her father takes her to see the prophet, the only 
person who can place her with a husband. Under inspiration, as the FLDS 
believe, the prophet then assigns her a husband. The prospective husband is 
informed, and the marriage usually takes place soon thereafter, often within a 
couple of hours to a week. The women believe that marriage is too important a 
decision for them to make a mistake in their choice of spouse, so they rely on 
their prophet with his inspiration to arrange their marriages. One young FLDS 
woman said that “there is a lot of romance in not knowing who you’re going to 
marry until the last moment.” When the marriage is ordained by God through 
the prophet, they believe the couple will come to love one another.23

While this is the general practice, it is not always followed. Carolyn Jessop 
writes that when she was 18, against her wishes her parents informed her that 
in two days she would marry Merril Jessop as his fourth wife. Elissa Wall’s 
placement was more harrowing, although the marriage was monogamous. Her 
stepfather informed her when she was 14 that the prophet had placed her with 
her cousin Allen Steed. Not only was she too young, she protested, but she also 
bore a marked dislike toward Allen. She appealed to the prophet at the time, 
Rulon Jeffs, but his counsel to follow her heart was overruled by Jeffs’ son 
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Warren. Both these women eventually left the FLDS community, and Wall’s 
testimony against Warren Jeffs was crucial in his conviction in 2007.

Some young couples got around the placement system by having sex with 
each other and then confessing their sin. The prophet would tell them to have 
a civil marriage and repent. In a year, if the prophet felt they had repented, they 
could be rebaptized and sealed to each—sealing being the marriage ceremony 
believed to be essential for salvation.24 By the time Warren Jeffs became the 
leader in 2003 and began excommunicating men for trivial or unknown rea-
sons, this avenue to choosing one’s mate was likely considerably curtailed or 
closed completely. One former member claims that the placement system orig-
inated partly in response to the intense competition for wives between already 
married men and bachelors. Not surprisingly, young women often preferred 
unmarried men for partners.25

Latter-Day Saints women in the nineteenth century also preferred marry-
ing single men, which partly explains the trend for fewer new marriages to be 
plural ones as that century advanced. The LDS Church tried to retain its young 
men within the fold, resulting in decreasing numbers of polygamous mar-
riages.26 Among the FLDS, on the other hand, arranged marriages can reward 
faithful unmarried men while ensuring that married men deemed worthy may 
marry additional wives. Still, a relatively contained population attracting few 
converts, such as the FLDS community, results in a relatively even sex ratio 
among the young.

Opponents of the FLDS church claim that young men are expelled from 
the community for trivial reasons so that more brides are available for the 
remaining men. Three of seven men who won a settlement against the FLDS 
in 2007 claimed they were expelled from the community for trifl ing reasons: 
smoking, wanting to go to public school and play sports, watching unapproved 
movies, associating with apostates, and talking to girls. The FLDS, however, 
contend that these allegations of expelling the so-called “Lost Boys” for trivial 
reasons—or to reduce competition for wives—are ridiculous.27 Whether these 
young men are leaving of their own accord, as some LDS boys also did over 
a century ago, or are expelled, it appears more males than females leave the 
community.

Still, there is likely a dearth of potential brides in the FLDS community, 
which generally believes a man must have a minimum of three wives in order 
for all of them to attain the highest level in heaven. Although in the nineteenth 
century some LDS thought three wives were necessary for exaltation, most 
apparently did not. About two-thirds of those who entered plural marriage in 
the pioneer period had only two wives at any one time. In contrast, the FLDS 
Bishop’s Record with information current as of 2007, taken from the YFZ 
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ranch in April 2008, lists 24 polygamous families. Of those 24, only slightly 
more than one-third of the families had just two wives, while the remaining 
almost two-thirds included three or more wives, just the opposite of the earlier 
LDS population.28

Although this list may not be representative of the general FLDS popula-
tion, the presence on the list of almost 3.5 married women for every married 
man indicates a skewed sex ratio. Moreover, of the 37 families listed as family 
groups, 65 percent are polygamous. In a stable population, such a high preva-
lence of polygamy is unsustainable.29 Besides the loss of some young men from 
the community, another source of wives is from younger women. In a popula-
tion with a high birthrate, each successive age cohort is larger than previous 
ones. For example, there will be more young women at ages 15 to 20 than there 
are men at ages 25 to 30.

Single men in the nineteenth-century LDS community, competing in the 
marriage market for wives with already married men, married in higher per-
centages than in the United States. But almost half of them (47.7 percent) who 
fi rst married from 1847 to 1869, when the percentage of new polygamous mar-
riages was highest, found wives by wedding women fi ve or more years younger 
than themselves. That is, men married women from a younger age cohort, 
which had more females than in their own. In contrast, the 12 monogamists 
listed on the FLDS Bishop’s Record were on average only 2.75 years older than 
their brides, and only one was more than fi ve years older than his wife. Today’s 
FLDS placement system seems to result in smaller age intervals between men 
and women marrying for the fi rst time than did the free-choice marriage mar-
ket of the earlier period.30

Just as polygamous men in the nineteenth century often married as sec-
ond- and higher-order wives women whose ages differed considerably from 
their own, so do the FLDS today. Polygamous husbands on the Bishop’s Record 
are on average about 12 and a half years older than their wives. Then 67-year-
old Wendell L. Nielsen, believed to be the fi rst counselor to Warren Jeffs, was 
more than 20 years older than over half of his wives. His youngest wife was 
24. No young women 15 or younger are listed as married, but fi ve of the eight 
16-year-olds are, four of the fi ve 17-year-olds, and one of the three 18-year olds. 
One 23-year-old is the only unmarried woman older than 18. Of the 16 women 
between ages 16 and 18, 62.5 percent are married, and half of those married 
are polygamous wives.31 Because both polygamists and monogamists marry 
women from the same pool, it is not surprising that young brides are found in 
both types of marriages.

While the average marriage age cannot be calculated from the Bishop’s 
Record, it appears to be younger than 18. Elissa Wall was 14 when she was 
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placed in a monogamous marriage in 2001, but the other women whose ages 
she mentioned in her autobiography are in their later teens. In 1953, FLDS 
women married at about age 16, but this rose to 19 by 1988.32 It appears to have 
declined again under Warren Jeffs’ leadership, although how much is presently 
disputed. In the nineteenth century, women in Utah also married fairly young, 
although generally not quite so young on average as today’s FLDS women. 
An in-depth study of Manti, Utah, for example, found that those born before 
1852 married on average at 20 years, while those born from 1852 to 1870 or 
immigrated from 1870 to 1887 married on average at 21. A study of St. George, 
Utah, concluded that the average female marriage age from 1861 to 1880 was 
similar to Manti’s at 19.4 years. To be sure, during the Mormon Reformation 
of 1856–1857, when the percentage of plural marriages was at its height, the 
average age declined to 16.5 years in Manti. It rose steadily thereafter, however, 
as the percentage of new plural marriages declined.33

Social and Legal Culture

More signifi cant than the differences in marriage age between the two groups 
is the contrast between the two social and legal cultures in which they lived. 
After the American Revolution, the general consensus was that couples should 
have wide latitude about age in their marital choices. Legislation, supported 
by judicial decisions, adopted the English common law minimum ages of 12 
for females and 14 for males, although minors needed parental consent until 
age 21. In the 1830s a few states began raising the age requirements. In 1854, 
however, the Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court issued a writ of habeas 
corpus to the mother of a 13-year-old girl who had married against her mother’s 
wishes and told her she must release the young bride. Because legislation did 
not specifi cally declare such youthful marriages void, the justices viewed the 
law to be “directory” rather than compulsory.34 It was into this legal culture that 
Mormon polygamy was born.

During the mid-nineteenth century, however, laws slowly began chang-
ing. In contrast to the previous century, Victorian middle-class parents saw 
children as “tender innocents” needing protection. Children were kept at home 
longer, prolonging childhood.35 A number of states began to increase the mini-
mum marriage age to 16 for females and 18 for males. By 1906 only 17 states 
or territories retained the common law marriage ages, but only 12 states had 
enacted into law the minimum age sixteen or above for women. The majority 
required parental consent until age 18.36 Nevertheless, the trend toward higher 
minimum ages for marriages continued. By the fi rst decade of the twenty-fi rst 
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century, almost all states mandated a minimum age of 16 for women, but even 
those states allowing younger marriages hedged those marriages with parental 
consent and judges’ orders.37 In contrast to a century and a half earlier, state 
legislatures believed that the state had an interest in the age at which individu-
als married and enacted laws accordingly.

In both eras, however, the general American practice was to marry on aver-
age at ages considerably higher than the minimum ages embodied in statutes. 
Because not all states required registration of marriages in the nineteenth 
century—South Carolina, for example, did not so require until 1911—the aver-
age age of marriage in that period is not precise.38 The average for those from 
middle-income families during that century in the North was early twenties, 
although it was lower in the South and newly settled areas in the West.39 Any-
one who spends much time researching in marriage records or federal cen-
suses, however, will fi nd a fair number of women marrying below the age of 
consent, even as young as 15 or 16.

The situation is considerably different today. After reaching its nadir in 
the 1950s and 1960s, the average age of marriage has climbed steadily, until in 
2006 it was almost 26 for women and 27.5 for men.40 In an age when women 
have many educational and occupational opportunities and men and women 
prefer being somewhat established before wedding, the marriage ages for both 
have been rising. Whereas in the nineteenth century LDS marriage ages were 
within the law and only slightly younger than their contemporaries, the gen-
eral practice of FLDS women marrying before they are 18 is clearly outside the 
mainstream of current marital practice, and at least a few marriages, such as 
Elissa Wall’s wedding at age 14, are outside the law.

Conversion or Closed Community

Another difference in the practice of polygamy between the LDS and FLDS 
groups is the type of women who became polygamous wives. The FLDS com-
munity is mostly a contained population with few converts. Wives are therefore 
drawn from among women who have in general been lifelong members of the 
community. FLDS values have been instilled since birth, and the lifestyle is 
often the only one they know.

It was signifi cantly different in nineteenth-century Utah. With the infl ux 
of many converts, the LDS population grew rapidly. Some of the converts were 
single women whose fathers were dead or who did not live in Utah, while oth-
ers were widowed or divorced women. Many of these women became monoga-
mists, but women in those situations disproportionately became polygamous 
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wives. A study of 444 polygamous wives showed that about one-third were 
never-before-married women who came to Utah alone or with family mem-
bers but no father. Another third were women who were widowed or had been 
divorced, while most of the remaining third of polygamous wives were daugh-
ters of polygamous families. Among the never-before-married immigrant 
women, almost half (47.6 percent) in the pioneer period before 1869 became 
plural wives, although that percentage dropped to a third (32.8 percent) in the 
20 years before 1890.41

What two-thirds of women who became polygamous wives shared was the 
absence of a male breadwinner in their households. In the diffi cult years of 
fi rst settling the semi-arid Great Basin lands, immigrants, particularly those 
women with little fi nancial self-suffi ciency, were considerably more likely 
than other women to enter polygamy. They believed in plural marriages as a 
religious doctrine, but they had economic motives as well. In nineteenth-cen-
tury American society, men owned and controlled most economic assets, and 
Utah was no exception. Most occupations available to women in Utah, as in 
the United States—seamstresses, teachers, and servants—earned little. Single 
women were barely able to eke out an existence. Plural marriage gave women a 
moral right to some of their husbands’ resources. It also gave them a home and 
family. In poverty-stricken pioneer Utah, plural marriage was the major means 
of caring for previously indigent women.42

Economic opportunities today are strikingly different from those of the 
nineteenth century. A contemporary single woman is no longer consigned to 
poverty, genteel or otherwise. Although a woman still earns only about three-
quarters of what a man earns, she is no longer dependent on men for a liveli-
hood, as she generally was 150 years ago. There is no reason to conclude that 
economic reasons loom large as motives for entering plural marriage in the 
FLDS community, as they did for pioneer polygamous wives. Rather, some in 
the FLDS community depend on government programs to help support their 
families. In 1998, according to the Salt Lake Tribune, Colorado/Hildale, home 
of the largest FLDS community, ranked among the top ten towns with popula-
tions greater than 2,000 in the Intermountain West that were dependent on 
Medicaid and WIC, government programs providing medical care for the poor 
and food for indigent women and their children. Also a third of the town’s 
residents received U.S. Department of Agriculture food stamps, a fi gure that 
escalated to between 65 and 80 percent by 2002.43

Economically, the LDS and the FLDS societies are at opposite poles: the 
nineteenth-century LDS helped support some disadvantaged women through 
plural marriage, while the FLDS appear to help support some plural wives by 
relying on government programs. At the YFZ ranch, however, the FLDS used 
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no government funds. They did not even send their children to public schools. 
But the cost to the state of Texas for housing the children taken away from 
FLDS parents was about $5.3 million.44

In contrast to FLDS marriages, nineteenth-century LDS plural mar-
riages served a signifi cant social purpose, women chose their husbands as 
did other Americans, and LDS marriage ages were not far from the American 
mainstream.

Divorce

In the nineteenth century, the Utah rate of divorce was high. Divorce laws in 
the United States were becoming more lenient over the nineteenth century, 
and the divorce rate at that time was the highest in the Western world. Utah 
divorce laws were lenient enough that in 1875 some lawyers in Chicago, Cin-
cinnati, and New York turned a few counties of Utah Territory into divorce 
mills. Utah never intended its laws to apply to those out of state and three 
years later enacted more stringent laws. Utah residents also utilized the divorce 
laws, of course. A study of Payson, Utah, shows that 6 percent of monogamous 
marriages there ended in divorce. In Utah County from 1852 to 1887, only 8 
percent of petitions for divorce were not granted, unlike in the eastern United 
States, where stringent laws permitted few divorces.45

Plural marriages were not civil marriages, however, so divorces granted 
from plural marriages were ecclesiastical, not civil. Although church leaders 
tried to resolve marital problems, any wife who insisted on an ecclesiastical 
divorce—called a cancellation of sealing—received one. No woman unhappy 
in her marriage was trapped there. Yet most women were committed to their 
marriages. In an in-depth study of divorce among nineteenth-century Manti 
polygamists, 17.8 percent of plural marriages ended in divorce. Women who 
were not fi rst wives, however, were more likely to end their marriages; almost 
one-fourth (24.6 percent) were divorced. Not surprisingly, the minority of 
plural wives who married at ages 17 or younger experienced higher rates of 
divorce; 36 percent of those who married young ended their marriages. While 
these rates were certainly higher than elsewhere in the United States at the 
time, they are lower than in the United States in the twenty-fi rst century. In 
2004 37.5 percent of men and 40.7 percent of women ages 50 to 59 had experi-
enced a divorce, while in 2001 42.0 percent of men and 39.5 percent of women 
those ages had been divorced.46 The comparisons to the nineteenth century are 
not exact, however, since information about divorce is currently gathered and 
calculated differently than it was then.
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When an LDS plural wife divorced in the nineteenth century, she was 
free to choose her subsequent status: single, monogamous, or polygamous. 
Divorced women chose all three, with a surprising 22 percent of women in the 
Manti study again entering a plural marriage.47 Clearly it was their particular 
marriage, not plural marriage in general, that those women rejected.

Today’s FLDS women are also freed from unhappy marriages. There are 
no available statistics about the prevalence of divorce, or “reassignment” as it 
is called, although it appears to be considerably less than in the nineteenth-
century LDS community. Wall claims that “it is extremely rare for a couple 
to request a release from a marriage that was revealed by God through the 
prophet,” although her autobiography does not evince wide observation of her 
society beyond her own family.48

The evidence is not abundant, but it appears that the unhappy wife must 
convince the prophet that the marriage is too dysfunctional to continue or that 
the husband is no longer worthy to have her as a wife. As in the nineteenth 
century, all of a man’s marriages except the fi rst are religious ones and so must 
be their dissolution. Elissa Wall’s mother, Sharon, complained to the prophet, 
Rulon Jeffs, about problems in her family. He told her to take her children to 
her childhood home. After a few months, a reconciliation was effected, and 
Sharon and her children returned to the Wall household. As part of the rec-
onciliation, however, the fi rst wife was told to move elsewhere. Despite what 
seemed like a fresh start, problems escalated, and Sharon again complained to 
the prophet. This time she moved her family to Hildale/Colorado City, where 
she was “reassigned” as the wife of Bishop Fred Jessop. While this story is told 
by a person with negative views of the FLDS church, it shows that the church 
leaders did try to reconcile a couple with marital problems but did reassign the 
unhappy wife to another marriage when those problems continued.49

Elissa Wall herself, however, was not allowed to separate from her monog-
amous husband, even though she approached the prophet several times. In 
her view there was too much counseling in an attempt to save her marriage 
when she only wanted to be released from it. In contrast, in the trial against 
Warren Jeffs in which Wall was the chief prosecution witness, Jennie Pipkin 
testifi ed that she complained to the prophet about her husband’s unwanted 
sexual advances and was given a release. But couples who had a diffi cult time 
in the early years of their marriage were apparently expected to make the best 
of it. One young woman who called the fi rst couple of years of her marriage 
“hell” worked hard with her husband to make the marriage into a happier one, 
and the marriage stayed intact. One motive for trying to make the marriage 
work was that a “release” often meant a “reassignment” to another marriage. 
When Warren Jeffs asked Carolyn Jessop if she wished to be released from her 
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unhappy marriage, she replied she did not. She feared that she would be placed 
in an even worse marriage.50 But that Jeffs asked the question seems to indi-
cate that the opportunity to be released from an unhappy marriage is probably 
greater than “extremely rare.”

Perhaps some of the reassignments are in fact unwanted. When an FLDS 
man is excommunicated or deemed unworthy of his family, his wives are reas-
signed, and initially he may not have visitation rights with his children. Appar-
ently not all women who were directed to leave their husbands did so, at least 
in the past. In the 1990s the fi rst wife of Elissa Wall’s father refused to leave 
him when his three wives were released from him. Under Warren Jeffs’ lead-
ership, excommunications, even of well-respected church members, became 
more frequent than previously, and although the men claimed they did not 
know why they were being excommunicated, their wives were reassigned to 
other husbands, although not always immediately.51 In the nineteenth century, 
wives of those who apostatized were granted divorces, and the cancellation of 
sealing came after the woman requested it. One woman remained with her 
polygamous husband for 15 years after he was excommunicated.52 LDS women 
in the nineteenth century chose whether to divorce their husbands, even if 
their husbands had been excommunicated.

In short, the nineteenth-century LDS marriage system allowed consider-
able choice for women: choice of their spouses, choice in the type of marriage, 
and choice in whether to remain in the marriage. It also provided fi nancially for 
economically disadvantaged women without breadwinners in a poor pioneer 
society.

The FLDS marriage system differs in all these ways. Women are placed in 
marriages by their prophet, and while they can ask to be released from unhappy 
marriages, their prophet will probably reassign them to another marriage. It is 
more diffi cult to assess the economic advantages—or disadvantages—of polyg-
amy for these women, but the dependence of considerable numbers on gov-
ernment programs indicates that polygamy plays a signifi cantly different role 
economically for FLDS women than for pioneer LDS plural wives.

The Infl uence of Statutes and Law Enforcement

While there are many differences between polygamy as practiced by the LDS in 
the nineteenth century and the FLDS in the twenty-fi rst, there are many simi-
larities in the reactions of their surrounding social and legal cultures. In both 
cases, the reaction was hostile, at times extremely so. And in both cases law-
makers believed that the current statutes were inadequate for addressing the 
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perceived problem and enacted new ones. In the nineteenth century, polygamy 
was a crime, but successfully prosecuting it was hampered by the statute of lim-
itations and the diffi culty of providing substantial enough evidence to secure a 
conviction. In 1882 Congress passed the Edmunds Act, which made unlawful 
cohabitation a misdemeanor.53 The prosecution had to show only that during 
a specifi ed period a man visited two or more women reputed in the commu-
nity to be his wives; no sexual relationship needed to be proven. Almost 900 
indictments for unlawful cohabitation were found from 1886 to 1888 alone. 
Far more served in prison for that misdemeanor than any other crime meant 
to punish plural marriage—polygamy, adultery, and fornication.54

Similarly, to aid in the prosecution of current polygamists who married 
underage females, both Utah and Texas enacted laws to raise the minimum 
age to 16. Utah raised the age from 14 to 16 in 1999, and Texas did so in 2005. 
Mark Shurtleff, Utah’s attorney general, testifi ed in favor of Texas changing its 
marriage-age law after the FLDS began building its community near Eldorado, 
Texas, in 2003. Shurtleff’s policy has been to prosecute abuse within polyga-
mous communities rather than to prosecute polygamy itself. He has tried to 
develop open relationships with polygamists so that those communities will 
report problems and underage brides will come forward.55

The government changed the laws in both eras, but of course the nature 
of the laws were different. Over one hundred years ago, American mores 
demanded the abandonment of polygamy, but the subsequent century changed 
society and law in the United States. Polygamy may be no more accepted now 
than previously, but sexual behavior between consenting adults is. And the 
laws and practices believed necessary to protect the Victorian child have long 
since been expanded to protect adolescents. So while there are still some prose-
cutions for polygamy under bigamy statutes—note Tom Green in Utah and the 
current bigamy indictments in Texas—the emphasis currently is on preventing 
underage marriages.56

The differences in the laws enforced made some noteworthy differences in 
the nature of law enforcement. A century ago, men were punished after indi-
vidual trials; in 2008 children as a group were taken into custody by the state, 
and the hearings for the individual cases came after the children were fi rst 
taken away from their homes. Despite vigorous law enforcement in the 1880s, 
federal deputies and prosecutors wanted to avoid making more martyrs than 
necessary. Older men were spared from prosecution much more often than 
younger men. In St. George, for example, only 19 percent of polygamists 65 
years or older were arrested, in contrast to 47 percent of those who were young-
er.57 While the prosecutions of the 1880s disrupted families, many in the com-
munity were affected only indirectly, not directly as were almost all families 
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in the YFZ Ranch. Agencies such as Child Protective Services do not operate 
under the same rules as prosecutors, but their potential to create widespread 
anguish in a community is great. Despite the differences between the two peri-
ods, however, the goal of government was to break up families: in the 1880s by 
either extracting a commitment from polygamists to live with only one wife or 
sending them to prison, and in 2008 by taking away all the children.

In both periods, these two groups suffered considerable disruption to their 
societies beyond the prosecutions for polygamy-related crimes. In 1887 the 
Edmunds-Tucker Act mandated that the U.S. attorney general institute pro-
ceedings to take into possession all LDS church property over $50,000 not 
used exclusively for worship. As the confi scation of the property went on apace, 
the United States Supreme Court upheld the escheatment under the Edmunds-
Tucker Act in The Late Corporation of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day 

Saints v. United States in 1890. The same year the Supreme Court also upheld 
an Idaho “test oath” requiring potential voters to swear that they belonged to no 
organization advocating polygamy. All Mormons, not just polygamists, were 
thus disenfranchised. In the wake of that decision, Congress took up a new 
measure, the Cullom-Strubble bill, which would also have disenfranchised 
Utah Mormons. These actions not only disrupted LDS society but also threat-
ened their ability to protect themselves through political means.58

But the coup de grâce was the fear that their temples would be confi scated, 
the buildings in which the LDS people performed their most sacred ordinances 
believed to be essential to their eternal exaltation. As houses of worship, the 
temples were unlikely to be confi scated under the Edmunds-Tucker Act, which 
exempted buildings used exclusively for worship, but the possibility that the 
temples outside of Salt Lake City, which were owned by local corporations, 
might be confi scated under the Morrill Act of 1862 was suggested by Judge 
John W. Judd on September 18, a week before the Manifesto of 1890 was 
issued.59 Feeling constrained both by events and by inspiration, the president 
of the LDS Church issued what is called the Manifesto on September 25, 1890. 
He declared his intention to submit to the laws of the land and to use his infl u-
ence on fellow Latter-Day Saints to do likewise.60 Change was not immediate. 
Prosecutions of polygamists continued, and the church was pushed into fur-
ther concessions. In the end, however, American society achieved its goal of 
the church’s offi cially renouncing further support of polygamous marriages. 
In return, the church retained its temples, which were more essential to the 
church’s religious mission than were its former marital practices.

Congressional acts and judicial decisions had been successful in eliminat-
ing polygamy from the LDS Church, but they were markedly unsuccessful in 
abolishing it entirely, as the various polygamous groups currently in and around 



differing polygamous patterns  141

Utah abundantly show. Like men and women in the nineteenth century, FLDS 
polygamists have gone to prison as punishment for their marriages—with the 
same effect. Those who suffered at the hands of the judicial system became 
revered martyrs and more dedicated to their religious principles.61

The raid on the Yearning for Zion ranch and the subsequent taking away 
of all the children will undoubtedly have the same effect. It has disrupted both 
families and also the church. To preserve their families, a core FLDS value, the 
church was willing to modify a practice that once was deemed crucial. Previ-
ously, the FLDS had claimed that the prophet’s revelations were fundamen-
tal; obedience to the prophet was key. When the prophet “placed” a girl in a 
marriage, the couple married soon thereafter, sometimes within hours of the 
placement. The girl’s wishes or her age were apparently not considerations. 
But under the catastrophe of losing their children, two months after the raid 
the church promised its own obedience to the marriage-age law: “In the future, 
the church commits that it will not preside over the marriage of any woman 
under the age of legal consent in the jurisdiction in which the marriage takes 
place. The church will counsel families that they neither request nor consent 
to any underage marriages.”62 The statement was published the day after Judge 
Walther vacated her order giving Texas Child Protective Services managing 
conservatorship over the FLDS children. While the concession was made too 
late to have an effect on the Texas Supreme Court decision to return the chil-
dren to their parents, it is nevertheless part of the process by which the FLDS 
church will renegotiate its position in relation to American society.

Whether the FLDS church adheres to its statement about underage 
marriages probably depends on the centrality of the belief in their prophet’s 
inspiration about who should marry whom and when. Just as federal offi cials 
continued arresting and imprisoning polygamists after the 1890 Manifesto, 
today Texas offi cials are taking few chances, despite the FLDS statement. The 
state has asked 63 FLDS girls between the ages of 10 and 17 to complete indi-
vidual counseling sessions to educate them about marriage laws and sexual 
abuse. Noncompliance could jeopardize dismissal of a girl’s case. And, as of 
October 2008, one 14-year-old girl, allegedly married at age 12 to Warren Jeffs, 
has not been released from state custody.63 While past actions are being pun-
ished, as the growing number of indicted and convicted FLDS men in Texas 
shows, the state is equally concerned with prevention of future underage mar-
riages. The church’s statement is insuffi cient; it will have to prove enduring to 
be effective, just as the Latter-Day Saints found in its long and diffi cult journey 
from a polygamous to a monogamous marriage system.

As Sarah Barringer Gordon’s work perceptively shows, the two sovereigns 
of church and state potentially produce “confl icted loyalties, especially those 
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that trap the believer between religious command and temporal authority.”64 
The histories of these two churches illustrate that the confl ict between these 
two sovereignties is ongoing, and they highlight the diffi culty that the domi-
nant American culture experiences in dealing with groups whose religious 
values and practices are in marked contrast to its own. Religious freedom is 
embodied in the Constitution, but at least at some levels the intention in both 
these cases was not only to change individual behavior but also to alter these 
churches’ conduct. In the nineteenth century, Congress dissolved the corpora-
tion of the LDS Church and confi scated many of its resources. In today’s Texas, 
Child Protective Services and the judge of the district court sought to under-
mine the FLDS church by taking away every one of its children, cutting off its 
next generation from the church.

Both the nineteenth-century LDS and the current FLDS examples reveal 
the limits of dissent in the land of liberty. The tension between church and 
state is ongoing, but the history of the LDS Church illustrates a long-term posi-
tive outcome. Its confl ict with the state forced it to order its religious priorities, 
choosing those most fundamental to its mission. While retaining its unique-
ness, the church adapted to American society and even fl ourished within it. 
Like the LDS in the nineteenth century, the FLDS church has had to make 
a concession to a deeply held value of American society, and the church has 
promised to avoid future underage marriages. Just as the LDS church a century 
earlier, the FLDS conceded a practice abhorred by American society to retain 
practices the church valued more: it gave up prophet-mandated underage mar-
riages for the state’s acquiescence in their practice of plural marriage. Whether 
this FLDS concession will have a long-term effect within the church or on its 
relationship to American society, only the future will tell.
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As other chapters in this volume document, the general public knows 
little about the Fundamentalist Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day 
Saints (the FLDS). The other chapters have focused on the history 
and religious aspects of the FLDS and other polygamous 
communities. Here we focus on the social and demographic 
characteristics of the FLDS community.

The isolation and remoteness of these communities, along with 
their own reclusiveness, allowed these communities to grow in 
relative anonymity. The media images of the raid on the FLDS 
community in Eldorado, Texas, provided many outsiders their fi rst 
view of fundamentalist polygamists. The images were at the same 
time surprising and odd. Few men were shown. When shown, the 
men appeared to be typical of other men who live in rural areas of the 
country. Attired in jeans and shirts, they fi t in easily. The women in 
the videos, however, seem to be out of the mid-nineteenth century. 
They dress in long pastel dresses with full sleeves. The images were, 
by today’s standards, at best quaint. Then there was the hair—
mounds of it piled on top of the head. The media also showed 
children, a lot of children, with the girls also dressed in the old-style 
clothing.

Naturally, the media and people around the world were fascinated 
by the polygamists. The media focused on the raid, the strangeness of 
the group, and the practice of polygamy. They did not describe the 
origins of the Texas group and its relationship to other groups, 
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nor did they describe the social and demographic characteristics of the FLDS 
community or the polygamist groups in general.

Obtaining information about the community is diffi cult. The Texas author-
ities removed 463 children and placed them in the foster care system. Neither 
the Texas authorities nor the media provided details about the ages of the chil-
dren, the number of boys and girls, or the number of men and adult women in 
the community. Later the authorities identifi ed several of the children as being 
adults and the number of underage children was reduced to 439.

Little is known about the socioeconomic characteristics of the commu-
nity. We rely on the census data from the 2000 census to provide at least some 
description of the community that lies along the southern border of Utah and 
spills into northern Arizona. In the year 2000 the Eldorado group was part of the 
larger community located in “Shortcreek,” a community originally established 
along the Utah-Arizona border. The area is now composed of two cities: Hildale, 
Utah, and Colorado City, Arizona. The FLDS in Texas likely refl ect the composi-
tion of the larger community from which they emigrated. We use census data to 
examine the social and demographic characteristics of the larger group.

The practice of polygamy, high fertility, and selective in-and-out-migration,1 
combine to produce unusual, even unique, demographic and social character-
istics within the polygamous communities. The physical isolation of the com-
munity further isolates the workforce. Some residents travel outside the area for 
economic and labor opportunities, but this further skews the social and demo-
graphic characteristics of the community.2 We use aggregated data from the two 
communities on their separate sides of the border to provide a profi le of the total 
community. We report results from the state of Utah for a comparison.

Age and Sex Composition of the Community

The population of the United States grows as a result of immigration, but also 
from natural increase (the number of births minus the number of deaths). The 
population, even without immigration, is growing slowly. This modest growth 
rate, combined with the selective immigration of primarily younger people, 
results in a somewhat younger population than would otherwise be the case. 
One quarter (25.7 percent) of the population in the United States was under age 
18 in the 2000 Census. In contrast, Utah has a somewhat higher birthrate than 
the nation as a whole; nearly a third of the children (32.2 percent) in Utah are 
under the age of 18. By comparison, the percentage of the Hildale–Colorado 
City community is double that of the State of Utah: 61.6 percent of the popula-
tion is under the age of 18. Or stated differently, more than six out of ten people 
in the town are minors.
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A young age structure in a community presents diffi culties in current 
American society. The adults must provide child care, schooling, and other 
child-related services. Job creation for young adults becomes critical. If suffi -
cient jobs are not available, the residents may be forced to migrate temporarily 
or permanently to other locations for employment. A third option is the farm-
ing and ranching industries that many of the FLDS have chosen. Such environ-
ments provide the isolation from the larger society that members want, while at 
the same time they provide labor-intensive jobs for some of the young adults. 
As Bennion notes in her chapters in this volume, many young men also work 
in construction industries in southern Utah and other adjacent areas.

One mitigating factor for job provision is that the FLDS Hildale– Colorado 
City area is small. The United States Census reported 232 households in 
Hildale in the year 2000 with a total of 1,895 people. Colorado City, on the 
other side of the border in Arizona, was larger, with a population of 3,334. 
By 2007 the  estimated population of the two towns was 6,789 (http://www
.census.gov/). The offshoot FLDS group in Eldorado, Texas, by comparison, 
is still much smaller. All 463 individuals initially identifi ed as children at the 
time of the raid were removed; the number of adults was likely only about 
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100. Many of the men in the area built the homes and the “temple” located at 
 Eldorado. Others were involved in the farming activities in the community.

The sex ratios of the communities are highly skewed. The ratios for the 
Hildale–Colorado City area (by age groups) are reported in fi gure 6.1. Normally, 
populations have roughly the same number of males as females, but younger 
age groups tend to have a slightly higher number of males than females. In 
the United States, about 105 males are born for every 100 females (sex ratios 
are computed as the number of males per hundred females). Males tend to die 
younger than females do, however, so the sex ratios tend to decline in later age 
groupings. In the “Shortcreek” community, the ratio of males to females for 
the children (those under the age of 18) is slightly higher (1.11) than in Utah as 
a whole (1.06). This variation may be a random variation. More likely, however, 
the ratio is the result of young married females overstating their age to the 
 census enumerators to avoid the appearance of underage marriage.

The sex ratios for the adults and the elderly in the community are much dif-
ferent, however. Both groups show a clear shortage of males. Among those aged 
18–64 there are only 88 men for every 100 women, compared to a nearly even 
ratio of 1.01 in Utah generally. Among the elderly, 65 years of age and older, 
there are only 56 men for every 100 women in the polygamist community, com-
pared to 78 males per 100 females in Utah. The decline in the sex ratio in Utah 

FIGURE 6.2. Average Household Size 
Source: 2000 Census
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is normal; the steep decline in the polygamous is not. The differences in the sex 
ratios among the older groups may result from selective recruitment of women 
into the group, thus increasing the number of women relative to men. Some 
men also are forced out of the group either because they fail to follow the leader-
ship or because the leaders want to reduce competition for wives. Young men 
who are forced out are sometimes referred to as the “Lost Boys” (see the Bennion 
chapters in this volume). Finally, some of the men may have been working and 
living out of the community at the time the census was taken. These sex ratios 
are not surprising in a polygamous community. The practice of polygamy would 
seem to preclude universal marriage. Nevertheless, universal marriage can hap-
pen in such communities for several reasons. First, the banishment of some 
competing men, either as young men or as adults, allows for the reassignment 
of wives to other men. Second, a rapidly growing population means that each 
successive generation has more women than the previous generation of men. 
Thus, universal marriage can happen as older men marry younger women. The 
FLDS community has over three times more people in the late teenage years 
(ages 15–19) than it has in the 35–39-year-old group. If men aged 35–39 marry 
women aged 15–19, then each man could have at least three wives. For such a 
pattern to continue, however, the community must grow rapidly through high 
birthrates and conversion. In reality, the practice likely creates limited marriage 
opportunities for some men. The senior men have control of marriage and dic-
tate who can marry whom. When preference is given to the more senior men so 
that they can have multiple wives, some younger men cannot compete and may 
leave the community—the “Lost Boys.”3

Household Composition and Marital Status

Consistent with a high birthrate, the households in Hildale–Colorado City are 
large. The average household has 7.75 people, compared to 3.13 in Utah and 
2.59 in the United States (see fi gure 6.2). Nearly three-quarters (74.6 percent) 
of the households in Hildale–Colorado City are composed of married couples 
with children. Only a few of the households are headed by females. By compari-
son, even in the family-oriented state of Utah, 35 percent of households include 
a married couple with children under 18. The other households in Utah are 
composed of single-parent families, individuals, or most commonly, husbands 
and wives whose children have left home.

Only 2.9 percent of the FLDS aged 15 and over reported that they were 
separated or divorced at the time of the census (compared to 9.3 percent of 
the population in Utah). Despite the high percentage of family households in 
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the FLDS group, most live in what the census terms “rental units.” More than 
three in fi ve (62.8 percent) live in such units (compared to 28.5 percent in Utah 
as a whole). In fact, these rental units are simply homes owned by the FLDS 
Church.4 Sometimes the homes have been built and donated to the Church.

Education and Economic Status

Educational attainment in small communities is often lower than in more urban 
areas. Residents often remain in the community and work, rather than attend-
ing college or other advanced educational opportunities that require commuting 
or moving. This is true in Hildale–Colorado City, where the educational levels 
are somewhat lower than in Utah and the United States. Although a majority 
of the FLDS population aged 25 and older completed high school (71.5 percent, 
compared to 87.7 percent in Utah and 80.4 percent in the U.S.), only a small frac-
tion complete a college degree. The community has a high school, which allows 
most of the residents to complete high school without leaving the area. Fewer 
than 5 percent of the FLDS have completed a bachelor’s degree, however. This is 
strikingly lower than the percentage in Utah and the nation who have completed 

FIGURE 6.3. Household Composition
Source: 2000 Census
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college; more than 25 percent of all people in Utah have completed college and 
nearly that many in the nation have completed college (see fi gure 6.4).

Educational attainment is usually related to the occupational structure and 
the kinds of jobs that individuals have in their adult lives. The polygamous 
communities vary from this normal pattern. Since few members of the polyga-
mous communities complete college, the men tend to have more agricultural 
and construction jobs. In the FLDS community, about half the workforce is 
engaged in white collar (business, professional) jobs and about half in blue col-
lar (manual labor, manufacturing) occupations. In contrast, over three-fourths 
of the labor force in Utah works in white collar jobs. Less than one percent of 
the workforce is engaged in agriculture in the FLDS community and the same 
is true in Utah in general (see fi gure 6.5). Self employment, on the other hand, 
is slightly higher (8.9 percent) in the community than in Utah (5.8 percent).

Furthermore, a smaller fraction of the Hildale–Colorado City population 
over age 16 is in the civilian labor force than is the case for Utah. This is largely 
because females in the FLDS community are less likely to work for pay. Unem-
ployment, however, is relatively low in the community (2.2 percent in the com-
munity, compared to 5.0 percent in Utah in 2000).
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Given these factors, overall income is comparatively low in the polygamist 
community. The median family income is 37 percent lower than in Utah. The 
incomes of both the males and females are lower in Hildale–Colorado City 
than in the state of Utah. These lower incomes refl ect the isolation and location 
of the city in a lower-income part of the state. The relatively low educational lev-
els and the limited occupational training also limit the opportunities for high-
paying jobs.

The ratio of female-to-male income for full-time workers in the FLDS com-
munity is also lower than in the state of Utah. In Hildale–Colorado City, males 
earn 49 percent more than females do, whereas men in the state of Utah earn 
20 percent more than women do.

Perhaps ironically, income inequality in Hildale–Colorado City is quite 
high. Overall incomes are low, but a slightly higher percentage of families earn 
over $100,000 per year (4.7 percent) than is the case for Utah (3.6 percent). 
This ratio results in the high inequality.

The low incomes and large families combine to create a high poverty rate in 
Hildale–Colorado City. Nearly one-third of the families fall below the offi cial pov-
erty level for families their size (compared to only 6.5 percent in Utah). Thus, more 
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families receive public assistance. Supplemental Security income is also higher in 
the polygamist community (4.4 percent, compared to 2.8 percent in Utah).

Racially, the community is overwhelmingly white (98 percent compared 
to 89 percent in Utah and 75 percent in the U.S.). The percent that identify as 
Hispanic (who can be of any race) is also very low (2 percent, compared to 9 
percent in Utah and 12.5 percent in the U.S.).

In sum, the polygamous community known as Shortcreek and subsequently 
offi cially named Hildale, Utah, and Colorado City, Arizona, exhibits several inter-
esting characteristics that distinguish it from other communities in both Utah 
and other parts of the country. Some of these are the result of the isolated location. 
Others refl ect the theological beliefs and practices of the polygamous community. 
Still others refl ect a combination of the choices and dogma. Clearly, the isolation 
and lower educational levels limit job opportunities since the local job market is 
composed primarily of construction trades and agricultural pursuits. The lower 
educational levels, however, also refl ect the decision of the leaders to limit access 
to outside infl uences that might undermine the community and its peculiar 
religious perspectives. Likewise, the emphasis within the Church to have many 

FIGURE 6.6. Occupational Status of Labor Force aged 16 and Older
Source: 2000 Census
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babies and to have the women stay home with the children limits the income they 
might otherwise provide to the families and the community more generally.

The emphasis on early marriage and the pronatalist stance produce a 
group that is young in comparison to the others who surround the commu-
nity, even as it tends to rely on governmental aid. Ironically, women seemed 
to be converted to the lifestyle more than men (see the Bennion chapters in 
this volume). As Miles5 and chapter 7 in this volume show, women can fi nd 
the lifestyle rewarding. This may seem to be at odds with the view that polyg-
amy is all about sex. As these authors show, it is not. Nevertheless, this selec-
tive recruitment also skews the population. The practice of polygamy and the 
heavy emphasis on marriage also results in relatively low divorce rates. Fam-
ily relationships within polygamy are also somewhat different. Since many 
families live together within larger homes, the women form strong relation-
ships with each other, and the children often form strong bonds with half 
brothers and half sisters that would not prevail in the larger society. The chil-
dren also establish strong relationships with other mothers and aunts. The 
social demographics of the society are unusual. While any group is susceptible 
to abuse, these polygamous arrangements can also provide strengths that are 

FIGURE 6.7. Median Family Income of the FLDS Community and Utah by Family Type
Source:  2000 Census
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absent in other parts of society. The demographics discussed in this chapter 
show the family arrangements; they cannot, however, show abuse or strength. 
We leave those discussions to others in this volume.

notes

1. The leader of the group, Warren Jeffs, reportedly expelled several men from 
the group as recently as 2004 and reassigned their wives and children to other men. 
Some news articles refer to the young men and boys who were forced out as “Lost 
Boys.” They are often described as having few social skills or abilities to function in the 
larger society.

2. While some members of the community are not members of the FLDS group, 
the community is dominated by the FLDS. Those not members of the FLDS are often 
ostracized and pressured to leave the community. This is especially true of those who 
have been expelled by the FLDS.

3. Jon Krakauer, Under the Banner of Heaven: A Story of Violent Faith (New York: 
Doubleday, 2003).

4. The source of this information is a former employee of the County Assessor’s 
offi ce in Washington County (the county containing Hildale, Utah).

5. Carrie A. Miles, “Polygamy and the Economics of Salvation,” Sunstone 

Magazine, August 1998.
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Polygamous Mormon women’s lives are now paraded on prime-time 
television through the HBO series Big Love, featuring a 
Viagra-popping Utah businessman and his three wives living in 
suburbia. This series provides the fi rst televised portrayal of the 
contemporary polygamist lifestyle. In spite of its overemphasis on 
sex, which often confounds the real issues for women in these 
movements, the series has the potential to awaken the mainstream to 
the realities of the lives of women in polygamous marriages. Not 
surprisingly, many prominent Mormons, such as former presidential 
candidate Mitt Romney and former LDS prophet Gordon B. 
Hinckley, express concern about the negative publicity it can bring to 
mainstream Mormonism. This concern informs public policy, which 
acts to alienate plural marriage through a “don’t ask, don’t tell” 
strategy that has multiple effects: (1) it allows polygamists to fade into 
the background, away from the evils of Babylon and government 
scrutiny; (2) it makes it harder for polygamists to solicit public 
support and acknowledgement for legalization; and (3) it makes it 
easier for abusive polygamists to thrive under the cloak of isolated, 
rurally circumscribed regions.

Chapter 7

The Many Faces of Polygamy: 
An Analysis of the Variability 
in Modern Mormon 
Fundamentalism in the 
Intermountain West

Janet Bennion
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My purpose here is to dispel some of the media-driven, ethnocentric myths 
and tap into the rich and varied experiences of polygamous women, who are 
often marginalized by the mainstream. This effort will provide evidence that 
there are many faces of polygamy, not just those depicted by Jon Krakauer1 
and Carolyn Jessop.2 Furthermore, “abuse” itself is a culturally relative term, 
often used by the media and government protection agencies in a biased 
fashion to warrant raids and discrimination against small nontraditional 
religious movements. Polygamy does not in itself, as Oprah Winfrey sug-
gests, perpetuate “third-world Taliban-type abuse,”3 nor do all groups require 
that their women be treated like property, good only for breeding and child 
rearing. On the contrary, there are ample illustrations of female autonomy, 
achievement, and contentment within a polygamous context. In short, I fol-
low columnist Rebecca Walsh’s recent counsel,4 that a true feminist defends 
other women’s right to choose how they wish to make love, marry, and raise 
their families.

My remarks are drawn from 15 years of anthropological fi eldwork con-
ducted in three environments: the AUB (Allreds) of the Bitterroot Mountains 
of Montana; the AUB and surrounding independent polygamists of the Salt 
Lake Valley of Utah;5 and the LeBaron group of Galeana, Chihuahua, Mexico.6 
I have lived and worked with 22 extended polygamous families and interviewed 
more than 355 individuals about their conversion to the movement, their liv-
ing arrangements, and their lifestyles. I also draw upon my own history as a 
descendent of nineteenth-century Mormon polygamy from the Cannon, Ben-
nion, and Benson lines.

Rationale: Why Study Polygamy Now?

In April 2008, the State of Texas raided the Eldorado Yearning for Zion ranch, 
separating 463 children from their parents—the largest government seizure of 
children in the history of the United States. This rash, traumatic measure was 
initiated by a telephone hoax of a young woman from Colorado who was not 
connected in any way to the sect. Texas offi cials and the FBI placed the children 
into foster care which, ironically, has often been associated with abuse.7 Texas 
offi cials ignored the history of other failed raids of religious movements: Island 
Pond, Vermont, where the governor approved the removal of 112 children from 
the Twelve Tribes commune in 1985; and Short Creek, Utah/Arizona, where 
236 children were removed from their mothers in 1953.8 Each case led to public 
outcry and a U.S. Supreme Court ruling that such raids are unconstitutional. 
In the Island Pond case, government offi cials worried that the children were 
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being beaten. In the Eldorado case, authorities sought evidence of underage 
girls being forced into polygamous marriages. The Texas offi cials took cotton 
swab DNA samples of children and mothers to determine parentage and placed 
them in a variety of housing situations. The state neglected to acknowledge the 
damaging cultural shock that the FLDS children experienced in foster care. 
The FLDS children had been taught to fear such modern government institu-
tions and the “outside” world. In the end, Texas authorities admitted that the 
raid was focused, not on individual cases of sex abuse, but on the entire FLDS 
culture.9

Governments have repeatedly attempted to investigate polygamous life-
styles and intervene in alleged cases of abuse. Prior to the Eldorado fi asco, the 
arrest and trial of FLDS prophet Warren Jeffs for his alleged abuses against 
underage women, including his niece of 14, whom he forced to marry her 
cousin of 18, provided fodder for media outlets.10 Before the Winter Olympics 
in Utah in 2002, the State of Utah arrested polygamist Tom Green and con-
victed him of marrying a 13-year-old girl.11 While most Intermountain states 
have used the “mutual-consent abandonment” policy, in which each side acts 
as if the other does not exist, both Utah and Arizona are initiating dialogue 
between law enforcement and sect leaders wherever possible.12

Furthermore, the Canadian and U.S. governments are currently struggling 
to cope with larger numbers of Muslim and Mormon fundamentalist citizens 
who believe it is their religious right to practice polygamy. Although polygamy 
is a felony in the United States, between 38,000 and 60,000 individuals prac-
tice Mormon polygamy in the Intermountain West.13 The number of Muslim 
polygamists is expected to increase as Islam continues to grow in the United 
States and Canada.14 In addition, attention is being given to  alternative mar-
riages. In 2003, the Supreme Court decriminalized sodomy, which helped 
polygamy causes by implying that the court should stay out of the bedroom. Law 
professor Jon Turley called openly for the legalization of bigamy and same-sex 
marriage, stating that though he fi nds it offensive, it should not be illegal.15

Current U.S. policy has adopted Canada’s approach, which asserts that 
the practice of polygamy violates women’s right to “equality within marriage 
and the family.”16 Yet the United States does not actively prosecute unless 
evidence of abuse or welfare fraud is provided. The International Human 
Rights (IHR) faculty in Canada instructed the Justice Department to insti-
tute an anti-polygamy law based on a series of assumptions about harmful 
conditions perpetrated against polygamous women. In short, any polyga-
mous families that migrate from the United States to Canada in search of 
religious freedom will soon be at risk of arrest. This result is based solely 
on Cook’s work, which uses the sources of international law identifi ed in 
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Article 38 of the Statute of the International Court of Justice (I.C.J.) as a 
guiding framework. They found polygamy to

violate women’s right to freedom by requiring obedience, modesty, 
and chastity codes that preclude women from operating as full citi-
zens and enjoying their civil and political rights. Further, women can 
often be socialized into subservient roles that inhibit their full par-
ticipation in family and public life. The physical, mental, sexual and 
reproductive, economic, and citizenship harms associated with the 
practice violate many of the fundamental human rights recognized in 
international law.

I argue that the studies cited by IHR to support their assumptions lack 
substantive evidence of abuse and are also ethnocentric. Most of the studies 
are based on sensationalized, nonrepresentative cases and do not refl ect the 
prevalent condition of family life. In fact, the only ethnographic, long-term data 
on women’s lives cited in the report was my work, which offered insight into 
the relative benefi ts of polygamy: “indeed the networking Janet Bennion out-
lined in her scholarship on contemporary Fundamentalist Mormon polygamy 
signals that this type of social framework is already being utilized by women” 
and that increased scholarly discourse on the topic can help “women within the 
Fundamentalist Mormon communities to re-defi ne religious doctrine that sub-
ordinates them while still being able to embrace faith components that are nor-
matively valuable.”17 Also missing from the IHR report was well-documented 
evidence that many plural families around the world are prone to be “well-
functioning.”18

I challenge the IHR assumptions and the existing media-driven paradigm 
that polygamy uniformly “violates women’s right to equality within marriage 
and the family.”19 It is essential to examine the full and variable impact of polyg-
amous family life on the health and well-being of women and children based on 
satisfaction levels, sexuality, economic activities, living arrangements, leisure 
and autonomy, fi nancial stability, socialization, and the presence or absence of 
abuse. I predict that polygamy is not, per se, the ultimate and inevitable cause of 
abuses against women and children. The following conditions, when combined 
with polygamy, may produce a greater risk for victimization of abuse and viola-
tion of human rights: (1) father absence or low father parental investment,20 (2) 
isolated rural environment or circumscription,21 (3) absence of a strong female 
network,22 (4) overcrowding in the household,23 and (5) male supremacist ide-
ology.24 The results of this current examination and other future studies of 
contemporary polygamous lifestyles may help identify the presence of abusive 
conditions, which can then inform policy for the protection of victims and the 
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prevention of future abuses. On the other hand, such studies could show a lack 
of abuse, which can inform policy on legalization rights and procedures and 
anti-discrimination laws for the protection of alternative family forms.

Literature Review

Only a handful of scholars have examined Mormon fundamentalism. Irwin Alt-
man focused on the complexity of relationships among a few key AUB families 
and examined the struggle for families to fi t into a polygamous structure using 
Victorian, monogamous psychological frameworks.25 William Jankowiak26 
investigated the father adoration concept in polygamous relationships in the 
FLDS group. Robin Fox27 and Phillip Kilbride28 were both interested in show-
ing the relative benefi t of polygamy to offset the crises of American moder-
nity in which women are drawn to alternative marriage forms to cope with 
socioeconomic obstacles. These studies applaud adaptive measures taken by 
polygamists to share resources and provide protection from urbanity. My own 
research explores the ironic ascendance of women in rigid patriarchal com-
munities. In the Montana Allred branch29 and Colonia LeBaron in Mexico,30 I 
record female conversion experiences and fi nd that many women are attracted 
to the commune for socioeconomic support. Women report that they are fl eeing 
a diffi cult life in the mainstream where their status as divorcees, single moth-
ers, widows, and “unmarriageables” limits their access to good men and also 
access to the economic and spiritual affi rmation that comes from a community 
of worship. In “Abbas Raptus,”31 I describe six sensational cases of arrests of 
perpetrators from various polygamous groups and analyze factors contributing 
to father-daughter abuse. The following conditions are typical in these cases: 
rural environments, frequent absences of the father from the home, lack of a 
female network present in circumscribed housing, overcrowded households, 
and the presence of “father worship.”32 Combined with the adoration of the 
father was a strict code of obeisance required of all children and wives. Punish-
ment for breaking this code was the blood atonement, which was a physical 
whipping or cutting of the skin to atone for the sins against the father. It is 
this fi nal study of cases that led me to believe that a thorough investigation of 
polygamy must be made to clarify whether only a few miscreants are guilty of 
abuse or whether all polygamous families contain abuse.

During my research among the Salt Lake AUB, in 2000, I was asked to 
speak at an American Civil Liberties Union–sponsored panel with two polyga-
mous women and two lesbian women to help clarify the reasons why certain 
Mormon women are attracted to alternative sexual lifestyles. First, women are 
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often drawn to fundamentalism for socioeconomic reasons: a home, a family, 
and the female network inherent in big polygamous structures. Men are often 
attracted to polygamy for political and religious reasons: to gain a family king-
dom and a calling as high priest of that kingdom. These are the patterns of con-
version predominantly among people in their thirties and forties. However, there 
are some young, college-aged Mormons who are also drawn into fundamental-
ism, particularly from BYU, who are bored of the “milk” they get in the LDS 
experience often associated with a shallow social emphasis. They hunger for the 
“meat” they fi nd in fundamentalism, representing the deeper doctrinal and spiri-
tual dialogue associated with the “mysteries.” Ironically, most converts are not 
interested in polygamy but in adherence to purer doctrine.33 Like Roy Potter, a 
Mormon who joined fundamentalism in 1979, most converts come from the 
LDS Church.34 Potter was angered over the changes to original doctrine and for 
being censured by the LDS Brethren.35 Converts, like Potter, are not actively pros-
elytized by polygamous groups, but are mostly drawn to writers like Ogden Kraut 
and leaders and friends from the AUB, whose beliefs most closely resembles the 
LDS experience but provide the doctrinal “meat” they are seeking. Fewer converts 
seek to join the more restrictive FLDS group, as it is remote from jobs and cit-
ies, and the clothing and behavioral rules are not appealing. Furthermore, most 
FLDS members are born and reared in the group. Likewise, few converts join the 
Kingston Clan as it requires new families to fully submit to the Kingston family 
rule. At one time, under Ervil’s rule, the LeBaron group actively sought converts 
from other fundamentalist groups, but that effort failed during his “ killing spree” 
in the mid-1970s.

The four major fundamentalist groups are all tied to the original move-
ment initiated by Lorin C. Woolley in the early 1930s. This movement is based 
on a vision purportedly received by John Taylor that polygamy should continue 
to be practiced as an eternal principle. From that sub rosa movement sprung 
the four separate movements:

 •  The Fundamentalist Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, 
originally set in Short Creek, on the border of Arizona and Utah; led 
by LeRoy Johnson, who then appointed Rulon Jeffs, who called his son 
Warren to the presidency;

 •  The Apostolic United Brethren, also known as the Allred Group, 
whose fi rst prophet was Joseph Musser who then appointed Rulon C. 
Allred, who then gave the seat to his brother Owen, who then 
bequeathed it to Lamoine Jensen;

 •  The Latter-Day Church of Christ, also known as the Davis County 
Corporation, founded by John Ortell Kingston, son of Elden Kingston, 
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who broke away from Musser’s leadership in the 1950s, eventually 
relinquishing his title as the “one mighty and strong” in 1987 to his 
son Paul Elden Kingston; and

 •  The LeBaron order, formally known as the Church of the First Born of 
the Fullness of Times, was established in 1955 as a sanctuary in the 
Mexican desert, by Joel LeBaron based on the vision that was given to 
his father, Alma Dayer LeBaron.

Examining Viability and Impact

Just as one can never paint all marital forms with one brush, likewise, within 
polygamy, it is folly to assume that all women have the same experience. 
Although there are many faces, the press broadcasts only the ugly ones. Within 
one month, while visiting the West, I witnessed three different styles of polyg-
amy. While driving from Cedar Breaks, Utah, I stopped at Yankee Meadow 
Reservoir, where I saw an FLDS extended family comprised of two men, their 
fi ve wives, and seven kids. They had arrived in two brand new Chevrolet mini-
vans for a pleasant afternoon of fi shing. Three of the women were wearing 
pastel pioneer dresses, with one dressed in a unique camoufl age pattern. While 
the women fi shed and gutted the catches, the men relaxed in the shade, talk-
ing. The next family I saw, while shopping in Spanish Fork, Utah, was an AUB 
patriarch and his fi ve wives, varying in ages from 18 to 35, from the Rocky Ridge 
order. Their style of dress was modern, with brand-name shoes and fancy col-
ors, albeit quite modest (dresses and long-sleeved blouses). The women’s hair 
was long but done up in creative braids and buns. The husband had blond hair 
and blue eyes and was in his forties; the three women were of various ages 
from their twenties to forties. The seven children also had blond hair and blue 
eyes. Lastly, while traveling to Seattle, Washington, I met a family of one busi-
nessman, an independent, and his two wives, and fi ve of their 23 children. The 
man and his fi rst wife were in their sixties, both dressed in modern, almost hip, 
attire, whereas the young wife was still in her thirties, dressed in a long con-
servative skirt and a long-sleeved blouse with a fi sh-tail braid trailing down her 
back. She looked nearly identical to Nicki, Bill Henrickson’s second “born-in” 
wife on Big Love.

Because forms vary, each polygamous family must be evaluated in its own 
cultural context. Only certain types of polygamy may be at high risk for abuse. 
Accusations of these high risk candidates must be followed up with investiga-
tions on a case-by-case basis instead of targeting an entire religious commu-
nity or cultural enclave. Further, defi nitions of “contentment” or “abuse” may 
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be vastly different from culture to culture. Even in this paper I may be tread-
ing on dangerous ground with assumptions about positive or negative impact. 
I will try to pair my defi nitions with the factors provided by the International 
Human Rights (IHR) Document about satisfaction, autonomy, and abuse, but 
the communities themselves may not agree with this pairing. They may see an 
underage bride as fully appropriate to the lifestyle and values of their particular 
beliefs, whereas the individualistic mainstream may call this behavior outra-
geous and abusive.

Positive Impact

The IHR document, like the media, focuses only on negative traits, such as lack 
of freedom of choice and autonomy, presence of subordination, deference to 
patriarchal mandate, and the presence of abuse. Al-Krenawi, an international 
expert on social work and mental health, gives characteristics of a successful 
polygamous family that are more helpful in defi ning positive impact. These 
include: (1) religious sanction of polygamy (God’s wish or destiny); (2) equal 
allocation of resources among families; (3) separate households for each wife; 
(4) maintaining an attitude of respect toward the other wife; and (5) open com-
munication among all wives, siblings, and among children and other mothers.36 
I focus on four traits or features that have a clear positive impact on women and 
children (mirroring both IHR and Al-Krenawi’s criteria): (1) viable alternative; 
(2) republican motherhood and empowerment; (3) female solidarity and friend-
ship; and (4) sustainability and libertarianism.

Viable Alternative

Some Mormon women experience more individual satisfaction within the 
dynamics of a polygamous family than they could in any other marital form. 
This may account for the high rate of female (versus male) conversion.37 Pro-
polygamist advocates like Anne Wilde say it can be seen as a “viable alternative 
lifestyle between consenting adults.”38 Anthropologist Phil Kilbride states that 
plural marriage can help rebuild a strong sense of family for specifi c groups of 
Americans, especially in times of socioeconomic crisis.39 He asks, is monogamy 
so perfect? Many monogamous women suffer from being under the thumb of 
a dominant man with no one else nearby to help them. He points out that at 
least polygamist women have their co-wives to talk to and help potentially pro-
tect them from a tyrannical husband. According to Adriana Blake,40 polygamy 
may be essential in our future, as there is a skewed sex ratio in America in 
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favor of women: for every 100 men, aged 45, there are 200 single women. She 
thinks a return to plural marriage could be the best alternative to divorce and 
may provide husbands for women, fathers for children, and an end to loneli-
ness. With an overabundance of unmarriageable women, more women will 
be willing to be linked to a good “alpha” male, even if they have to share him; 
“women prefer half or quarter of a good man to whole of a third rate man.”41 
One FLDS woman said she is married to an older man because “there are only 
a few good men out there and if you don’t share your good man with a sister 
wife, she’ll have to marry a jerk.”42

Besides reducing divorce rates and providing single women with more 
options, some advocates provide evidence that polygamy enhances family life 
by providing more loving parents for child care. For example, during the recent 
raid, many FLDS children were asked to identify their mothers. They replied 
that they had many mothers who cared for them.43 There are also intense friend-
ships forged within the large, extended family network. Jankowiak found that 
when children are raised in polygamy, they develop sibling solidarity.44 This 
phenomenon refers to the bonds that develop between full and half siblings 
relating to inclusive fi tness.

Republican Motherhood and Empowerment

“Republican Motherhood” was founded in the early Mormon suffragette move-
ment and was directed by outspoken polygamous women such as U.S. senator 
and doctor Martha Hughes Cannon.45 It allowed benefi ts for women in the 
private and public realms of life and it was encouraged by Brigham Young to 
advance careers in business and politics: “Women are useful, not only to sweep 
houses . . . but they should stand behind the counter, study law or physics, or 
become good bookkeepers . . . all this enlarges their sphere of usefulness for the 
benefi t of society at large.”46

Polygamous women also increase their “republican motherhood” status 
with the number of children they bear. Joe Jessop’s fi rst wife, who bore 14 chil-
dren, for example, is considered a “queen among women.” June, an AUB natur-
opath and midwife, who has birthed 1,300 children, enjoys enormous prestige, 
as she facilitates the migration of spirit children to their mothers. Other than 
motherhood, empowerment may also come from the power of choice. Mary, 
from the AUB and the wife of the mayor, for example, was once married to a 
councilman and found him to be emotionally disturbed. She demanded a “new 
and improved” husband and the priesthood gave her the choice among all the 
men in town. She chose a wealthy man, the mayor, who had two kind and gentle 
wives. She is known as “a libber” for her willingness to speak her mind and 
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provide her children with protection. Another example of empowerment is 
“Emily,” a businesswoman with a bachelor’s degree who runs the family’s six-
fi gure operations. She is an independent second wife, no longer pledged to any 
group, but she enjoys “top dog” status as the family’s primary breadwinner. 
Rarely does anyone in the family, including her husband, disagree with her 
decisions. Other women described their control of the reproductive schedule 
and the fi nancial budgeting. A further example is Donna Baird, the adminis-
trative director of the AUB who for many decades oversaw the fi nancial and 
religious organization of the sect under the leadership of Owen Allred. I have 
never met a tougher lady. She is the check and balance of the group, reminding 
councilmen and members alike when they are in the wrong or in need of her 
fi ne-tuned adjustment to their moral characters.

Another form of empowerment comes from participation in religious rit-
ual. Women described their access to healing powers and feminist ideologies 
that the mainstream church long ago abandoned, such as using the priesthood 
to bless one’s child and praying to Heavenly Mother.47

Female Solidarity and Friendship

Polygamous women enjoy autonomy and freedoms associated within a huge 
female economic network established between married women of the patrilin-
eage. When faced with a challenge, such as a husband who gets “out of line,” 
women may unite in opposition against him. For instance, one woman said 
that her husband wasn’t spending enough time with her son and that he also 
forgot her birthday. The other wives joined her in “boycotting” their husband—
barring him from access to food and sex for a week. These women say they feel 
sorry for monogamous women who are with their husbands “24/7.” Within 
polygamy, and with the help of co-wives, they argue, one can gain respite from 
their husband and engage in individual pursuits in education or careers.

Additionally, women voice satisfaction in the “Law of Sarah” ceremony, 
which covenants women to each other for eternity. Ideally, the fi rst wife agrees 
to link the second wife not only to her husband, but also to herself, in this 
life and the next. Through this eternal bond, women are encouraged to work 
together economically, socially, and spiritually, and in some rare cases, sexu-
ally. These bonds are enhanced through the common feature of women court-
ing other women as future co-wives. While a guest in the LeBaron group, for 
example, one co-wife engaged me in deep conversation and, after I had left the 
group, continued to “court” me as her husband’s potential fourth wife, stating 
that we had a great deal in common. In an AUB family, a third wife of one of 
my best informants had prodded her husband to propose to me, in spite of the 
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fact that I was already happily married. She remarked that I would be a great 
intellectual and fi nancial asset to the family and that, furthermore, she liked 
me. On another occasion, a woman expressed her wishes for me to marry into 
the family because we agreed politically.

This friendship/courtship network is vital, especially during the prolonged 
absences of husbands. Women develop a strong interdependence with each 
other that creates a large repertoire of domestic and mechanical skills such as 
dry-walling, fi shing, plowing, and herding cattle (all typically male activities). 
“If one wife can’t fi x it, the other can,” is a commonly spoken concept. Few 
monogamous women experience this type of shared skill-set. One example of 
the female network is the “Ben Sampson” family of Pinesdale, Montana, where 
four women—all skilled in different areas—worked together for the mainte-
nance of the whole family. One wife was skilled as a nurse and worked part-
time at the Hamilton hospital. Another woman, trained in child development, 
was a key fi gure in the care of the family’s 24 children. A third wife, schooled 
in elementary education, helped at the local Montessori school. And the fourth, 
an excellent cook, stayed home to help the second wife with the children.

Yet another example of female solidarity is “David” LeBaron’s family in 
Colonia LeBaron near Galeana, Mexico. David, son of Verlan and Irene LeB-
aron, constructed three homes with his own hands for each of his wives and 22 
children. Together, they raise a variety of crops from tomatoes to alfalfa. They 
run cattle and a dry-wall business in the Midwest. He and his sons work in the 
United States and send money home to his three wives, who form a tight-knit 
survival group during his absence. Now, through the use of cell phones, they can 
communicate freely for aid and support in their daily needs, from shopping in 
Casas Grandes to canning peaches. They take turns with caring for the childen, 
teaching at the local school, and tending the livestock. They live only a few miles 
apart and so are able to share tasks easily. All three wives married David of their 
own volition and feel free to move across the border as they wish.48

Finally, the best example of economic networking is the Alex Joseph family 
of Big Water, Utah. Alex Joseph joined the Mormon Church in the 1950s and 
later the fundamentalist Allredite fold in Pinesdale. He convinced four Mis-
soula students to marry him (none of whom was connected to Mormonism). 
He left the Allreds to build the community of Big Water in 1983 and organized 
the Confederate Nations of Israel.49 Joseph became famous through his wives’ 
notoriety. While he fashioned himself as a writer, salesman, scholar, and man-
ager, his seven wives were all professional career women: lawyers, accountants, 
businesswomen, and teachers and provided the vast bulk of resources for the 
family’s needs. At the same time, they also obtained college degrees, bore and 
reared children, and built careers.
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Libertarianism and Sustainability

Polygamists often voice their heavy reliance on isolation from the outside world 
and freedom from oppressive government as a major component of their con-
version. They seek freedom to live a religious code without interference, yet 
they pride themselves in also being good citizens of the United States. In Big 
Water, for example, Alex Joseph and his wives became libertarians, convincing 
all other members of the town to follow suit and abolish all town property tax-
es.50 In Pinesdale, they pride themselves on their freedoms and independence 
and have one of the lowest tax rates in the nation because they believe in taking 
care of their own roads, buildings, water systems, and law enforcement. Many 
adopt sustainable living and self reliance. They subscribe to Mother Earth News 
and Home Power magazines to learn better ways to live “off the grid,” away 
from heavy dependence on expensive water, oil, and electricity. In fact, many 
polygamists are against the war in Iraq, which they believe was initiated by an 
over-reliance on foreign oil. They favor alternative energy to heat their homes, 
and they follow subsistence strategies such as herbalism, beekeeping, hunting, 
and grinding their own wheat. One family installed a windmill, solar panels, 
and a thermal heating (radiant fl oor) system 25 years before it became popular. 
They also typically heat with an oil-barrel old-fashioned wood stove and drink 
from well water. During a forest fi re in the Bitterroots, many families picked 
the morel mushrooms fertilized in the ash of the fi re and sold them for profi t to 
various outside businesses. They also are very keen on food storage. They store 
valuables such as toilet paper, whole grains, wood, water, and canned fruit.51

Negative Impacts

Not all stories of polygamists’ lives are contented, productive, and positive, as 
the media is fond of illustrating. I observed some of this negativity when I met 
a woman named “Beth.” She had been physically abused by her husband and 
feared for her children’s welfare. She sought to leave the Allred group but was 
told that if she tried to do so, her husband’s “pure-blood” family would kid-
nap her children, confi scate her possessions, and jeopardize her salvation. She 
decided to stay until her youngest child graduated from high school. In a simi-
lar case, a woman who was seeking asylum from a bad marriage in the main-
stream Mormon Church (her husband announced, after four children, that he 
was gay) fell in love with a man who had two other wives. They all got along 
famously until her husband showed favoritism toward the senior wives’ chil-
dren, neglecting to provide resources and attention to the other wives’ sons and 
daughters. One of the older sons of this same senior wife also began sexually 
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abusing the new wife’s young daughter. This woman soon left the group and 
went back into the mainstream Church.

There have been many stories of women escaping the diffi culties in polyg-
amy. For example, Debbie Palmer wrote about her experience in the Bountiful, 
British Columbia, FLDS community, where she was forced to marry a 70-year-
old leader at age 15.52 Dorothy Allred Solomon wrote about the secrecy, poverty, 
imprisonment, and raids she endured as a daughter of Rulon C. Allred.53 Irene 
Spencer, of Mexico, wrote how she married her sister’s husband, Verlan LeB-
aron, who then took eight additional wives. He had a total of 58 kids, and she 
felt he treated her as “just a number.” FLDS member, Carolyn Jessop, who, at 
age 35, escaped from polygamy with her eight children, wrote about her dif-
fi culties.54 She was a sixth-generation Jessop with a domineering father and a 
frustrated, abusive mother. After middle school in Hildale, she went to public 
high school and fostered a dream of being a doctor. At 18, however, she was 
forced to marry Merril Jessop, who was 50 years old and had three wives. She 
exchanged being raped by her husband for better treatment in the family.

Various other stories of abuse were picked up by the press, such as the 
2002 abduction of 14-year-old Elizabeth Smart by Brian David Mitchell, a side-
walk preacher/polygamist. He raped her and claimed her as his second wife. 
For more than a year the public mourned over her loss, only to fi nd that she 
was in Salt Lake City, brainwashed into believing that her kidnapper was a good 
man who should not be harmed. There was also the story of the incestuous and 
abusive John Daniel Kingston, who married 16-year-old Mary Ann Kingston to 
her cousin. Another tale was that of Kaziah Hancock, of the FLDS group who, 
at 15, was married to an elder in the hierarchy and endured what she called 18 
years of oppression.55

To help discern the factors contributing to these cases of abuse, I catalogue 
the negative traits, based on the IHR and Al-Krenawi criteria. They fall into two 
basic themes: (1) elite polygny1 and (2) physical, sexual, and emotional abuse.

Elite Polygyny

Elite polygyny was fi rst discussed by anthropologist Nakanike Musisi56 as a 
method of maintaining reproductive and productive control by a handful of 
powerful, blood-related patriarchs. This device effectively alienates younger, 
rogue males, while facilitating the control of all marriageable, or fertile, women 
in the tribe, including a mechanism of wife capture (conversion) that insures 
a continual fl ow of fecund women into the community. I apply this term to 
some fundamentalists in the Intermountain West who have a negative impact 
on women and children through the kingdom-building process. Through this 
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methodology, patriarchal control of fi nancial stewardships is fi rst placed in the 
hands of the reigning Brethren (top pure-blood families, like the Jessops, All-
reds, or LeBarons). These stewardships are further funded through the contri-
butions of new converts through the Law of Consecration.

For this control to be maintained, some heads of families will be given 
favorable stewardships to keep them from rebelling and to be used as offi cers 
to protect the rights and properties of the Priesthood Council. Rogue males 
who cannot access favored stewardships can work for the alpha males, or else 
they must be disenfranchised through excommunication. In addition, women 
and children must not be allowed to easily leave the group, as they are the 
“resources” of the family kingdom. They represent the glory and magnifi cence 
of the corporate lineages and therefore are cloistered from the outside world.57 
To achieve this gender segregation, the Brethren use nonsecular education 
via home schooling and a rural, isolating environment with natural borders; 
they also restrict them from gaining a driver’s license or any outside job that 
might tempt them from leaving the group. A fi nal strategy is to strip a rebel-
ling woman of her children and her links to her “Savior” on Mt. Zion. This 
Savior is a woman’s representative patriarch in the heavenly family kingdom. 
Sometimes this can be a father, but in most cases for women, it is the woman’s 
husband, who can open up the gates of the Celestial Kingdom and let her in. 
He is vital to the woman’s salvation, and so her connection to him must be kept 
intact—even in situations of abuse or domination.

Negative consequences to women and children within elite polygyny 
include sexual abuse of children, underage marriage, fi nancial abuse (extract-
ing obedience in exchange for food and shelter), megalomania or narcissism, 
blood atonement, and the alienation of males. In this last category, some indi-
viduals are alienated because of competition for valued resources. Excommu-
nications are used to rid the community of excess males who may leave the 
group and experience depression, drug abuse, or alcoholism. Related to male 
alienation is insuffi cient father-son contact and the development of the son’s 
masculine identity. Males may be separated, segregated, and marginalized at 
puberty because they are direct competition for scarce wives.58 A further prob-
lem with elite polygamy is that it can breed jealousies between wives for the 
right to their alpha husband’s wealth. The wives compete to make sure their 
sons will be included in his stewardships. Unequal treatment of wives also 
exists. Sometimes unwanted wives are replaced with younger, more fertile 
wives.59

Warren Jeffs is a perfect example of elite polygyny. He successfully con-
trolled both productive and reproductive resources. In a 1998 sermon, he 
preached his agenda to young women, stating that the worst thing to happen 
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to a woman is for her to become educated and desire everything. Such a 
woman will “seek to rule over her husband.” Jeffs’ words sound like a 1950s 
marriage manual: women should wake up each morning yearning to please 
their husband, “rejoicing in his will towards you.” Jeffs quotes Brigham Young 
in stating “the very nature of women in their desires shall be to their hus-
band . . . completely submit where he shall rule over you . . . true womanhood 
is attained through Priesthood.”60 His words teach women to subordinate and 
defer to men, muting their own voices and desires. If all actions and thoughts 
are “centered in him,” then the men are better able to control the women and 
fi nancial resources.

Abusive Polygamy

Many of the factors associated with elite polygyny overlap into physical, sexual, 
and emotional abuses of women and children.61 These same factors relate heav-
ily to the fi ve-criteria model I used in Chihuahua while investigating evidence 
of abuse among the LeBarons. Based on the IHR report, Al-Krenawi’s criteria, 
and my own 15 years of experience, I suggest that there are six factors most 
often associated with the types of abuses found in polygamous communities: 
(1) isolation/circumscription; (2) lack of a female network; the combination of 
(3) father absence, (4) overcrowded conditions, and (5) economic deprivation; 
and (6) male supremacy/patriarchy.

isolation/circumscription. In one Utah Valley study, 95 percent of the 
abuse cases occurred in a rural environment.62 Isolation can be used as a means 
of cloaking sexual and physical abuses against women and children.63 Remote 
places are deliberately chosen by abusers to maintain control over their victims. 
When a woman is isolated, she also experiences circumscription, or the 
blockage of emigration of disaffected residents by the physical or social 
environment.64 In the polygamous cases, the desert’s geographic barriers of 
heat, drought, predators, poor soil, and imposing sierras together create a 
physical barricade against apostasy and escape. The isolating mountains of the 
Bitterroot valley of Montana contain these same circumscriptive barriers, 
particularly for women and children who are isolated in the winter months. 
People who leave their abusive environment risk hunger, economic hardship, 
and possibly even death on the outside. This geographic hindrance combines 
with harsh social boundaries to ensure that people stay put. Fears of ostracism, 
of losing one’s soul, of spiritual death, and of betraying the family also keep 
people within the group. Women especially face this type of circumscription 
because they have been raised to value relationships with loved ones and 
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solidarity. They also risk losing their children if they attempt to leave (the 
offspring of a man belong to his patrilineage in the next life). Thus, if a mother 
is aware of her daughter’s abuse, she is less likely to tell anyone about it for two 
reasons: her husband and the Brethren would condemn her for it; and she 
would have to travel a great distance to locate an appropriate sounding board 
for such a grievance. An example of this concept comes from Warren Jeffs’ 
speech to his young ladies, cautioning them against betraying family in times 
of abuse:

What do many people do? They run to their friends or someone they 
think can give them counsel. You run anywhere else besides your 
Priesthood head, you could run into trouble . . . don’t ever go beyond 
your bounds and try to rule over him.65

Jeffs’ speech provides a local cultural cue that sanctions the abuse of vulner-
able individuals by powerful ones—a cue that refuses to see abuse punished.66

lack of a female network. Isolation is closely related to the necessity for 
women to engage in female solidarity. Where this network is present, such as 
in Pinesdale, abuses may be more likely to be noticed. In such instances, 
everyone knows everyone else’s business, and the women are “always watching.” 
The network can provide additional child care for women who need to work 
outside the community and economic aid for women who are not able to work 
or who have young children at home. It can help reduce the number of hours 
per day that women must work to provide for their families. This in turn 
increases opportunities for leisure and contentment.67 Women are more likely 
to opt for divorce if burdened by work. If women do not have a protective 
emotional and a fi nancial safety net, they will be more dependent on their 
husband for these same resources.

father absence, overcrowded conditions, and economic deprivation. The 
issues of father absence, overcrowded conditions, and economic deprivation 
are also intertwined. Randy Thornhill and Craig Palmer68 write that most male 
abusers are raised in poverty and use sexual force to gain access to women with 
good genes. They predict that combating poverty among males will reduce 
rape. In the case of the Utah Valley perpetrators the abuse occurred in the 
context of a lower socioeconomic household where the offender was either 
unemployed or underemployed.69 In the polygamous cases, most people lived 
well below the offi cial U.S. poverty level. For example, Thompson and Ray were 
self-proclaimed scholars with little income. Palacios was in and out of 
construction work. Ervil and Verlan LeBaron were poor farmers. The women 
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in such households are often dependant on their husband’s priesthood 
stewardships or the charity of the community to gain access to food and clothing 
for their children. They are not likely to leave an abusive situation unless they 
have an outside relative who has not disowned them. They need someone who 
can provide them with economic support as they transition away from polygamy. 
Others who have jobs are more able to leave the sect. Impoverished parents 
often express their frustration with their children through beatings, verbal 
abuse, and sometimes sexual abuse. In an overcrowded, poor household, 
sibling abuse can be common, and the abuses a father infl icts on his wife and 
children is often ignored.

In economically deprived families, the father will often travel far from the 
home for work. He may be absent for long intervals. Under such conditions 
sexual abuse may occur.70 A man who is not often present during the imprint-
ing years of his children’s lives may become sexually attracted to the girls as 
they “blossom.”

male supremacy/patriarchy. Male dominance is also often associated with 
abusive conditions.71 In some conditions, when the husband is open to female 
decision-making and autonomy, women can use a more feminist approach to 
family structure and policies. This can provide satisfaction and self-actualization 
for the women. In many homes, however, I discovered cases of alienation, 
verbal abuse, subordination, and ridicule. Restrictions for females to travel, go 
to college, or even go to the hospital were imposed. In a few cases, patriarchs 
would use their priesthood powers to rationalize the sexual abuse of their 
daughters. Through the vehicle of a patriarchal ideology, the offenders were 
ultimately responsible for the leadership of the family and control of the 
household. They were also in charge of the spiritual salvation of their kingdoms 
and insisted that the family adopt the patrilineal pathway to heaven that ran 
through them to God. They used their priesthood powers and the biblical 
blueprint of the Abrahamic Covenant, with its promise of infi nite progeny, as 
the exemplary tool for the selection of child brides and the abuse of their own 
daughters. Some fathers dominate by coercion; they invoke God’s authority to 
sanction sexual abuse and threaten damnation, the removal of economic 
resources, and physical abuse to any who challenge them. The victims, 
themselves, become strongly convinced that their father is justifi ed in raping 
them, “refusing to equate it with incest.”72 The offenders also required that 
their children be homeschooled to avoid the “evil” of the secular schools of the 
mainstream world. This restriction often disadvantaged females over males. 
For example, many fundamentalists may offer a high school education for the 
boys who needed rudimentary math and science skills to work in the agricultural 
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and construction industries. But the girls are not encouraged to fi nish high 
school and sometimes stop their training after sixth or seventh grade. At that 
time they are rigorously taught homemaking skills and reverence for male 
authority in their homes through the examples of their mothers and their 
mothers’ co-wives. They apply these skills early, marrying at 16 or 17.

Based on this analysis of factors, the cultural restrictions on freedom of 
choice for women are most severe in the FLDS and Kingston Clan. Occasion-
ally, however, the AUB and LeBaron sects will produce abusive patriarchs, 
who interpret their priesthood authority differently from what is commonly 
preached in the congregation. During the leadership of Warren Jeffs individ-
ual acts of abuse actually refl ected the commonly preached male supremacist 
ethos.73

Summary

In this chapter I have examined the variability of plural marriage and illus-
trated that polygamy, per se, is not uniformly and directly tied to abuses against 
women and children. In many instances, polygamists have no higher risk of 
abuse than society as a whole. Only when polygamy is paired with other factors 
is abuse likely. Governmental actions and intervention should be based on a 
case-by-case examination. Government agencies should not assume that they 
understand what is best for communities until they have thoroughly evaluated 
individual behaviors within the specifi c cultural context. I also assert that one 
must gather data on the female experience to fully understand the relative ben-
efi ts and disadvantages of polygamous family life.

In conclusion, although I have identifi ed cases of abuse, they are still rare 
in polygamous families. Ironically, in many writings and in the minds of many 
observers, all Mormon fundamentalists are lumped in one negative pot. The 
rich variability of lifestyles, beliefs, and behaviors is completely ignored by the 
public, government offi cials, and the press. Like any other alternative family 
form, polygamy does not easily fi t into mainstream society. Although I predict 
that some groups may be at higher risk than the others, this does not mean 
that entire communities should be held at gunpoint, nor does it mean that 
all underage marriage is “abusive.” In certain circumstances, when a young 
woman is trained to take on the duties of wife and mother and has full choice in 
whom she marries, she may not interpret underage marriage as sexual abuse. 
Further, if Texas is able to target an entire culture because they encourage teen-
age girls to marry and bear children, will other groups affi liated with child mar-
riage and teenage pregnancy also be seized? In short, why do we send United 
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States troops against a small Texas community for teen pregnancy when the 
entire nation is plagued by similar issues?74

Future discourse about polygamy should include an examination of 
dynamics within monogamous fundamentalist communities, as well. These 
examinations should be undertaken with the same vigor and intensity that is 
now being visited upon polygamous groups.
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In 1842, Joseph Smith—the founder of Mormonism1 and fi rst 
practitioner of LDS celestial or plural marriage—proposed marriage 
to Lucy Walker, a 16-year-old girl who had come to live with him and 
his wife Emma after her mother died. Lucy was understandably 
disturbed by this proposal. Joseph tried to reassure her, but 
ultimately confessed, “I have no fl attering words to offer.”2

Scholars have offered many explanations for why a group of 
Christians in nineteenth-century America should begin to practice a 
form of marriage then derided as a “relic of barbarism.” But it is not 
clear if any of them explain why an already married prophet of God 
would propose an illegal marriage to an astonished teenager without 
professing either admiration, love, or even lust for her. Even less do 
they explain why a young girl should agree to such an apparently 
passionless marriage to a man twice her age. Indeed, Lucy herself 
wrote that Smith’s proposition “aroused every drop of Scotch in my 
veins.” Yet she accepted his proposal.

The marriage of Joseph Smith and Lucy Walker took place over 
160 years ago, but understanding its basic elements is critical to 
understanding contemporary Mormon fundamentalism, especially 
the practice of polygamy. Such continuity should not be surprising. 
Although Mormon polygamy and “fundamentalism” are generally 
used as pseudonyms, the term “fundamentalism” does not mean 
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polygamy. It refers rather to those institutions that claim to adhere to the fun-
damental, basic, or original doctrines of a belief system, whatever the doctrine 
or system. Thus Christian “fundamentalists” cling to a “fundamental” view 
of the origins of humankind, one that is at variance with later notions of bio-
logical evolution. Fundamentalist Mormons believe that they have the “correct, 
unchanged principles; the same principles that Joseph Smith taught in the 
original Mormon Church”3 and that the LDS Church was wrong in moving 
away from those original teachings. Thus they preserve or emphasize many 
aspects of nineteenth-century Mormon teachings about marriage that were lost 
or obscured in the LDS Church, most signifi cantly those that equate celestial 
marriage with polygyny.

But how are we to understand the fundamentals of the earthly expression 
of celestial marriage? Proposals such as Smith’s make little sense to people 
today, for whom there is no reasonable basis for marriage except romantic love 
and sexual attraction. Even the title of a contemporary television series about 
Joseph Smith’s successors in polygamy betrays the conventional American 
expectation that marriage is somehow about love or at least lust. This show, Big 

Love, opens to the romantic strains of the Beach Boys’ “God Only Knows What 
I’d Be without You.” One man glides smoothly in circles on thin ice, hand-in-
hand with his three beautiful wives. The camera comes in close to reveal yearn-
ing and devotion in all four faces, implying that theirs is a “big love” indeed. Yet 
several recent memoirs of actual fundamentalist marriages demonstrate that 
romantic love and sexual attraction are neither necessary nor suffi cient motives 
for choosing to enter into plural marriage. Love may have nothing to do with 
celestial marriage.

No doubt that the opportunity to have sex with a number of women pro-
vides an obvious and powerful motive for men to accept polygamy. For women 
as well, polygamy means that they can choose as marriage partners attractive, 
charismatic, or otherwise high-quality men, regardless of the man’s existing 
marital status. No doubt that Joseph Smith was an extremely appealing man, 
and this was a big part of women’s willingness to enter into celestial marriage 
with him. Biographies of some of the women, however, reveal that they had 
no sexual interest in Smith. Sexual motives alone cannot account for the form 
and persistence of Mormon fundamentalism. To understand plural marriage 
solely in terms of modern American notions of romantic love or sexuality is to 
fail to understand it at all. To fully understand celestial marriage as practiced 
by Mormons early and late, we must do as Lucy, Joseph, his other 32 wives, and 
thousands of contemporary polygamists do. We must set aside romantic mod-
ern notions of marriage based on sex and companionship. For the essential 
mechanism of celestial marriage is about something entirely different. Indeed, 
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as we will see below, the fact that Joseph Smith chose the term “celestial mar-
riage” to characterize polygamy already gives important information about 
why thousands of women were and are willing to participate in a system that 
appears to offer them limited earthly advantage.

In this chapter, I fi rst recount economic thinking on what makes ordinary, 
earthly polygamy possible. Interestingly, the factors that make polygamy desir-
able and possible in Africa or Saudi Arabia are not those underlying Mormon 
fundamentalism. However, we will see, the questions raised by the economic 
approach to secular polygamy leads to a clearer understanding of religiously 
based plural polygamy. While on the surface quite different, the mechanism 
making both earthly and celestial marriage desirable is the same.

The Economics of Polygamy

By the time Joseph Smith began preaching polygamy, Christianity had been 
struggling for nearly two thousand years to stamp out it and other forms of 
non-companionate marriage. Prior to the Industrial Revolution in the West 
(dated to about 1800) and continuing in non-industrialized countries today, 
marriage was and is based not on romance, but on material need. In pre-indus-
trial economies, people had to produce everything they consumed themselves, 
including care in illness or old age. They vitally needed children as a source 
of labor and security. In such economies, having children is the primary pur-
pose of marriage, which is itself a legal contract that virtually every culture 
has in some form, intended to protect the woman in her role as child bearer.4 
Love often had little to do with choice of partner. Indeed, as the merging of 
resources from the bride and groom’s families, marriage was often considered 
too important to trust to the vagaries of romantic love. Historically, marriages 
were arranged by parents without much concern for the feelings of their chil-
dren. Indeed, under such circumstances it was not unusual to have one or both 
participants married against their will.6

Thus in the pre-industrial, non-Christian world, marriage is more of a 
market transaction than a source of emotional fulfi llment. In such societies, 
polygamy occurs when individuals or their families decide they would rather 
have part of a superior spouse than all of an inferior one. Polygyny (one man 
married to two or more women) is the most common form of polygamy because 
men vary greatly in the material resources they bring to marriage.5 After all, if 
all men were the same, what woman would chose to share her husband and 
thus give up half of the resources that would be available to her otherwise? All 
men are not the same, however; one may be a captain of industry, the other a 
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beggar—a difference of millions and perhaps survival versus starvation. Thus, 
a woman may be better off with part of a rich man, who can support her and 
her children, than with all of a poor one who cannot. (Even today, there may be 
plenty of women who would be happy to be Bill Gates’s third, fourth, or twen-
tieth wife, if such a thing were legal and Mr. Gates interested.)

In contrast, when a woman’s primary function is to bear children, women 
do not vary as much as men do. A woman may bear one child or twelve, but 
she doesn’t bear thousands. Therefore there is not a corresponding motive for 
polyandry (one woman married to two or more men), as a woman does not 
have more children with two husbands than with one, and wife-sharing means 
that men have to compete with the other husbands for the services of the wife 
and her children. Hence, while we fi nd that 85 percent of human societies have 
practiced polygyny, polyandry is very rare (.1 percent).6

Polygyny is most attractive to men who desire numerous children or the 
other things women produce. In some parts of Africa, for instance, polygyny 
was practiced by the larger landholders because women do most of the farm 
work. Indeed, in even the recent past, men could not become important or 
wealthy in Africa without numerous wives and children to provide labor. 
Where polygyny was/is practiced, it is not considered to be disadvantageous to 
women, as they would not have married polygamously had they had a better 
monogamous alternative.

Polygyny is thus accepted and normal where marriage is based on material 
economic concerns. In fact, polygamy tends to exist formally wherever there are 
not laws or positive moral positions taken against it. Even when formally forbid-
den, it occurs informally. Rich men take and support mistresses, for instance, 
some openly. Informal polygamy is not limited to men, either. Women who 
are wealthy in their own right may take lovers or marry and divorce a string of 
husbands (e.g., Catherine the Great, Marilyn Monroe, Elizabeth Taylor, Jen-
nifer Lopez).

The Problem with Economic-Based Marriage in a Christian 
Context

If polygamy is a common and normal state, then, there is no reason to view 
Mormon polygamy as depraved, as based on excessive lust, the enslavement 
of women, or the indoctrination and abuse of children, as it has often been 
accused of being. Within Christian cultures, however, would-be polygamists 
face the problem that Christian marriage is not supposed to be based on mate-
rial consideration. The Christian tradition consistently urged that marriage be 
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entered into only with the willing consent of both parties and that this mar-
riage, once entered, be exclusive (“For this reason, a man shall . . . cleave unto 
his wife, and they two shall become one fl esh,” Genesis 2:24; Matthew 19:6; 
Ephesians 5:31) and based on mutual love. Polygyny was quickly disallowed 
within early Christianity, and the church, from early to modern times, fought 
hard to limit it as well as arranged or coerced marriage. Although the church 
was not always successful in instilling its values, by the nineteenth century, 
when Mormon plural marriage came into being, companionate marriage—
“the union of two approximate equals, based on mutual respect, affection and 
the close companionship of husband and wife”—was fi rmly established as the 
ideal in the Christian world.7 Based instead on “considerations of male sexual 
desire, fi nancial arrangements, and heirship,”8 polygyny is the antithesis of 
Christian marriage. Although experiments with alternative, non-monogamous 
forms of marriage occurred among other Christian groups (such as the Branch 
Davidians in the late twentieth century, the Oneida colony in the nineteenth, or 
the sixteenth-century Anabaptists), they were the exception, not the norm, and 
were soundly decried by the rest of Christianity.9

The Exception That Proves the Rule

Like Lucy Walker, young people among the FLDS and other practitioners of 
plural marriage hold the same hopes for fl attering words, romantic love, and 
companionate marriage treasured by the rest of American society. Indeed, 
Joseph Smith’s marriage to his fi rst and legal wife, Emma Hale, was obviously 
based on mutual affection, attraction, and even high romance, as she eloped 
with him contrary to the wishes of her father. What was it, then, that made it 
possible for Mormons to practice polygamy on such a large scale in a culture 
that was utterly hostile to the practice?

Here the economic explanation for the prevalence of polygyny in the 
material world comes into play, but with a small twist. It was certainly not the 
standard secular motives based on fi nancial concerns that allowed Mormon 
polygamy. Joseph Smith could not and did not support all (or arguably, any) 
of the women he married. He had few physical resources to offer them, and 
from Lucy Walker’s account, no emotional sustenance to give either. So the 
economic explanation is a dead end on this score. But economics is not limited 
to issues of money. Becker points out that polygyny is a desirable state only 
when there is an unequal distribution of some resource among men. So if it 
was not physical resources that made some Mormon women willing to share 
Joseph with many other women, what was it? What was it that Joseph Smith 
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had to offer women that made sharing part of him preferable to having all of 
another man? In a more general sense, the question is, What was the resource 
that some Mormon men, especially Joseph, had a lot of, which other Mormon 
men had in varying amounts, which some men didn’t have at all, and which 
women can get only in conjunction with a husband?

The answer to this question is found in Mormon doctrine. A central 
teaching of Mormonism is its expansion of the traditional Christian concept 
of heaven and hell. In Mormon thought, the eternal state of those human 
beings who would go to heaven differs, depending on their degree of righ-
teousness and participation in the various rituals of the Church. The high-
est reward was “exaltation” or “eternal salvation” in the “celestial kingdom.” 
Someone who was exalted would eventually become a god over his own world. 
Joseph Smith, as prophet, revealed and held the “keys” to the religious rituals 
necessary to attain this exaltation—baptism, temple endowment, family seal-
ings for eternity, and second anointing.10 Early Mormonism taught explicitly 
that the eternal salvation of anyone living during this period would have to 
come directly or indirectly through him. Smith made these rituals available 
to both men and women, but the power to save was delegated only to men. 
Only a man who was himself worthy of exaltation could bring a woman into 
the celestial kingdom. Women who were not sealed to such a worthy husband 
could not be exalted.

The masculine power to save was unequally distributed, however. Some 
men had more of it; some men had none at all. As the focal point of salva-
tion in this period of time, Joseph especially had an unique assurance that 
he would be exalted. He told Mary Elizabeth Rollins, “I know that I shall be 
saved in the Kingdom of God. I have the oath of God upon it and God can-
not lie.”11 Moreover, Rollins wrote, Smith said that, “It has been revealed to 
him . . . that he had the power to save anyone who was sealed to him: ‘All that 
he gives me I shall take with me for I have that authority and that power con-
ferred upon me.’ ”12

What Joseph Smith had in greater abundance than other men, what his 
followers had in varying amounts, what some men don’t have at all, and what 
women have access to only from a husband, was the ability to “save . . . in the 
Celestial kingdom.” Women who were “sealed” to an appropriately saved man 
were assured of the level of exaltation that their husband would enjoy. Here, 
then, lies the motive for polygynous marriage among the Mormons: accord-
ing to such theology, it is more to women’s advantage to have part of a worthy 
man’s exaltation than to have all of a man with less ability to save. The mecha-
nism allowing polygyny is the same as in non-Christian, pre-industrial coun-
tries. The only difference is the variable on which men vary.
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The Need for Children and the Subordination of Women

In the nineteenth century, women rarely had identities apart from their hus-
bands. People today might wonder why it is that women were delegated to 
the role of pawns or property in this celestial scheme. Why would God tie a 
woman’s exaltation to a man or to marriage? Once again, a twist on the basic 
economic analysis provides the answer. Economist Gary Becker traces the his-
toric sexual division of labor—the pattern of men and women performing dif-
ferent work—to the crucial need for children as a source of labor and security 
for their parents. A pregnant or breast-feeding woman simply cannot perform 
certain kinds of work without endangering the child. In consequence, women 
came to be “domestically specialized,” leaving most of the work that required 
extra-household labor and coordination to men. In such circumstances, men 
become dominant over women both inside and outside the home.13

Although Americans in the mid-nineteenth century were still largely agrar-
ian and retained a strong need for children, the Industrial Revolution was already 
diminishing the material reasons for large families. It was not the economic 
need for children that shaped Mormon polygamy and continued woman’s sub-
ordination to man into the celestial realm: It was theological. Mormon theology 
teaches that God is the literal father of billions of spirit children, all of whom are 
waiting for their chance to come to heaven to acquire a physical body. Mormon-
ism, believing itself to be the sole possessor of the path to exaltation, has urged 
its faithful followers to have as many children as possible in order to put them 
on that path. Joseph Smith’s successor, Brigham Young, taught that,

There are multitudes of pure and holy spirits waiting to take 
tabernacles [bodies]. Now what is our duty? To prepare tabernacles 
for them; to take a course that will not tend to drive those spirits into 
families of the wicked, where they will be trained in wickedness, 
debauchery, and every species of crime. It is the duty of every 
righteous man and woman to prepare tabernacles for all the spirits 
they can . . . This is the reason why the doctrine of plurality of wives 
was revealed, that the noble spirits which are waiting for tabernacles 
might be brought forth.14

One early leader wrote, “The First Command was to ‘Multiply’ and the 
Prophet taught us that Dominion and powr in the great Future would be Com-
mensurate with the no (number) of ‘Wives Childin & Friends’ that we inherit 
here and that our great mission to earth was to Organize a Neculi of Heaven to 
take with us. To the increase of which there would be no end.’ ”15 Yet another 
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wrote, “I understand that a Man’s Dominion will be as God’s is, over his own 
Creatures and the more numerous the greater his Dominion.”16 (Original spell-
ing retained.)

Salvation

Thus it is no coincidence that the code name for Mormon polygyny is “celes-
tial marriage.” The basis for such marriage was neither material wealth nor 
companionate love, but the unique ability to save held by certain men—an 
ability that was magnifi ed by possessing numerous progeny. Although those 
women who left written records of their relationships with Joseph recount 
their initial resistance to accepting an illegal and seemingly immoral form 
of marriage, they were, for the most part, won over by assurances that this 
would guarantee their salvation and even that of their families. For example, 
one of Joseph Smith’s close associates, Heber Kimball, offered Joseph his 
14-year-old daughter, Helen Mar Kimball. She later wrote of her marriage to 
Joseph Smith:

He [her father] taught me the principle of Celestial marriage, & 
having a great desire to be connected with the Prophet, Joseph, he 
offered me to him . . . I heard him [Smith] teach . . . ‘If you will take this 
step, it will ensure your eternal salvation & exaltation and that of your 
father’s household & all your kindred.’ This promise was so great 
that I willingly gave myself to purchase so glorious a reward.17

Another couple close to Joseph, the Whitneys, married their daughter, 
Sarah Ann, to Joseph in return for his promise of eternal life for the entire 
family.18 This promise was also part of the offer Joseph made to Lucy Walker: 
Lucy’s celestial marriage to Joseph would “prove an everlasting blessing to my 
father’s house, and form a chain that could never be broken.”19

It appears that Smith used spiritual coercion as well as assurances of salva-
tion to induce women to marry him. Smith’s revelation on celestial marriage 
(recorded as section 132 of the Mormon Doctrine and Covenants) damns those 
who do not participate in it: “For behold, I reveal unto you a new and an everlast-
ing covenant; and if ye abide not that covenant, then are ye damned; for no one 
can reject this covenant and be permitted to enter into my glory.”20 No matter 
how worthy a monogamist may be, the best he or she can expect in the next life 
is to act as servants or ministering angels to the more worthy polygamists. The 
negative consequences were not just other-worldly: Joseph told Mary Elizabeth 
Rollins, who was already married to another man, that their adulterous union 
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was commanded by God, who sent an angel to enforce his compliance with 
a drawn sword. And if it was not his admiration that drove Lucy Walker to 
marry Smith, the rest of his statement to her makes clear just what it was: “I 
have no fl attering words to offer. It is a command of God to you. I will give you 
until tomorrow to decide this matter. If you reject this message the gate will be 
closed forever against you.”21

Love and Hierarchy

Since some men would achieve a greater exaltation than others and some men 
would not achieve exaltation at all, early LDS leaders taught that it was only fair 
that women be free to choose the man who could best ensure their salvation. 
Joseph Smith assured Lucy Walker, “A woman would have her choice [of men], 
this was a privilege that could not be denied her.”22 Joseph’s own tremendous 
ability to save was a powerful factor encouraging women to choose him, regard-
less of prior obligations. At least 11 of the women Joseph married plurally were 
already the wives of other men—and continued to live as wives to their fi rst 
husbands. Mary Elizabeth Rollins reveals that, like the single women who 
married Joseph, her motivation for a polyandrous marriage was the exaltation 
Smith offered her. Mary’s husband would not join the church and so could not 
save her. She said, “I begged and pled with him to join but he would not. He 
said he did not believe in it though he thought a great deal of Joseph. . . . After 
he said this I went forward and was sealed to Joseph for Eternity.”23 After his 
death, her husband was sealed to Mary and Joseph as a son.

An 1861 sermon by Brigham Young also demonstrates the power of 
unequal distribution of charisma in motivating polyandrous marriage. Young 
said that the doctrine on which he preached was “received . . . from Joseph the 
prophet. If a woman can fi nd a man holding the keys of the preisthood with 
higher power and authority than her husband, and he is disposed to take her he 
can do so, otherwise she has got to remain where she is . . . there is no need for 
a bill of divorcement . . . If a woman claimes protection at the hands of a man, 
possessing more power in the preisthood and higher keys, if he is disposed 
to rescue her and has obtained the consent of her husband to make her his 
wife he can do so without a bill of divorcement.”24 Such a marriage “is right in 
the sight of God”25 (original spelling retained). The divorce rate in nineteenth-
century Utah was in fact quite high, especially among polygamists, and it was 
not diffi cult for divorced women to remarry. Anthropologist Lawrence Foster 
observes, “Thus, in Utah, while men could practice polygamy, easy divorce 
gave women the opportunity for what amounted to serial polygamy.”26
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Finally, men who were not considered to be spiritually worthy were not 
allowed to keep their wives. When John Hyde was excommunicated in 1857, 
Kimball said:

He has taken a course by which he has lost his family and forfeited 
his Priesthood. . . . His wife is not cut from this Church, but she 
is . . . just as free from him as though she never had belonged to him. 
The limb she was connected to is cut off, and she must again be 
grafted into the tree, if she wishes to be saved.27

Brigham Young further taught that “if a man forfi ets [sic] his covenants 
with a wife, or wives, becoming unfaithful to his God, and his priesthood, that 
wife or wives are free from him without a bill of divorcement”28 (original spell-
ing retained).

Smith and Diminishing Marginal Returns

Joseph Smith occupied an enviable position relative to men whose polygyny is 
based on material considerations. When it is the superior provision of material 
resources that attracts women to marry polygynously, the husband experiences 
diminishing marginal returns at some point. That is, there are only so many 
wives a man can support, or only so much time and attention he can devote 
to them. At some point, he stops marrying more wives. In contrast, there was 
and is no limit to the power to save among Mormon groups that hold this 
doctrine. On the contrary, these groups explicitly teach that the more women a 
man has sealed to him, the greater his power to save them, as a man’s exalta-
tion increased with the size of his “kingdom.” Indeed, Joseph Smith’s ability to 
save was so strong that even death did not diminish it. After Joseph died, 335 
women, many of whom he had never met, were sealed to him.29

“Put Aside All Desire . . .”

As plural marriage became institutionalized in Utah, its basis in salvation, not 
romantic love, became even more obvious. Brigham Young taught:

Elders, never love you wives one hair’s breath further than they 
adorn the Gospel, never love them so but that you can leave them at a 
moment’s warning without shedding a tear. Should you love a child 
any more than this? No.
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Wives should put aside all desire for the exclusive and romantic 
company of their husbands. Rather, they should simply “receive, 
conceive, bear, and bring forth” in the name of Israel’s God. They 
should not be concerned with whether they were loved ‘a particle’ by 
their companions. That was not what the principle was about.30

Similarly, Lucy Walker, who subsequently married Brigham Young’s sec-
ond-in-command, Heber C. Kimball, after Joseph’s death, told an interrogator:

There was not any love in the union between myself and Kimball, 
and it is my business entirely whether there was any courtship or 
not. It was the principle of plural marriage that we were trying to 
establish . . . and if we had established it, it would have been for the 
benefi t of the whole human race, and the race will say so yet.31

Another widow of Joseph Smith, who married Brigham Young after his 
death, wrote, “[A] successful polygamous wife must regard her husband with 
indifference, and with no other feeling than that of reverence, for love we regard 
as a false sentiment; a feeling which should have no existence in polygamy.”32

Other sources say nothing about romantic love but go straight to exalta-
tion as women’s motives for entering plural marriage: In 1844 when William 
Clayton asked various women to be sealed to him as wives, he recorded in his 
journal that “Mary Aspen is ready to united to me as her savior, and sister 
Booth says that she shall not risk her salvation in Roberts hands & wants me 
to interfere. . . . Jane Hardman . . . prefers me for a Savior to any one else, so she 
says.”33 “Sister Booth’s” unwillingness to trust her salvation to her husband 
Robert’s worthiness refl ects the perception that Clayton held the superior abil-
ity to save.

Polygyny and Sex

The unequal distribution of charisma makes sexuality itself only indirectly 
important in celestial marriage. Mate selection, for instance, may not be based 
primarily on sexual attraction, although undoubtedly it is a strong motive in 
many cases. In the fi rst place, sexuality was not a feature of all plural marriages. 
Joseph Smith and many other church leaders felt it their duty to provide an 
eternal salvation for older unmarried women and widows. For instance:

Rhoda Richards . . . remained a ‘maiden’ throughout her life, although 
she had been sealed as a living wife to Joseph Smith in 1843 when he 
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was thirty-seven and she was fi fty-nine. She later explained, “In my 
young days I buried my fi rst and only love, and true to that affi ance, 
I have passed companionless through life: but am sure of having my 
proper place and standing in the resurrection, having been sealed to 
the prophet Joseph, according to the celestial law.”34

Such marriages were not uncommon and were free of sexual interest. 
Indeed, Brigham Young once said that he would no more make some of his 
elderly wives a “real wife” (i.e., sleep with one of them) than he would his 
grandmother.

Similarly, there are indications that sexual jealously was not an issue in 
some cases where one might expect it to be. There is no evidence that Joseph 
Smith felt possessive or threatened by his plural wives’ continuing to live with 
their legal husbands. Indeed, Mary Elizabeth Rollins said she stayed with her 
husband Adam Lightner after being married to Joseph because Joseph told her 
to.35 Young’s “courtship” of Martha Brotherton is illustrative of this same point. 
When Brigham’s persuasive powers failed to win the girl, he called in Joseph, 
who apparently told her, “ . . . if you do not like it in a month or two, come to 
me, and I will make you free again; and if he turns you off, I will take you on.”36 
This case implies that either Young did not mean this marriage to involve 
sex (unlikely, as there is no doubt that although Brigham Young avoided his 
grandmotherly wives, he did sleep with his more nubile brides), or that the 
exchange of marital sexual partners was irrelevant in the celestial scheme of 
things. Apparently what mattered was that a woman was celestially sealed to 
a man who could save her. To whom a woman was married on earth wasn’t 
important, because it was clear to whom she belonged in heaven. Similarly, 
it didn’t matter with which of the husbands a woman slept or which fathered 
her children, as, once sealed to Joseph, any children were also accounted to 
Joseph’s celestial reckoning.

Sex and Succession

After Joseph Smith’s martyrdom in 1844, both Kimball and Young each mar-
ried at least seven of Joseph Smith’s plural wives, who were already assured of 
exaltation. The explanation usually given for Young’s and Kimball’s marriages 
to Joseph’s widows was that this was to provide them with material support, 
or to raise up children to Joseph. Material support for Joseph’s wives is not an 
adequate explanation: many churches support needy widows without marry-
ing them off to church leaders. (Todd Compton’s In Sacred Loneliness, which 
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details Joseph’s plural wives’ struggle to get West with little or no help from 
Joseph’s successor husbands, suggests that it is even an offensive explanation.) 
Further, not all of these women needed Young or Kimball to support them or to 
father their children. Some of the wives were young enough to fi nd husbands 
of their own. Helen Mar Kimball, for example, married a young man, Orson 
Whitney. Other young plural wives, however, including Lucy Walker, Emily 
Partridge, and Sarah Lawrence, went immediately back into loveless marriages 
with either Kimball or Young. The material support explanation also fails to 
explain why Brigham Young or Heber C. Kimball should marry women like 
Mary Elizabeth Rollins, Zina Huntington, Prescinda Huntington, and Sylvia 
Sessions, who had all been married to Joseph but who each had another hus-
band with whom she continued to live, and with whom they continued to meet 
their physical needs. These women were now the eternally sealed wife of one 
man and the earthly wife of two others.

The pattern of polygamy as it was practiced immediately after the mar-
tyrdom can perhaps be understood as a result of the succession crisis that fol-
lowed Joseph’s death. If plural marriage was based on the unequal distribution 
of a power uniquely vested in Joseph Smith, so was the priesthood or authority 
to govern the Church. With the key holder dead, how was the Church to access 
the power he had once controlled? Michael Quinn writes that Joseph Smith 
suggested at least eight different ways succession might occur, so his direction 
on this matter was not decisive.37 If the basis for succession were to be hierar-
chy, Sidney Rigdon, as the sole remaining member of the First Presidency, was 
the logical candidate. If it were to be lineal blood lines, then it should be Joseph 
Smith’s son, Joseph Smith III. If revelation was to determine succession, then 
whose revelation? LDS doctrine required the person receiving revelation for 
others to already have the authority to do so. Some people did have revela-
tions at this point and went off with whoever would follow them. Although the 
Twelve Apostles were sustained as head of church after Brigham Young gave a 
speech during which some believed they saw his appearance transformed into 
that of Joseph Smith, apparently even after this event there was still not wide-
spread agreement in Nauvoo that the Apostles should lead the Church.

Although Joseph’s authoritative charisma went beyond plural marriage, 
Joseph had spent much of the last few years of his life establishing that plural 
marriage was the primary way to tap into it (perhaps in an attempt to bolster 
a sense of urgency about its adoption). Brigham Young and the Twelve, as the 
only group among the various contenders who “wholeheartedly accepted plu-
ral marriage” and who “had participated in all of the rituals Joseph Smith had 
secretly introduced,”38 were really the only ones who could claim this authority. 
Both Sidney Rigdon and William Marks (a leading contender and the favorite 
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of Joseph’s widow, Emma) vehemently denied plural marriage, and so were 
left out in the cold as far as their claim to this power. Brigham Young and 
Heber C. Kimball, his second in command, almost certainly married Joseph’s 
widows in order to solidify their claims to his power. Brigham Young married 
four of Joseph’s plural wives within three months of the meeting in which the 
“mantle of the Prophet” fell upon him. Kimball also married three of Smith’s 
widows in this time frame. Eventually Young would marry eight women who 
had been sealed to Joseph Smith while he was still alive. Kimball married fi ve 
or six of the wives Joseph took while living and another four who were posthu-
mously sealed to Joseph. Although obviously not enough to establish Young’s 
succession, these marriages signaled that Brigham Young and Heber C. Kim-
ball shared his most important power. They were both now sealed (indirectly) 
to Joseph himself, and were qualifi ed to serve as proxies to Joseph’s widows if 
not to his church.39

The need to claim Joseph’s authoritative charisma perhaps also motivated 
meetings held throughout Nauvoo in the winter of 1846 in which the general 
membership was taught the “Principle” of plural marriage. Although it now 
seems foolhardy in the face of the increasing hostility and threats of violence 
from Gentile neighbors, the Twelve could not claim an authority that no one 
knew about. Claiming Joseph’s authority meant that they must establish the 
full meaning of that charisma with the members as a whole by teaching them 
about the manifestation of that power, plural marriage.

Applications to Contemporary Fundamentalism

Marriage and Hierarchy II

As in the early LDS Church, contemporary Mormon polygamy is not based on 
the unequal distribution of material wealth. While a few Mormon polygamist 
men are relatively well-to-do, many plural wives have to support their children 
and themselves with little emotional or physical help from their over-taxed, 
much-married husbands. Plural wives who are supported by their husbands 
often live in crowded communal homes fi lled with other wives and many chil-
dren. Irene Spencer, the daughter of a polygamist, makes the common observa-
tion that, “polygamist husbands, like my father, were rarely able to support all 
their wives and children. It was common for subsequent wives . . . to draw wel-
fare as supposed single moms.”40 The prevalence of plural wives on public assis-
tance as single mothers is discussed in many Utah counties. As the second of an 
eventual ten wives of Verlan LeBaron, Irene Spencer herself was sent to live in 
Mexico, where without recourse to even welfare, she lived in abject poverty.
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I discuss elsewhere how the mainstream LDS Church’s belief in special 
individuals’ unique ability to save has either ceased to exist or, if it persists, has 
become invisible.41 Although the reverence of LDS members for high-ranking 
Church leaders suggests that traces of that inequality persist, the charisma of 
the modern Church is tied to offi ce, not to the individuals themselves. Gone 
also are the teachings about a man’s exaltation growing with the number of his 
wives, children, and friends and the self-perpetuating cycle this created. The 
economic model thus predicts that even if polygamy were legalized, the LDS 
Church would have no reason or a mechanism to practice it again.

Mormon fundamentalism, however, continues to observe the unequal 
distribution of charisma that made nineteenth-century Mormon polygamy 
possible. One smallish polygamous group even calls itself “the Patriarchal 
Hierarchy.” Most of the long-standing groups, including the Fundamentalist 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (FLDS), share a common origin 
myth that reinforces the special status of certain individuals. These groups claim 
that in 1886, while in hiding from federal persecution against polygamy, LDS 
church president John Taylor received a revelation from Joseph Smith stating 
that the practice of celestial marriage absolutely must continue. He anointed a 
man named John W. Woolley with the responsibility to continue the practice 
until the second coming of Christ. The leaders of these consequent groups 
claim their authority from connections with Woolley’s son Lorin. One group 
known as the Kingstons adds to this pedigree the belief that they are physically 
descended from Jesus Christ as well as spiritually from Woolley/Taylor. Based 
on this royal descent, the Kingstons base status within the community on kin-
ship and encourage incestuous marriages to preserve the bloodlines.42

One major polygamous group that does not descend from Woolley is the 
LeBaron clan (The Church of the First Born of the Fullness of Times). The Le- 
Barons claim to hold “special” priesthood authority as spiritual descendents of 
Joseph Smith, who secretly passed it to their ancestor Benjamin F. Johnson in 
Nauvoo. Reportedly, Johnson passed that priesthood on to his grandson Alma 
Dayer LeBaron and specifi ed that this authority was to be passed down to each 
successor’s worthiest son.43 LeBaron’s descendants’ murderous infi ghting 
to enforce their claims to special authority has landed two of their self-styled 
prophets in prison for murder.44

Also feeding into fundamentalist belief in the extraordinary power of some 
individuals is a passage from one of Joseph Smith’s revelations that quotes 
God as saying that he “will send one mighty and strong, whose mouth shall 
utter words, eternal words; while his bowels shall be a fountain of truth, to set 
in order the house of God.”45 This messianic fi gure was expected to bring the 
various fragments of Mormonism (including the LDS Church) back into unity 
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again around the principle of celestial marriage.46 Various men have claimed to 
be the “one mighty and strong,” to whom all earthly deference is due.

Populating a Celestial Kingdom

As in the secular, pre-industrial motives for marriage, fundamentalist Mormon 
polygamy today is driven by the desire for children, as seen in the following 
quotations: “The wives and children sealed to a deserving man while on Earth 
will assist him in populating the world he is given to rule over in the next link of 
this godhood chain. The larger his family here, the better head start they’ll have 
there.” “Women cannot become gods in their own right. A woman’s hope lay 
solely in being a wife and mother—one of many wives to her husband; mother 
of many, many children. She thereby contributes to her husband’s future king-
dom and will ultimately share in his glory as a goddess . . . A woman is depen-
dent on her husband god to ‘pull her through the veil’ of death into heaven and 
divinity.”47 Another writer notes the fundamentalist saying that, “Women are 
vessels to be worn out in childbirth.”48

The desire for as many children as possible also partially explains the 
young ages at which polygamist girls are married. One plural wife wrote, “One 
fourteen-year-old girl who’d just had her fi rst baby confi ded in me that she’d 
never even had a menstrual period until after the baby was born. Her husband 
had married her at that young age so she could bear as many children as pos-
sible. This was important to him because he wanted to become a god with 
his own kingdom in heaven, where he and his wives and children could be 
numberless and beget spirit children to populate other worlds.”49 Adding to the 
urgency motivating earlier childbearing is Mormonism’s belief that they are 
living in the “Latter-Days” and that marriage and childbearing could only be 
done in this mortal existence. Time was running out, church leaders preached. 
Christ would return soon—any girl who wanted to marry and have children 
should do so without delay.50

Love Is Not Important

Belief in the superior man’s ability to provide salvation, coupled with the 
desire for many children, contribute strongly to the decoupling of marriage 
and romantic or companionate love among fundamentalists. Parallel with the 
material motives for earthly polygamy cited earlier, girls who married polyga-
mously had been taught that “it was better to have a tenth of a good man than a 
‘worldly’ man all to [themselves].”51 Thus religious belief motivated Irene Spen-
cer to call off her wedding to the non-polygamist LDS man she loved in order 
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to become second wife to Church of the First Born leader Verlan LeBaron. 
“I wanted to become a goddess and receive the highest exaltation in heaven. 
Would I throw that away in order to satisfy my small, selfi sh desires in the 
present?”52 LeBaron’s position as president of the Quorum of the Apostles in 
the Church of the First Born made him especially attractive. As only third in 
command in the First Born hierarchy, however, LeBaron was apparently not 
always attractive enough. Spencer tells of how a young woman who Verlan 
wanted to marry turned him down because the woman “wanted prestige and 
the highest glory she could obtain in exchange for her sacrifi ces. She snubbed 
Verlan . . . and instead asked Joel, our self-proclaimed prophet, if she could 
become his seventh wife.”53

LeBaron’s sixth wife, Susan Ray Schmidt, writes that girls were advised 
against or even forbidden to marry young monogamous men who had not yet 
proven themselves capable of offering salvation.54 The Kingstons go even fur-
ther, explicitly teaching that “no church member can reach heaven unless one 
of his daughters is married to a Kingston leader.”55

Love as a weak element in marriage is especially true among the Funda-
mentalist Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, whose leaders “place” 
or “assign” women in marriage based on revelation by the prophet without 
consulting the women themselves. Memoirists Carolyn Jessop, the very unwill-
ing fourth wife of powerful FLDS businessman Merril Jessop, and Elissa Wall, 
whose forced marriage at age 14 resulted in FLDS prophet Warren Jeffs’ convic-
tion as accessory to rape, all write of their lack of love or even a passing acquain-
tance with the men they married. Jessop and Wall were more-or-less arbitrarily 
assigned (and coerced) to marry men they actively disliked and feared. Jessop 
cites one of her sister-wives denigrating romantic connections between hus-
band and wife, saying, “A woman who thinks she needs a relationship with her 
husband is a worldly tradition and it’s something she needs to give up.”56

Among the FLDS, falling in love is even seen as an act of rebellion. Jessop 
writes, “We were taught that men and women made a covenant to marry each 
other before coming to earth.” Only the prophet could reveal who had cov-
enanted with whom. Therefore, “Falling in love with someone independently 
of the prophet’s revelation was absolutely forbidden, even if it was someone 
within the FLDS, because that would be a violation of the covenant made to 
God before birth.”57 A wife’s obedience and desire to serve her husband is more 
important than her love for him.

Andrea Moore-Emmett’s collection of biographies of women who left 
polygamous marriages contains story after story of women agreeing to mar-
riage to men they did not love but whom they felt (for often vague reasons) that 
God wanted them to marry.58
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Church of the First Born women were allowed to receive their own revela-
tions of whom to marry, but as Spencer’s case showed, even this did not guar-
antee that love would be a major factor in their marital choices. Susan Schmidt, 
who later married Spencer’s husband Verlan, was at one point courted by his 
brother Ervil LeBaron, along with another girl. Schmidt quotes the other girl as 
saying, “ ‘No! I do not love him. Sometimes I can’t stand the man. . . . The thing 
I keep reminding myself of is that he’s the Patriarch of God’s true church. He’s 
promised me that I’ll begin to love him.” Trying to convince Schmidt to join 
her in marrying Ervil LeBaron, this same girl reportedly said, “So we’re not 
madly in love with him. So what? I care more about my spiritual welfare than 
about passion and romance. . . .” When the girl fi nally married Ervil, Spencer 
told Schmidt, “She doesn’t love him . . . She can hardly stand him, but he con-
vinced her that she would go to hell if she didn’t marry him.” Schmidt wrote, “I 
knew of other girls in the colony who had married men without being in love. 
The brethren had assured them that the proper feelings would come, if they 
married a righteous man of the priesthood.”59

Women as Currency

One of the features of marriage prior to industrial development was its use 
to cement business relationships between families. Despite their emphasis 
on the spiritual consequences of polygamy, this secular function of marriage 
is observed among fundamentalists, especially the FLDS. For example, after 
her coerced marriage at age 18 to 50-year-old Merril Jessop, Carolyn Jessop 
discovered that she was part of a business deal. Carolyn’s father had fi led a 
lawsuit against Merril Jessop. Jessop asked the prophet, his uncle, to arrange 
for him to marry one of Carolyn’s father’s daughters in order to induce him 
to drop it. Merril Jessop also engineered the marriage of his daughters to the 
FLDS prophet in order to solidify his own connections with him. “Merril was 
beaming,” Carolyn Jessop writes of her husband at the wedding ceremony. 
“Now he had direct access to the prophet.”60 Carolyn also mentions the power 
associated with being the father of a daughter considered worthy of marriage to 
the prophet. Similarly, Elissa Wall writes of her family’s joy at her 22-year-old 
sister’s marriage to an FLDS prophet 60+ years her senior, not only because 
this marriage assured her sister’s salvation, but also because it increased her 
family’s infl uence.61

Another example of women’s use as measures of men’s religious status is 
seen in the practice of reassigning widows. Just as Brigham Young and Heber 
C. Kimball solidifi ed their position as Joseph Smith’s successors by marrying 
his plural wives, men in both the FLDS and Church of the First Born scramble 
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to marry high-status widows. “A prophet’s widow generally is not allowed to 
remarry below the status of her husband. She’s usually married off to the new 
prophet.”62 Merril Jessop’s next two wives after Carolyn were women who had 
been recently widowed by the death of LeRoy Johnson, the president of the 
FLDS. She writes:

There is tremendous prestige in marrying a former prophet’s wife. It 
demonstrates to the community that after his death, the prophet sent 
a divine revelation about whom his wife should marry. For a prophet 
of God—even a deceased one—to have enough confi dence and love 
for a man to give him one of his wives indicates that the man is of 
exceptional character.

A quick marriage to several of [the deceased prophet’s] widows 
could catapult [men] into leadership roles in the FLDS hierarchy by 
signaling that these were the men Uncle Roy [the previous prophet] 
loved and trusted most.63

The Law of Purity

If romantic love is not an important part of celestial marriage, what about sex? 
Of course, outsiders speculate that sex (such as that portrayed in Big Love), par-
ticularly male desire, is the major motivator for polygamist marriage. However, 
while sex is obviously a big part of polygamy in general, it seems to provide 
only a weak motive in particulars. For one thing, many of the fundamental-
ist groups preserve the nineteenth-century “Law of Purity,” which regulates 
sexual activity within marriage.64 Spencer writes, “sex had the same singular 
role within polygamous families that wives had—procreation. . . . If a husband 
and wife indulged in sex for any other purpose, they could even commit adul-
tery with each other. Consequently, it was forbidden during pregnancy, lacta-
tion, and menses, as well as after menopause.” Spencer’s memoir is laced with 
references to her sexual frustrations and arguments with her husband Verlan 
LeBaron over his strict observance of this law.

Although the Law of Purity does justify polygyny as necessary to meet the 
sexual needs of husbands of frequently pregnant and hence sexually unavail-
able women, restricting sex to procreation suggests that Mormon polygamy is 
not about sensual indulgence.65 Further, it appears that few polygamist men 
have the luxury of selecting their wives based on their sexual attractiveness. The 
demand for numerous wives to fund a celestial kingdom results in a shortage 
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of women. As a result, fundamentalist men are usually willing to marry any 
woman who indicates an interest in them or who is assigned to them by the 
prophet, whether or not the man has any sexual or romantic feelings for her. 
Carolyn Jessop writes about the frustration of some of her sister wives, who 
were eager to have children, when their shared husband had little interest in 
having sex with them. FLDS prophet Rulon Jeffs continued to marry young 
women well past the age when he was capable of sexual relations with them, 
again to the frustration of the women involved. Notably, however, in both cases, 
the women were frustrated less by their unfulfi lled sexual longing for men sev-
eral times older than they were, but because without sexual relations they were 
not able to fulfi ll their divinely mandated goal of motherhood.66

Conclusion

The writers of Voices in Harmony, a collection of pro-polygamy essays by plural 
wives, assure their readers that they have found love and happiness in their 
plural marriages (although it is often the relationship with their sister-wives 
that are most meaningful to them). It is striking, however, that the book spends 
a great many of its 249 pages testifying to belief in the doctrines supporting 
celestial marriage. Religious belief, especially those teachings that celestial 
marriage is essential to salvation, appears to be a far more important motivator 
for marriage than the husband-wife relationship itself.

Immersed as we are in the cultural idea that marriage should be based 
on romantic love, the whole notion of polygamy makes little sense to mod-
ern Americans. It is only when we consider celestial marriage as based on the 
unequally distributed ability to save that we can begin to understand it. And the 
desire for salvation—not admiration, fl attering words, or sexual attraction—is 
what polygamist Mormons have said was their motive all along. As Lucy 
Walker, Brigham Young, and innumerable other Latter-Day polygamists, told 
us, romance and fl attering words were “not what the principle was about.”
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News coverage of important events not only documents the facts 
of the events, but also explores why those events occurred. Media 
reports on the raid at the Yearning for Zion (YFZ) Ranch ostensibly 
inform readers of the reasons that the people involved in the raid 
acted as they did; we learn about people’s rationales and motivations 
as we gain insight into the story. As a result, the media subtly shape 
public attitudes toward groups and individuals.1

A social-psychological analysis of news coverage offers the 
opportunity to examine how people understand current events, 
and may warn of potential sources of bias that may color that 
understanding. In this chapter we examine social-psychological 
elements found in news coverage of the YFZ ranch. We begin by 
considering the way that people construe or frame the raid, which 
provides context, offers an explanation for people’s motivations 
for their actions, and illustrates the attributions that others make 
concerning their actions. We will see that initially the media relied 
heavily on the framing of the Texas Department of Family and 
Protective Services (DFPS) and their agency, Child Protective Services 
(CPS). Later in the process, the FLDS responded by attempting to 
reframe the question in terms of civil rights violated by the state.

Social-psychological research on New Religious Movements 
(NRMs, also known as “cults”) is relevant to the YFZ raid and its

Chapter 9

Social Scientifi c Perspectives 
on the FLDS Raid and the 
Corresponding Media 
Coverage

Ryan T. Cragun and Michael Nielsen
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portrayal in news reports. Concerns over such issues as individual autonomy 
and obedience to authority in such groups have raised the question of “brain-
washing.” Those concerns are exacerbated by the strict boundaries that exist 
between the Fundamentalist Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (FLDS) 
and the broader, host culture. These illustrate important concepts regarding 
group membership and its effect on how people judge one another. Finally, we 
examine some cases of outright hostility toward the FLDS in the media. This 
type of hostility, while likely a ratings boost, illustrates another important social 
psychological fi nding: our tendency to emphasize information that confi rms 
our biases and expectations.

Method

Our primary data source for this chapter is a systematic content analysis of 
news stories published by the New York Times, Fox News, Cable News Network 
(CNN), the Deseret News (in Salt Lake City), and the Houston Chronicle. We 
supplement the content analysis with data from an online survey of Mormons, 
polygamists whose beliefs affi rm the Book of Mormon, and others (N=2433).

We collected every news article published by the above mentioned news 
sources on their web sites between April 3, the day of the raid, and May 12, 
2008. Articles were discovered by searching on the respective web sites of 
these news organizations for either or both of the following terms: “Texas” 
and/or “polygamy.” Articles were selected for analysis only if they included 
both terms. Following selection, the articles were coded based on topics and 
themes using NVIVO 7.

Fox News ran a total of 46 unique stories on the FLDS in Texas between 
the dates noted above. Of those, 41 were Associated Press stories, which means 
that the content is neither unique to nor original with Fox News. The remain-
ing fi ve articles or stories on the Fox News web site included two transcripts 
mentioning the raid from The O’Reilly Factor, which is a news commentary 
show that includes guests who are interviewed; one transcript from On the 

Record with Greta Van Susteren, which is similar in format to The O’Reilly Fac-

tor; one transcript from The Journal Editorial Report, which is a panel of news 
commentators who discuss news topics; and one story by the “FOXSexpert,” 
Yvonne K. Fulbright, who provides sex advice on Fox News. Her article dis-
cussed polygamy’s global and historical pervasiveness in light of the raid on the 
FLDS in Texas and their practice of polygamy.

The other news outlets we examined were CNN.com, the New York Times, 
the Houston Chronicle, and the Deseret News. The total number of articles on the 
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TABLE 9.1. Sources of Articles Included in Analyses

Total Articles Associated Press 
Articles

Associated Press 
Duplicates*

CNN 28 6 5
New York Times 18 1 0
Houston Chronicle 14 6 2
Deseret News 57 6 4
Fox News 46 41 0

*Duplicates are articles that appeared in two different papers. Most duplicates were between 

another paper and Fox News; we found no duplicates between other news sources.

raid in Texas is presented in table 9.1. The Deseret News ran the most original 
articles of the newspapers we examined, which is probably a testament to the 
interest in polygamy among Mormons, its primary audience. Several of these 
articles were focused exclusively on reminding other media outlets and the 
world at large that the mainstream LDS religion is not the FLDS and no longer 
condones polygamy.2 Between these news outlets, 60 of the articles on this 
issue were Associated Press articles, 11 of them duplicates reprinted in multiple 
papers. The duplicate articles were excluded from the analysis.

The Framing of the Raid

Social movements require resources (e.g., people, money, etc.), but to be suc-
cessful they also require what is called a “collective action frame.”3 Like a pic-
ture frame, a collective action frame (or just “frame”) marks off a part of the 
world and draws attention to it.4 And like the frame of a building, a collective 
action frame holds things together, providing coherence to symbols, images, 
and arguments.5

Collective action frames include two components: a diagnostic frame and a 
motivational frame.6 The diagnostic frame details the problem, while the moti-
vational frame details what can be done about it. The former facilitates agree-
ment, while the latter fosters action.

Often, collective action frames are couched in terms of “injustices”—
someone, some group of people, or something (e.g., the planet) is being treated 
unfairly.7 Injustice frames compel because they appeal to people’s sense of 
right and wrong and invoke guilt over inaction. Injustice frames are powerful 
tools in the arsenal of social movements, organizations, and the media.8

Both the governmental authorities (Child Protective Services, FBI, Texas 
Rangers) and the FLDS have employed injustice frames in trying to build support 
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for their actions. We begin by considering the frame of CPS. The earliest fram-
ing that appeared in papers spoke vaguely about general concerns for the safety 
of the children in the FLDS compound. For example, CNN mentioned that:

Texas authorities are investigating “the safety of children” at a ranch 

occupied by about 400 followers of polygamist sect leader Warren Jeffs, 

offi cials said Friday.9

This initial framing is rudimentary but provides justifi cation for the raid. 
Legally, CPS would not be able to conduct such a raid without justifi cation, 
but by providing a justifi cation to the media, CPS was already beginning to 
infl uence public opinion. The general justifi cation based on children’s safety, 
however, was short-lived. Within a day, CPS provided additional information to 
the media that gave the public a concrete justifi cation for the raid:

Law enforcement agencies raided the ranch Thursday night after receiving 

a report Monday that a 16-year-old girl had been “sexually and physically 

abused,” Azar said.10

We can only speculate as to why CPS offered more specifi c concerns to the 
media so soon after the raid, but it may be due to concern by the public that 
generalities like “safety of children” are too vague to justify a raid that included 
armored personnel carriers and automatic machine guns. The specifi c claim of 
child sexual abuse by a caller known only as “Sarah” was suffi cient justifi cation 
for the raid for several days, and the news media was fi lled with references to 
this Sarah, even though CPS was unable to fi nd her after having removed the 
children from the ranch:

Offi cials still haven’t found the 16-year-old girl whose abuse complaint 

triggered the massive raid.11

When it became known that Rozita Swinton, a previously convicted false 
reporter of abuse living in Colorado, was possibly the person who had made the 
initial phone calls, CPS was forced to change their frame once again:

Child protective services workers insist the girl is unnecessary to their case 

of child abuse in the FLDS compound. “I think some people have really 

focused on that (Sarah) but the reality is that her phone call is the reason 

we went out there, but it was not the reason for the removals,” said Greg 

Cunningham, spokesman for the Texas Department of Family and Protective 

Services. “The removals happened based on what we saw out there.” [Flora] 

Jessop said Texas child protective services workers found underage, pregnant 

girls and that is enough to make a possible hoax call moot.12
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The changing of the injustice frame over time weakened the case of CPS, 
leading to public criticism of the raid:

The state’s April 3 raid on the YFZ Ranch has been criticized by some 

who believe CPS overstepped its authority when it took all of the children 

and placed them in foster care after fi nding underage girls were “spiritually 

married” to much older men.13

The increasing criticism of CPS as a result of their undermined and chang-
ing issue frame tells us something noteworthy about issue frames—they must 
be consistent and withstand scrutiny in order to retain legitimacy.14 However, 
CPS used a multi-pronged approach to justify their actions, including painting 
their response in the best possible light in the media. CPS stated repeatedly 
that they were carefully weighing all options and doing what they believed was 
in the children’s best interests:

The decision to separate children age 5 and older from their mothers 

was made carefully and with input from attorneys and therapists, CPS 

spokesman Marleigh Meisner said Tuesday . . . It was decided that the 

move was in the “children’s best interest,” she said, and she later added 

that children who are victims of abuse or neglect typically feel “safer” and 

are more truthful if their parents are not around.15

Most of the media outlets we examined were more favorable toward 
CPS than they were critical. For example, the Associated Press reported that 
the raid was “justifi able” and “appropriate.”16 The exception was the Deseret 

News, which had a 2 to 1 ratio of criticism to praise for CPS in its articles. 
Most of the other media outlets17 were closer to a 1 to 1 ratio or slightly 
favored CPS.

Criticisms of CPS eventually began to turn to the treatment of the children 
CPS had in their custody. Reports began fi ltering into the media about 10 days 
after the raid that the children and their mothers were living in cramped and 
unsanitary conditions. There were also allegations that CPS employees were 
rude and unprofessional. CPS quickly responded to these allegations as well, 
stating that:

A number of state agencies are working together to make all the children 

as comfortable as possible, and to meet all their physical, medical and 

psychology (sic) needs while they are in San Angelo.18

While the treatment of the children remained under contention, what was 
uncontested was that there are some polygamists who are “bad” people. The 
media, intentionally or not, provided a third prong in the injustice frame of 
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CPS by repeatedly discussing the actions and conviction of Warren Jeffs, the 
leader of the FLDS. Close to 40 percent of the articles published by these media 
outlets contained references to Jeffs like the following:

While mainstream Mormons disavowed polygamy more than a century 

ago, the sect, led by the now imprisoned Warren Jeffs, believes in plural, 

arranged marriages that often involve teenage girls and older men . . . In 

September, Jeffs was convicted in Utah of being an accomplice in the rape 

of a 14-year-old girl. He faces additional charges of sexual conduct with a 

minor, incest and conspiracy in Arizona.19

Social-psychologically, the continued references to Jeffs serve a “guilt by 
association” function, using what is known as the “availability heuristic.”20 The 
availability heuristic is people’s tendency to estimate the likelihood of an event 
by how readily it is available in memory. Thus, by associating FLDS individu-
als with their leader, Warren Jeffs, and reminding readers that Jeffs has been 
convicted of (and continues to be investigated for) sexual improprieties, readers 
are likely to overestimate the rate of abuse among the FLDS as a whole. The 
availability heuristic is a common cause of prejudice.21 Another example of this 
is attitudes toward Muslims since the September 11, 2001, attacks: for individu-
als in the United States who did not know a Muslim prior to the attacks, the 
attacks gave them a specifi c picture of Muslims. The general dislike Americans 
hold toward Muslims has continued since September 11.22

By associating the FLDS in Eldorado, Texas, repeatedly with Warren Jeffs—
while clearly painting Jeffs as a convicted sex offender—the media helped jus-
tify the actions of CPS. Despite his imprisonment, Warren Jeffs was, of course, 
still the spiritual leader of the FLDS. Although it is reasonable to associate the 
FLDS in Texas with Jeffs, a potential unintended consequence of doing so is 
increasing prejudice against people who may or may not have been violating 
the law by associating them with others who have been found guilty of violating 
the law. This is even more likely to occur in the case of the FLDS. Given that the 
group is known for violating the norm of monogamy, the leader’s conviction is 
even more likely to color people’s evaluations of the group’s members. As the 
Texas Supreme Court23 indicated, investigations into illegal behavior should be 
based on the actions of specifi c individuals and not en masse.

Criticism in the media has not been limited just to Jeffs. Nearly 50 percent 
of the articles from these media sources include open criticisms of the FLDS, 
often couched in terms that make the criticism seem as though it is coming 
from a third party—e.g., “critics say . . .”—but without citing sources. Criticisms 
most often focused on the young marriage age (33 articles) or the mistreatment 
of women and children (15 articles):
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Critics say girls as young as 13 or 14 are placed in polygamous marriages to 

older men.24

Women are taught to “keep sweet” and obey their husbands, who hold 

their “priesthood,” or way into Heaven.25

Criticism like that above is common in the articles we read, and most 
of it goes unchallenged except by saying that the FLDS denies charges of 
sexual abuse.26 What is sorely needed in these news articles is not necessar-
ily a two-sided argument but data on the actual views of the FLDS and of 
polygamists in general. Such data are not available, unfortunately, but one 
study has examined the views of polygamous women more generally. Mary 
Batchelor, Marianne Watson, and Anne Wilde27 conducted a survey of 111 
women who are polygamous or who support polygamy.28 In that sample, six 
were married between the ages of 14–16. Most women in that sample were 
married between the ages of 17–20 (N=39) or 21–30 (N=35). Because of the 
grouping of response alternatives and the fact that results are not reported 
by respondents’ specifi c affi liation, it is impossible to say whether the young 
marriages were below the legal age of marriage in their state of residence. 
Even so, Batchelor et al.’s data do suggest that most polygamist women fi rst 
marry after age 16.

Issue frames provided CPS with justifi cation for its actions, but the injus-
tice frame initially developed by CPS did not withstand scrutiny and had to be 
modifi ed. The modifi cations weakened the position of CPS. Even though CPS 
struggled with its issue frame, the media provided support for the actions of 
CPS by allowing them a platform to compliment their actions and by tainting 
FLDS members via association with their convicted spiritual leader, Warren 
Jeffs. The media have also allowed unqualifi ed criticism of the FLDS without 
providing data to support the criticisms. In this modern age, however, it is not 
just the government that is aware of the importance of issue frames; the FLDS 
developed their own injustice frame.

A Civil Rights Issue?

Just as the CPS did, the FLDS developed an injustice frame to garner public 
support. The injustice frame of the FLDS was two-pronged. First, the FLDS 
tried to turn the raid into a debate about civil rights and the prosecution of 
polygamy, rather than an investigation of child and sex abuse. Second, to sup-
port this frame, the FLDS were very critical of CPS, both in the decisions CPS 
made and the treatment of the FLDS—in particular, the women and children.
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About 10 days elapsed before the FLDS articulated an injustice frame that 
was reported by the media. The mothers talked about the removal of their chil-
dren as a violation of constitutional rights:

The mothers of some of the 416 children taken from a polygamous sect’s 

ranch say that authorities have denied them their constitutional rights and 

that they want their children back . . . But at least one woman at the YFZ 

ranch say [sic] they’re being treated like Jews during the Holocaust. “We 

have been persecuted for our religion,” Kathleen said. “We are being treated 

like the Jews were when they were escorted to the German Nazi camps.” 29

The claim that civil rights and custody rights were violated drew national atten-
tion and brought a representative from the Texas branch of the American Civil 
Liberties Union, an organization that has defended polygamy in the past, to the 
custody hearing. The ACLU was sympathetic to their concerns and voiced similar 
concerns,30 although it did not fi le a brief until several weeks after the raid.

The civil rights issue is particularly interesting in light of the fact that 
government authorities in Utah and Arizona do not prosecute just polygamy 
despite the fact that it is against the law. The attorneys general of both states 
have repeatedly stated that they do not have the resources to prosecute polyg-
amy and that it might not actually result in a conviction. For example, Ben 
Winslow31 reported that

Polygamy is prohibited, but attorneys say constitutional questions 

regarding religious freedom could make it too diffi cult to secure a 

conviction on plural marriage alone, as is the case with court rulings 

regarding the rights of consenting adults.32

Government violations of civil rights are a serious concern of Americans 
today. As Charlotte Ryan and William Gamson33 argue in their discussion of 
issue frames, people hold multiple frames, even frames that might confl ict. 
Americans despise child sex abuse; thus CPS has generally found support for 
the raid. But Americans also value their civil rights, specifi cally those protected 
by the Bill of Rights. By developing a counter-injustice frame that draws upon 
a vital element in the worldview of the general public (who are, in a sense, the 
adversaries of the FLDS), they have built a compelling moral frame. This was 
heightened by having FLDS women, sometimes viewed to be victims, articulate 
the frame. This frame drew enough attention that it put CPS on the defensive, 
forcing CPS to reiterate its injustice frame. As CNN reported:

Voss said offi cials were concerned over the sect promoting “children having 

children,” but added: “It’s not about religion, it’s about child abuse.”34
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The injustice frame of the FLDS drew enough support that the media 
began criticizing the CPS as well. Initial criticisms from the media were simi-
lar to those of the FLDS, wondering whether civil rights had been violated. The 
Houston Chronicle reported that:

The state’s April 3 raid on the YFZ Ranch has been criticized by some 

who believe CPS overstepped its authority when it took all of the children 

and placed them in foster care after fi nding underage girls were “spiritually 

married” to much older men.35

But the criticism of the CPS escalated to other areas, including their treatment 
of the women and children in their custody, as the Houston Chronicle reported:

Barring that, state offi cials might exert their own undue infl uence on 

these vulnerable youngsters, perhaps subtly encouraging them to provide 

questionable testimony to support the controversial decision to separate 

parents and offspring.36

Also working in favor of the FLDS was the repeated mention in the media 
that there was little to no resistance during the raid. The FLDS were described 
as “cooperative” in nine of the articles. Violence did not result from the raid. 
There were two arrests of FLDS men for minor issues, but the charges were 
later dropped.37 What’s more, the man who was originally accused in the hoax 
phone calls, Dale Barlow, was also cooperative and quickly dismissed as a poten-
tial suspect.38 The docility of the FLDS reinforced their claims of victimization.

The FLDS went on the offensive in spreading their issue frame. They 
developed a web site that serves as a platform for their views: www.captivefl d-
schildren.org. The web site is fi lled with pictures and videos designed to elicit 
sympathy from the general public. The media has been critical of the counter-
injustice frame of the FLDS, going so far as to interview a law professor who 
described the web site as part of a propaganda campaign to elicit sympathy.39 
The FLDS, in turn, opened their compound to public scrutiny and appeared 
on nationally syndicated television shows. Whether the FLDS will pursue their 
violation of civil rights claims, the efforts of the FLDS to sway public opinion in 
their favor have been impressive.

Cult-Like Behavior?

The label “cult” is a menacing one for most people, being associated with mass 
suicides, brainwashing, strange sexual practices, and archaic rituals ranging 
from torture to human sacrifi ce. With two exceptions—one reference in the 

www.captivefld-schildren.org
www.captivefld-schildren.org
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Deseret News and Bill O’Reilly’s discussion in Fox News—the media in our 
sample refrained from calling the FLDS a cult. Generally the FLDS are referred 
to as a sect, which is more accurate. Sociologists of religion generally under-
stand the difference as follows: cults tend to have charismatic leaders, form 
relatively spontaneously (they are not offshoots of existing religions), and have 
a focus on a novel religious theology; sects may or may not have strong leaders, 
they branch off existing religions, and the focus is on a return to the “roots” of 
the religion or a past state of the religion that is seen as more in line with the 
original aims of the founder.40

Based on these defi nitions, the FLDS is more a sect than a cult: they 
branched out of an existing religion—The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day 
Saints—and they advocate a return to the original teachings of the religion, 
most notably the importance of polygamous relationships.41 Still, defi nitions 
such as these represent ideal classifi cations. Religious classifi cation is better 
understood as a matter of degree than as categories of a typology. Thus, while 
the FLDS have some characteristics of sects, they also exhibit a number of 
behaviors that are traditionally associated with cults or New Religious Move-
ments (NRMs). Members of the FLDS show a remarkable deference to author-
ity, particularly the authority of the prophet Warren Jeffs, and to a patriarchal 
power structure. The FLDS also draw distinct borders between those who are 
FLDS and those who are not, making the distinction between the in-group and 
out-group particularly salient and important.

Authority, Obedience, and Conformity

Closely tied to power, which is the ability to achieve certain ends (whether or not 
others want you to), authority refers to one’s right to exercise power.42 There are 
various types of authority—legal-rational, traditional, and charismatic. Author-
ity in religions can fall into any of these groups. If the leadership is voted in (e.g., 
Presbyterians), the authority is legal-rational. If leadership passes from parent to 
offspring or from an existing leader to a chosen successor, the authority is based 
on tradition. And if authority is based on the personal attributes of individuals—
that is, their charisma—authority is charismatic. Among the FLDS, authority is 
primarily traditional, but also includes a hint of charisma. The leadership of the 
FLDS passed from leader to chosen successor for generations, eventually falling 
on Warren Jeffs.43 Warren Jeffs’ personal charisma allowed him to consolidate 
that power, excommunicating individuals who challenged his authority.

Some of the news stories discuss Jeffs’ power over his followers. For 
 example, Jennifer Dobner44 suggests that:
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The FLDS practice polygamy in marriages arranged by the church 

president, who is also described as a prophet.45

Certainly Jeffs has an inordinate amount of power, indicating that he has 
combined his traditional authority with charismatic authority. But there is 
another element of authority in the religion that emerges indirectly in the news 
articles. Andrew Holden46 argues that Jehovah’s Witnesses are willing to give 
up near absolute control of their lives to the Jehovah’s Witnesses movement 
because it provides a sense of certainty in an uncertain world. The same can be 
said of the FLDS, who are willing to divest themselves of power to make their 
own decisions in exchange for guarantees about their eternal salvation.

The idea of absolute or near absolute control over followers is often con-
sidered a characteristic of cults and is sometimes called “brainwashing,” a 
term used in some news reports describing FLDS women. Social scientifi c 
research on “brainwashing” has fallen short of demonstrating its use with 
religious groups.47 Eileen Barker’s48 study of the Unifi cation Church (some-
times referred to as the Moonies) examines brainwashing at length. According 
to Barker, people have been brainwashed if their ability to reason based on 
personal experience is removed and they are unable to control their actions. 
Many of the media stories relied on more superfi cial characteristics, such as 
the women’s appearance and manner of speech, to reach the conclusion that 
they were brainwashed.

The media’s use of “brainwashing” is complicated by the failure to dis-
tinguish brainwashing from normal socialization processes. Some critics of 
religion49 go so far as to argue that all religious indoctrination of children is 
akin to brainwashing. Most scholars, however, consider religious indoctrina-
tion of children to be distinct from brainwashing in that it represents the pass-
ing on of tradition; it is a process that occurs in all societies, wherein parents 
and others teach the society’s norms and values to its children and other new 
members. Additionally, the children will eventually become adults and will be 
able to decide whether or not to continue in the religion.50 Thus, there is a fi ne 
but distinguishable line between religious indoctrination and brainwashing, 
and that line hinges upon autonomy during adulthood: if an adult is free to 
reject a religious philosophy and has control over her behavior, she cannot be 
considered to be brainwashed. By this defi nition, despite being subservient to 
authority, FLDS women are not brainwashed. What people are observing in the 
FLDS is not brainwashing but deviant social norms: the FLDS do not follow the 
norms of the larger society, which makes them seem different.51

The fact that the focus is on the brainwashing of the women and not the 
men raises intriguing gender issues. Echoing the CPS frame, most media 
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coverage has cast FLDS women as victims and, either implicitly or explicitly, 
cast the men as authoritarian predators:

We intend to show that there has been a practice of grooming or 

conditioning young girls to be the spiritual wives of older men and to 

have sex with them. . . . The male children are at risk because they’re being 

trained to grow up to be sexual predators, so it’s the potential for abuse.52

If it is, in fact, the case that the girls on the ranch are married and impreg-
nated before the legal age of marriage at 16, and the offspring of the women 
will be kept on the ranch regardless of the actions and decisions of the women, 
then one could make the case that the women in the FLDS are indirectly forced 
to remain in the group, leading to pseudo-brainwashing. But that is, of course, 
a legal question to be determined in court. If the women are able to leave with 
their children, as Flora53 and Carolyn Jessop54 have, this is arguably not brain-
washing. Leaving may be very challenging, but this is true for anyone who 
leaves a religion that is salient in their lives.55 Leaving a salient religion requires 
a complete realignment of social relationships, which is emotionally challeng-
ing.56 It also requires a reworking of one’s worldview, which is cognitively and 
psychologically challenging.57

The evidence provided by the media seems to indicate that the adult FLDS 
women are not, in fact, brainwashed but are willful participants in the orga-
nization. When given the option of returning to the FLDS ranch or going to 
undisclosed safe houses, most of the women chose to return to the ranch:

The women were given a choice: Return to the Eldorado ranch of the 

Fundamentalist Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, a renegade 

Mormon sect, or go to another safe location. Some women chose the 

latter. . . .58

Admittedly, this is a complicated scenario. Many of the women may have 
believed that their best chance of getting their children back was to remain with 
the FLDS. If reuniting with their children was their primary motivation, their 
hand was forced and led them to return to the ranch. But Holden’s59 argument 
that members in highly authoritarian religions value certainty, obedience, and 
conformity above all else suggests that these women made the decision to 
return to the ranch of their own accord. By Barker’s60 criteria, these women are 
not brainwashed—they are devoted, religious acolytes.

While not brainwashed, it is apparent that the FLDS adhere strictly to the 
authority that they believe gives them certainty in life and the afterlife. This is 
apparent in their behavior. The women were separated from the children by 
CPS at times because CPS was concerned they were unduly infl uencing the 
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children when they were trying to interview them.61 CPS also confi scated cell 
phones over what they saw as conformity and authority concerns,62 believing 
the women were being unduly infl uenced by the men via the cell phones.63 But 
the women themselves claim they have autonomy, limited though it may be: 
“Can I leave the premises? Yes,” said Nancy, a 40-year-old mother of four, who 
rises daily at 4:30 A.M. “We have a post offi ce box. We get mail and we take the 
children to the orthodontist.”64

The adult women, then, appear to be willing participants in the polygamist 
lifestyle of the FLDS. But what about the men? If anything, the characterization 
of the men as sexual predators and the women as unwitting victims is unfair 
to both sexes. Depicting the men as “groomed predators,”65 as tyrants and dic-
tators, fails to recognize the existential certainty they gain from their religion. 
Additionally, the fathering role of the men is largely ignored in the media; there 
was virtually no discussion of the men wanting their children back. Among the 
163 articles in our sample published during the fi rst 40 days of the story, only 
one mentioned fathers’ attempts to have the children returned:

A church lawyer, Rod Parker, said the 60 or so men remaining on the 

1,700-acre ranch had offered to leave the compound if the state would 

allow the women and children to return with child welfare monitors. 

The Children’s Protective Services agency said it had not seen the letter 

containing the offer.66

While the FLDS are more patriarchal than mainstream U.S. culture, the 
media depiction of the men and women of the FLDS has been largely biased. 
The women are depicted as unwitting victims, while the men are depicted as 
indifferent fathers and sexual predators. Neither depiction is particularly accu-
rate and both overlook the larger motivation for the behaviors of the men and 
women: their subservience to authority is an exchange relationship that pro-
vides immortal salvation for mortal obedience.67

In-groups and Out-groups

One aspect of the FLDS depicted well in the media is the nearly tangible barrier 
between the FLDS and the “outside world,” as it is described in many articles. 
In social-psychological terms, we would consider the extreme distrust of the 
non-FLDS by the FLDS and vice versa as a classic example of in-group favorit-
ism and out-group prejudice. A large body of literature supports the fi nding 
that people develop more positive feelings towards those in their own group, 
regardless of the criteria used to group people together. At the same time, 
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frequently people judge members of competing groups with animosity, even 
though under different circumstances they would fi nd they have much in com-
mon.68 To a large degree this in-group–out-group dynamic is driven by the infor-
mation people have regarding the groups, which is more readily available and 
more complex for in-groups than for out-groups.69 This is compounded by mutual 
distrust and “mirror image perceptions”70 in which members of both groups view 
the other suspiciously and as having questionable, even threatening, motives.

This describes the behavior of the FLDS quite accurately and has played 
itself out in media reports of the raid as well. Numerous news articles men-
tioned that FLDS “[m]embers are discouraged from contact with outsiders,”71 
as suggested in the following Associated Press story:

“All these girls are taught from the cradle not to trust anybody from 

the outside,” Shurtleff [attorney general of Utah] said. “Especially the 

government. We’re the beast. We’re the devil.” 72

Distrust of outsiders also played out in the custody battle over the children 
and the criticisms of CPS, as depicted in this Associated Press story:

Brenda and others were critical of CPS, saying the agency misled them 

as to what was to happen Monday, weren’t told why the children were 

removed from the compound and given inaccurate messages about 

opportunities to meet attorneys. “We got to where we said, We cannot 

believe a word you say. We cannot trust you.” 73

FLDS members’ refusal to give their last names when speaking publicly 
also illustrates the basic mistrust of others:

For most of these children, we’ve been given different ages and different 

names, Goodman said. “We have teenagers who can’t tell us their 

birthdates. Some have answered (that) they don’t know. Others have said 

‘I’m not supposed to tell you.’ ” 74

This clear mistrust of outsiders returns us to the discussion of the beliefs 
of the FLDS. Because there is great emphasis placed on salvation and the next 
life, and the religion itself is seen as the means to that end, people outside the 
religion represent potential threats to the ultimate goals of salvation and purity. 
As CNN reported:

And the women say the state is placing their children in greater danger 

by exposing them to things they would have never seen at the ranch. 

“They are clean and pure,” one mother said of the children. “This is the 

worst thing happening to them. They are learning terrible things from the 
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questions being asked, things that they have never been exposed to. They 

have been so protected here.” 75

For many non-authoritarian Americans, being “protected” is actually 
frowned upon. In order to understand the behavior of the FLDS, however, it 
is necessary to understand that maintaining distance from outsiders facilitates 
the realization of their existential goals. Excessive contact with the outside 
world threatens to make one impure, jeopardizing salvation.

Outright Hostility

In the 163 articles we read in studying the news coverage of the FLDS raid 
in Texas, we found very few examples of outright hostility toward the FLDS. 
The hostility we did fi nd usually was from someone interviewed by a reporter 
or a social commentator. Only occasionally did it come from the reporters 
themselves.

Conservative media pundit Bill O’Reilly was unrepentant in considering 
polygamists76 “brainwashed” and “crazy.” On May 2 he stated that:

These people go in there, and then they’re told by some leadership that 

you’ve got to do this to go to heaven, and the rest of America is going you 

guys are crazy. And then when you see these robots come out—is there 

some kind of brainwashing that happens? . . . Should we feel sorry for the 

people in the Texas cult and your cult, the New Mexico, that’s still going 

on, too? They’re still down there in New Mexico doing whatever they’re 

doing. Should we feel sorry for these people, or should we say these are just 

idiots and hey, they get what they deserve? 77

While the data in this chapter illustrates that Bill O’Reilly is not a reli-
able source of information on the FLDS or other polygamist groups, his show 
remains the most watched cable news-commentary show with over 2 million 
nightly viewers.78

Uninformed media pundits aside, the news media did express some views 
that fall into the realm of confi rmation bias, a social psychological phenomenon 
that occurs when people focus on evidence that supports their preconceived 
beliefs while disregarding evidence that contradicts their views. When people 
succumb to confi rmation bias, they fail to recognize that there is evidence that 
disconfi rms their existing beliefs, or at least calls them into question. One 
example of this that was reported multiple times by most of the media outlets 
we examined is described in the excerpt below:
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Inside, the three-story temple held hints about possible under-age marriage 

rites, but no answer to what had happened to the 16-year-old who called 

the authorities. The authorities found shredded documents, but could not 

determine when they had been destroyed. The state also found beds on the 

top fl oor of the temple, where authorities suspect that older men had sex 

with under-age girls, court documents released on Wednesday said. In one 

rumpled bed, authorities found a long strand of hair, the affi davit states.79

Only one media source, CNN, ran an article that gave an alternative expla-
nation for the bed—an explanation that appears more plausible than a bed for 
hurried underage marriage consummation: “Historically, the only use of a bed 
in a temple is for temple worship itself,” said Walsh, who said he has studied 
the FLDS practices for 18 years. “The worship lasts a couple of hours, so all the 
temples will have a place where someone can lie down.”80

Another common concern of individuals involved in the raid that was par-
roted by the news media was the potential similarity to the Branch Davidians in 
Waco, Texas, as the following New York Times article suggests:

“There was great concern not to have something like Waco,” [Texas legislator 

Harvey Hilderbran] added, referring to the raid on the Branch Davidian 

compound near Waco in 1993, in which more than 80 people were killed. 

“So we want to know how to handle it, to have our ducks in a row.” 81

This concern was used to justify the inclusion of nearly 700 individuals in 
the raid on the FLDS ranch, as well as armored personnel carriers, snipers, and 
automatic machine guns. But, like the bed in the temple, the evidence should 
be suffi ciently apparent to disconfi rm this belief. The repeated references to the 
underage marriage consummation bed and the Branch Davidians aside, the 
major media outlets were generally not prone to any forms of outright hostility, 
Bill O’Reilly notwithstanding.

Heterogeneity and Attitudes of Polygamists

An important facet of news coverage of the FLDS is the potential for confusion 
to result as charges of underage marriages among the FLDS affect people’s 
views of other, non-FLDS polygamists. There is actually substantial diversity 
among polygamists, which gets lost in an “out-group homogeneity bias.”82 
Humans have a tendency to think of people who are not like them and not in 
their in-group as being more homogeneous than the people who are in their 
in-group. A classic example of this is when a white American raised in a rural 
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community with few minorities fi rst encounters a large group of minorities 
(say, 100 people from China); the white American has a tendency to think they 
all look similar. Of course, what that white American doesn’t realize is that 
when a person from rural China sees 100 white Americans, he or she will think 
about them the same way—they all look the same.

Most people (non-polygamists) view polygamists (the out-group) as homo-
geneous. The assumption is that all polygamists are alike, even though that is 
not accurate. Information regarding the diversity of practices and views is lack-
ing, perpetuating the out-group homogeneity bias. To address this, it is useful 
to consider what little data are available.

In a study of people’s attitudes toward polygamy, we collected responses 
from LDS Church members (N=1334), polygamists whose beliefs affi rm 
the Book of Mormon (N=47), and others (N=1052).83 Although the samples, 
described in Table 9,2, are not representative and the polygamists are small in 

TABLE 9.2. Descriptive Statistics for Polygamists, LDS and Others

Age Mean Range SD

Polygamists 43.2 18–92 15.5
LDS 32.6 18–77 13.2
Other 29.1 18–84 12.3

Sex Male Female

Polygamists 39.1 60.9
LDS 45.2 54.8
Other 32.0 68.0

Education Some 
H.S.

H.S. 
Diploma

Some 
College

College 
Graduate

Master’s 
Degree

Doctoral 
Degree

Polygamists 0.0 8.5 40.4 27.7 19.1 4.3
LDS 9.6 6.0 28.7 29.3 17.3 9.0
Other 2.7 5.6 53.5 22.1 10.1 6.0

Marital Status Never 
Married

Married Widowed Divorced Cohabiting

Polygamists 15.6 68.9 0.0 6.7 8.9
LDS 35.2 59.2 0.3 3.8 1.4
Other 53.7 34.4 0.7 4.7 6.5

States Arizona California Utah 
Texas

Not 
Reported

Other

Polygamists 14.9 4.3 38.3 2.1 17.0 23.4
LDS 6.0 14.5 26.6 3.2 6.2 43.5
Other 1.2 5.2 1.4 4.1 22.2 65.9
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number, the survey data illustrate many of the social-psychological phenomena 
discussed above concerning the media coverage of the FLDS. Thus, while they 
await confi rmation by more systematic data, the following results are consis-
tent with social psychological theory and research.

Our survey data speak to the question of group boundaries and in-group 
favoritism. We asked participants how strongly they agree with the statement,84 
“I consider Mormon polygamists to be Christian.” The results are shown in 
table 9.3. Polygamists, not surprisingly, were the most likely to agree that they 
are Christian, followed by Mormons. Between 50 percent and 60 percent of 
Mormons consider Mormon polygamists Christians. The non-LDS others 
were substantially less likely to consider Mormon polygamists Christian (and 
less likely to consider Mormons Christian; data not shown). While part of the 
difference can be explained by different defi nitions of what it means to be 
Christian between these groups,85 this pattern illustrates the effort to main-
tain boundaries. The more similar others are to you, the greater your affi nity 
toward them.86

Our survey data also speak to the issue of age at fi rst marriage criticism 
of polygamists. Table 9.4 presents the responses for the three groups in our 
survey when asked the minimum ages at which males and females should be 
allowed to marry with parental consent. In line with mainstream Mormons 
and the non-LDS in our sample, polygamists believe men should not marry 
younger than 18. However, the polygamists in our sample said, on average, that 
women should be allowed to marry with parental consent at 16. While the most 
common response was 16 (34 percent of polygamists said 16), a majority of 
polygamists said 18 or older. There are certainly cases in which underage girls 
have been married to older men, but the polygamists in our survey generally 
refl ected the legal minimum age of marriage in most states.

TABLE 9.3. Percent Agreeing That Mormon 
Polygamists Are Christian

Group Disagree Neutral Agree N

Polygamists
 Females 16.7 5.6 77.8 28
 Males 17.4 10.9 71.7 18
LDS
 Females 22.7 27.5 49.9 706
 Males 15.0 17.4 67.6 592
Others
 Females 50.2 27.3 22.4 651
 Males 45.7 24.2 30.1 302
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Some of the data we collected in our survey confi rms that polygamists are 
authoritarian and obedient in their approach to religion, as discussed above. 
The survey asked respondents how strongly they agree/disagree with the fol-
lowing statement, “I am willing to do whatever the Lord wants me to do.” The 
results are presented in Table 9.5. The polygamists in the sample were, on aver-
age, more compliant to authority than the non-LDS others but about as authori-
tarian as the LDS respondents. Nearly 75 percent of the polygamists, both men 
and women, agree that they would do whatever the Lord wants them to do.87

Media characterizations of polygamists as patriarchal also warrant investi-
gation with data. We asked participants in our survey to indicate how strongly 
they agree with the statement, “Women and men should have different roles 
in society.” Both polygamists and LDS churchgoers endorse stricter gender 
roles than do our other respondents (see table 9.6). This is particularly true 
for polygamist men, indicating high degrees of patriarchy among polyga-
mists. Related to this, we also asked survey participants how polygamous par-
ents compared to monogamous parents as fathers and husbands (or mothers 
and wives) (e.g., “Compared to men in monogamous marriages, polygamous 
fathers are____attentive to their children.”). Response options included “more,” 
“equally,” or “less.” As shown in table 9.7, the non-polygamists tend to think 
that  polygamists—especially polygamist men—are not particularly attentive to 

TABLE 9.5. Percent Agreeing to “Do Whatever the Lord Wants”

Group Disagree Neutral Agree N

Polygamists
Females 27.8 0.0 72.2 28
Males 17.4 2.2 80.4 18

LDS
Females 8.6 9.4 82.0 722
Males 14.7 11.1 74.2 597

Others
Females 32.2 14.4 53.4 665
Males 37.4 14.4 48.2 313

TABLE 9.4. Minimum Age for Marriage with Parental Consent

Minimum for Men Minimum for Women

Mean SD Mode Mean SD Mode

Polygamists 17.3 3.3 18 16.8 3.6 16
LDS 18.2 1.9 18 17.9 1.9 18
Others 18.3 2.5 18 18.1 2.5 18
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TABLE 9.6. Percent Agreeing That Women and Men Should 
Have Different Roles in Society

Group Disagree Neutral Agree N

Polygamists
Females 17.9 35.7 46.4 28
Males 11.1 16.7 72.2 18

LDS
Females 33.1 24.1 42.8 717
Males 20.7 24.9 54.4 594

Others
Females 54.8 21.4 23.8 660
Males 44.6 24.0 31.4 312

TABLE 9.7. Belief that Polygamists Are More Attentive to Family 
Members Than Are Non-Polygamists

Responding Group More Equally Less N

Fathers’ Attentiveness Toward Children

Polygamists
Females 22.2 61.1 16.7 27
Males 20.0 60.0 20.0 18

LDS
Females 0.7 24.3 75.0 687
Males 3.3 29.5 67.2 570

Others
Females 2.5 28.8 68.7 643
Males 2.7 45.0 52.3 300

Husbands’ Attentiveness Toward Wives

Polygamists
Females 44.4 38.9 16.7 27
Males 37.8 40.0 22.2 18

LDS
Females 1.7 15.2 83.1 686
Males 4.9 23.6 71.4 567

Others
Females 3.4 17.5 79.1 640
Males 7.4 30.6 62.0 297

Mothers’ Attentiveness Toward Children

Polygamists
Females 66.7 27.8 5.6 27
Males 62.2 31.1 6.7 18

LDS
Females 19.9 58.1 22.0 685
Males 19.5 62.6 17.9 569

Others
Females 16.5 56.6 26.8 641
Males 17.4 58.2 24.4 299
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their family. Polygamists, however, see themselves more positively, illustrating 
the in-group–out-group bias discussed earlier.

In-group–out-group distinctions are also revealed in people’s responses 
to questions regarding teen autonomy. We asked our participants to indicate 
their level of agreement with the statements (asked separately for boys and 

Responding Group More Equally Less N

Wives’ Attentiveness Toward Husbands

Polygamists
Females 38.9 50.0 11.1 27
Males 46.7 40.0 13.3 18

LDS
Females 28.0 32.2 39.8 683
Males 21.9 39.0 39.2 567

Others
Females 29.4 27.7 42.8 642
Males 23.1 41.1 35.8 299

TABLE 9.8. Percent Agreeing That Teen Boys and Girls Can Leave Polygamy

Group Disagree Neutral Agree N

Boys Can Leave

Polygamists
Females 11.1 18.5 70.4 27
Males 11.1 11.1 77.8 18

LDS
Females 30.2 29.2 40.6 709
Males 24.5 30.2 45.3 579

Others
Females 30.7 28.5 40.8 655
Males 25.7 33.2 41.0 307

Girls Can Leave

Polygamists
Females 7.1 17.9 75.0 28
Males 11.1 11.1 77.8 18

LDS
Females 37.4 24.6 38.1 712
Males 36.4 26.3 37.3 582

Others
Females 30.6 26.2 43.1 656
Males 24.8 34.9 40.4 307

Source: author Nielsen
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girls), “Teen boys/girls who are raised with polygamous beliefs are able to leave 
the polygamous lifestyle.” Table 9.8 presents the results for our three groups 
divided by gender. The vast majority of polygamists assert that teens can leave 
a polygamous lifestyle, while non-polygamists are more skeptical of the claim, 
although close to 50 percent agree that they can. Polygamists may be authori-
tarian, and they may believe that leaving the group jeopardizes one’s salvation, 
but they generally claim to grant the ability to leave.

In sum, then, the polygamists in our sample were fairly authoritarian and 
patriarchal in their attitudes and religious practice, but they believe that mem-
bers of the group have autonomy. They also exhibit substantial in-group favor-
itism and bias, which is expected of groups with strict theologies that are living 
outside the mores of the broader society. The extent to which these patterns are 
refl ected in responses of FLDS churchgoers awaits additional data.

Conclusion

For the most part, the media coverage of the FLDS raid by major news outlets 
has not been particularly biased, but there are some areas where it has been 
uninformed and there are patterns that refl ect a number of social-psychological 
phenomena. The media has participated in the efforts of CPS to develop an 
injustice frame to justify the raid of the FLDS ranch and has supported that 
effort by highlighting the crimes and conviction of Warren Jeffs, potentially 
prejudicing readers in the process. However, the media has also served as a 
medium for the FLDS to develop their own injustice frame that presents the 
raid as a violation of civil rights.

Media reports we examined accurately described the FLDS as a sect and 
highlighted its in-group favoritism and out-group distrust. There has not been, 
however, a very clear or detailed discussion of the authoritarianism of the FLDS 
or why this is important to them. If anything, the media has raised concerns 
about the authoritarianism of the FLDS without recognizing its foundations in 
their theology.

Finally, the media have fallen prey to confi rmation bias on some issues; even 
journalists fi nd answers where they look for them. They also fi nd answers based 
on the available heuristics. This is evident in the comparison with the Branch 
Davidians and the assumption that a bed in the FLDS temple could only be used 
for consummating underage marriages. Neither assumption was supported by 
the evidence, and more compelling explanations exist but were not widely pre-
sented in the media. Applying social psychology to these reports paints a slightly 
different picture and offers a more nuanced understanding of a volatile situation.
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Power always sincerely, conscientiously, in good faith, believes itself 
right. Power always thinks it has a great soul and vast views, beyond 
the comprehension of the weak.

—John Adams, Letter to Thomas Jefferson, 
February 2, 1816

The initial raids by state authorities on the Fundamentalist Latter-Day 
Saint (FLDS) community in Short Creek, Arizona, in 1935 and 1944 
resulted in the arrest and imprisonment of 21 adults for violation 
of anti-polygamy laws; the 1953 raid resulted in the arrest of about 
160 adults, and, additionally, featured the seizure and placement into 
protective custody of 236 children (see chapter 1, this volume).1 These 
raids were all carried out with good law enforcement intentions 
which, by 1953, also stressed rescuing children from presumed 
conditions of domestic depravity perpetrated by polygamous adults.2 
The good intentions, but biased assumptions upon which they were 
based, quickly dissolved into calamitous actual consequences for both 
authorities and FLDS children, as recounted elsewhere in this 
volume. The majority of children taken from their homes in 1953

Chapter 10

Learning the Wrong Lessons: 
A Comparison of FLDS, 
Family International, and 
Branch Davidian 
Child-Protection Interventions

Gary Shepherd and Gordon Shepherd



238  social scientists examine polygamy

were kept in foster care arrangements for approximately two years, and some 
of the children were never returned to their parents.3 The negative impact of 
these state-compelled, parent-child ruptures was profound for individual fam-
ily members and for the FLDS community as a whole; bitter memories of the 
state’s action and its consequences have ever since assumed a prominent place 
in FLDS interpretations of themselves and their embattled relationship to the 
outside world.

An observation accompanying many reported news stories about the 
April 2008 removal of FLDS children from their Yearning For Zion Ranch 
homes in Eldorado, Texas, was that this was probably the largest single pro-
tective custody case in United States history, exceeding, in fact, the previous 
watermark established in the 1953 FLDS police raid. The actual number of 
children taken in the recent imbroglio was a point of contention, with Texas 
offi cials initially claiming that 467 of the individuals removed from the ranch 
were minors, then later acknowledging that at least 27 of this number were 
actually adults. Whatever the exact number of children may have been, how-
ever, it is rivaled by another publicly unpopular religious group that suffered 
forced, state removal of at least the same approximate number of their chil-
dren from community homes scattered around the world in the late 1980s 
and early 1990s. This group is The Family International (then, simply named 
The Family, and at an earlier time called The Children of God).4 Close to 500 
minor children under the age of 18 were removed from Family homes in fi ve 
different countries (Australia, France, Spain, Venezuela, and Argentina) over 
a period of four years (1989–1993) and placed in state protective custody for 
periods of time varying from several days to more than a year. All of these chil-
dren were subjected to varying degrees of physical and psychological exami-
nation by authorities (some of it quite severe) to detect evidence of presumed 
abuse. An additional 140 children in these and several other countries were 
also intensively examined during this same time period but were not placed 
into protective custody. Over 100 Family adults were incarcerated in these 
same countries for periods of time ranging between several days to more than 
three months.5

What was the net result of all these separate investigations following the ter-
rorizing of large numbers of children and adults, mass arrests, imprisonments, 
custody placements, invasive examinations, and breakup of households? Not a 
single case against Family adults was upheld in courts of law within the vari-
ous countries involved. Not one of the more than 600 children examined by 
doctors and psychologists in these countries was found to have been abused. In 
every country, in every case, parents and children were released from custody 
for lack of evidence and eventually reunited.



learning the wrong lessons  239

Superfi cially, the FLDS and Family International cases may seem quite 
 different. FLDS children were all removed in one batch, from one location, 
under the authority of one jurisdiction in the United States, whereas Family 
children were taken from a variety of home locations in multiple different coun-
tries over several years’ time. The raids against the FLDS and The Family Inter-
national, however, share several signifi cant, underlying characteristics. Indeed, 
these underlying characteristics overlap substantially with yet another Texas 
case—far better known and more tragic than either the FLDS or Family cases—
namely, the disastrous Waco, Texas, Branch Davidian episode that unfolded 
before the world’s eyes from February 28, 1993, to April 19 of that same year.6 
Four Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (BATF) agents and six Branch 
Davidian members died in a gun battle that erupted during a botched attempt 
by BATF to serve a warrant that prominently included charges of child abuse. 
Later, 21 Branch Davidian children and 53 adults suffered horrible, fi ery deaths 
during the assault carried out by FBI agents on their Mount Carmel home 51 
days after the initial clash. Another 21 Branch Davidian children, who were sur-
rendered to authorities by their parents during the siege of Mount Carmel prior 
to the fi nal tank and tear gas assault, were subsequently placed into state protec-
tive custody and eventually into the Texas foster care system.

No one died in either the FLDS or Family cases, and each of the three cases 
to be examined here differ in particular details. Nevertheless, the broad, under-
lying characteristics shared by all three groups include the following. First, 
each group was (and is) a small, heretical, apocalyptic Christian movement 
with a substantial history of outside opposition. Second, each group empha-
sizes some form of communal living arrangements as the preferred form of 
Christian living. Third, each group rejects the materialism, styles and fads, 
political machinations, and ordinary social involvements of the contemporary 
world. They all see themselves as a spiritually elect community, set apart and 
dedicated to serving God and bringing to pass the larger, “end-time” purposes 
of God’s plan for this earth, and they are therefore only marginally integrated 
in the larger societies where they reside. Fourth, each group is based on the 
claims of a prophet-founder and is subsequently guided by continuing pro-
phetic leadership claims beyond the death of the founder. Fifth, all three 
prophet founders of these groups introduced radical teachings and consequent 
practices, argued to be both biblically based and the product of modern-day rev-
elation, concerning marriage relations and sexuality. Sixth, the most damaging 
allegation leveled at all three groups by former members and self-proclaimed 
“cult experts” was that children were being subjected to sexual and physical 
abuse within their communal home environments. In each case, however, 
adequate physical evidence from the children and homes in question, prior to 
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the police raids, was lacking. Seventh, all three of these groups were widely and 
publically stigmatized as “cults” that posed a danger to both the larger com-
munity and to their own members.7 Successful application of the “dangerous 
cult” label in all three cases, with particular emphasis on the allegation of child 
abuse, was suffi cient to justify extraordinary, armed police intervention in the 
absence of any other confi rmed factual evidence. Concerted crusading efforts 
by disgruntled ex-group members, self-proclaimed “cult experts,” and mental 
health and social service professionals (abetted by the sensationalizing tenden-
cies of the mass media8) played a major role in interpreting and applying the 
cult label in all three cases.9

Elaboration of Religious and Social Characteristics Shared by 
Branch Davidian, Family, and FLDS Communities

Apocalyptic Movements

The Branch Davidians were and are a sectarian offshoot of Seventh-day Advent-
ism, with a nearly 80-year history of pursuing their version of Christian living 
while awaiting a fi ery end time of history in West-Central Texas. The Fam-
ily International is a 40-year-old Christian missionary movement, well into 
its third generation, that has no organizational ties to any denomination or 
other group, but works assiduously to save as many souls as possible prior 
to what they anticipate is the near appearance of the Anti-Christ in human 
affairs and the fi nal tribulations that humankind is then expected to endure 
before the return of Jesus. The FLDS Church, as recounted in other chapters 
of this volume, has an 80-year history as a sectarian offshoot of the Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints and justifi es its communitarian, polygamous 
lifestyle as necessary preparation for the second coming of Jesus in what are 
presumed to be the “latter days” of God’s grand plan.

Communal Living

The main body of Branch Davidians (approximately 135 people in 1993) all lived 
in one communal complex at the time of the Mount Carmel raid. (Small num-
bers of additional Branch Davidian affi liates lived in several other locations in 
the United States and around the world.) Family International members live in 
communal homes located in over 100 different countries, with an approximate 
minimum number of 10 persons and an approximate maximum number of 
35 persons living together in any one home. (The overall population of fully 
committed Family members worldwide has hovered around 10,000 for over a 
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decade.)10 As a satellite FLDS community, the Yearning for Zion (YFZ) Ranch 
consisted of multiple communal homes and other essential community build-
ings with a total population of approximately 800 people. (Most accepted esti-
mates of the total number of current FLDS members are approximately 10,000 
people, concentrated primarily in Colorado City, Arizona, and Hilldale, Utah.)

Worldly Rejection

Mount Carmel was located in a rural area approximately ten miles outside 
the nearest Waco, Texas, suburb. Although adult members often interacted 
with non-Davidian neighbors and even occasionally with authorities, the bulk 
of members’ time and activities, especially for children (who were home-
schooled), was focused in their own, semi-secluded community, where they 
could more readily carry out their religiously based lifestyle with less distrac-
tion and interference.

Likewise, Family International members have regular interactions with 
outsiders in the larger communities where they establish their communal 
homes, particularly as a consequence of their full-time missionary activities. 
However, they prefer, wherever possible, to fi nd homes that provide maximum 
privacy. They socialize or “fellowship” primarily among themselves, and they 
do not have conventional salaried jobs (depending instead on a wide range of 
fi nancial contributions and in-kind services). They watch only news and occa-
sional sports programs on television, create and enjoy their own music and 
other forms of entertainment, homeschool their children, and indeed birth 
their children at home with the help of midwives.

FLDS families similarly eschew frequent contact with outsiders and have 
developed a cooperative economic and social system to enhance self-suffi ciency 
and reduce dependency on outsiders. FLDS people living in other Western 
states do seek and have employment in nearby towns, but the residents of YFZ 
in Texas did not. FLDS parents living at the YFZ also homeschooled their chil-
dren. The YFZ itself, like Mount Carmel, is situated in the country, away from 
other population centers and is also fenced and gated.

Prophetic Leadership

The Branch Davidians grew out of the biblical interpretations and personal 
claims to spiritual guidance of Victor Houteff beginning in 1929.11 Following 
two previous successors to Houteff, a young but scripturally impressive Ver-
non Howell, subsequently self-proclaimed as David Koresh—a biblically based 
messiah for the end-time12—assumed prophetic authority in 1987.
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The Family International’s fi rst incarnation as The Children of God was the 
result of revolutionary messages preached by a former Missionary Alliance minis-
ter, David Berg, to young American hippies in the late 1960s. Berg subsequently 
also proclaimed himself God’s end-time prophet and established a worldwide 
following of primarily young Christian evangelists who continue to be directed in 
their endeavors through a complex system of prophetic revelations perfected by 
Berg’s successors—his widow Maria and her now-husband Peter.13

Warren Jeffs, the current (albeit imprisoned) prophet of the FLDS Church, 
is seen by his followers as the latest in a chain of earlier prophet-leaders that 
eventually merges with the prophetic line of succession claimed by the main 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints that stretches back to the founder 
of Mormonism, Joseph Smith, in 1830.14 Smith claimed direct revelations from 
God and Jesus Christ to restore true Christianity to the earth again following a 
long historical period of corruption and lost priesthood authority.15

Radical Marriage and Sexual Practices

David Koresh, in his self-proclaimed role of end-time messiah, claimed exclu-
sive sexual rights to the women among his immediate followers. These rights 
were based on his interpretation of biblical prophecy that required him to sire 
a divinely appointed cohort of children, who would subsequently constitute a 
new ruling “House of David.”16

David Berg emphasized the primacy of the Law of Love, which he extended 
into the realm of sexual relationships. Concomitantly, he also introduced the 
“one wife” doctrine, which promoted sexual sharing among non-married Fam-
ily adults, and the practice of “fl irty fi shing,” which featured the employment 
of sexual favors by Family women as a technique to attract unsaved or non-
Christian males in order to witness to them of Jesus’ saving love.17

Finally, Joseph Smith instituted a variant of the ancient Hebrews’ practice 
of polygamy among his closest followers as a requirement for ascension to ulti-
mate celestial blessings. It was the offi cial renunciation of polygamy in 1890 by 
Mormon leaders that caused the FLDS schism from the LDS mother church. 
FLDS prophets up to Warren Jeffs have continued to teach the religious neces-
sity of polygamy, encouraged and sanctioned its practice for FLDS followers, 
and practiced it themselves.

Child Abuse Allegations

Although illegal fi rearms manufacture was nominally the primary concern of 
the BATF, child abuse was the fi rst charge listed on the warrant that BATF 
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attempted to serve on the Branch Davidians (even though such a charge fell 
outside BATF’s legal mandate to investigate). This charge also appears to have 
been the decisive factor in persuading Attorney General Janet Reno to autho-
rize the FBI’s subsequent military operations.18 The one constant charge in all 
the police raids on Family homes around the world was also child abuse. All 
of the 600-plus Family children taken from their homes or involved in offi cial 
investigations were, in each country, subjected to almost immediate physical 
and psychological testing by doctors and psychologists to discover the expected 
evidence of abuse. Allegations of FLDS child abuse are primarily connected to 
marriage of underage girls as plural wives to older men. These allegations are 
elaborated upon elsewhere in this volume (see, e.g., chapter 8); they were, of 
course, the necessary and suffi cient justifi cation by Texas authorities for the 
removal of all minor children from their YFZ homes.

Stigmatizing Cult Label

The miniscule Branch Davidian group fi rst came to the attention of federal 
authorities—as well as to the attention of the media and general public—
through allegations of criminal activity made by former Australian members 
(led by Marc Breault, a leadership rival of David Koresh) to the now-defunct 
Cult Awareness Network (CAN).19 CAN affi liates, including especially “depro-
grammer” Rick Ross, in turn contacted the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and 
Firearms (BATF) and then later provided “expert” advice to FBI authorities 
who had supplanted the BATF and conducted the subsequent siege of Mount 
Carmel following the reckless BATF attempt to serve a search warrant through 
armed force. This military intervention into a small religious community in 
rural Texas ignited enormous media coverage from all over the world for over 
50 days.

CAN was also infl uential in encouraging and providing aid to a small core 
of embittered ex-Family members in the United States and networking with 
other anti-cult organizations (such as FREECOG in the United States, the 
Association for the Defense of the Family and the Individual in France, Asso-
ciación Pro Juventud in Spain, and the Fundación SPES in Argentina) and with 
former Family members and relatives of continuing Family members in the 
United States, Europe, and South America. All of the child sexual and physi-
cal abuse charges pressed by authorities around the world were predicated on 
informant claims and copies of old, quasi-pornographic materials published 
and videotaped by The Family prior to its abandonment of “fl irty fi shing” and 
its support of several types of adult-with-minor sexual activity in the late 1970s 
to mid-1980s. Former members and local “cult experts” in every country where 
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raids against Family homes occurred were routinely interviewed by media 
 representatives before, during, and after the raids to provide an alternately hor-
rifi ed and titillated public with insider insights into the putative perversions of 
cult life.

The more recent and massive media coverage of the FLDS raid by Texas 
Rangers and offi cials of Texas Child Protective Services has made the charges 
of forced, underage, polygamous marriages of young females (and the atten-
dant felony charges of statutory rape) well-known. It is also well-known that 
the specifi c allegations of abuse that triggered the initial raid were the fi cti-
tious products of a hoax caller who had no actual connection with the FLDS. 
Finally, as in both the Branch Davidian and Family International cases, allega-
tions of sexual child abuse by the FLDS were most tellingly and persuasively 
made by ex-FLDS members. Several of these ex-member critics were authors 
of subsequently best-selling books about their lives as young polygamous 
wives and their eventual “escape from the cult.” They were interviewed repeat-
edly by newspaper and TV reporters20 while Texas authorities and courts tried 
for weeks to sort out the evidence and decide what to do with the detained 
children.

To summarize: all three groups were subjected to armed police interven-
tions into their communities based on criminal allegations that emphasized 
serious sexual abuse of children. These allegations were primarily bolstered by 
accounts of crusading ex-members and resulted in the removal of large num-
bers of children from their homes. These groups remain controversial apoca-
lyptic sects that live communally, reject worldly values, are somewhat socially 
isolated, advocate and practice unorthodox marriage and sexual relationships, 
are led by prophetic or charismatic authority structures, and have been publi-
cally stigmatized as cults.21

Summary of Police Raids and Subsequent Outcomes

The police raids mounted against these three groups—triggered and justifi ed 
by allegations of child abuse that seemed self-evidently plausible within pro-
jected cultic environments—resulted in a range of traumatic consequences. 
Most severe, of course, was the tragic fate of the Branch Davidians. In addi-
tion to the horrifi c deaths of 21 Branch Davidian children, 59 Branch David-
ian adults, including parents and grandparents, were also killed. The 12 adults 
who survived the fi nal FBI assault on Mount Carmel were immediately placed 
under arrest, convicted on various charges of using illegal fi rearms and aid-
ing and abetting voluntary manslaughter, and eventually served prison terms 
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ranging from 3 to 14 years. The surviving children stayed in foster care until 
age 18.

The assault on the Branch Davidians by BATF and FBI agents was far dif-
ferent in execution, resultant violence, and fi nal outcomes than the police raids 
on Family and FLDS homes, which, in fact, were quite similar to each other in 
execution and outcomes. The Branch Davidians were heavily armed and fully 
prepared to engage in self-defense against what they believed to be a biblically 
prophesized invading enemy.22 In contrast, The Family is explicitly passivist in 
both theology and lifestyle, and members have never physically resisted arrest 
or other actions taken against them by state authorities. The FLDS colony in 
Texas was also nonviolent in its response to the forced entry of heavily armed 
Rangers onto its property, even though FLDS theology is not committed to 
pacifi sm, and members do own fi rearms.

Descriptions and analysis of the FLDS raid are detailed in other chapters 
of this book. But because The Family International’s experience is not as well-
known in the United States, it is instructive to provide here additional summary 
details of several of the raids on Family homes in different countries in light 
of the similar FLDS experience in Texas. Offi cial investigations of Family com-
munal homes producing the most severe consequences—in Spain, Australia, 
France, and Argentina—culminated in large-scale military-style raids and were 
all the products of former Family members working with local anti-cult organi-
zations to bring various criminal allegations to the attention of local police and 
protective service agencies. Outcomes for the residents of the various Family 
homes raided were all traumatic but varied somewhat in severity. These four 
cases are summarized below.23

The relatively least traumatic of the four highlighted Family cases occurred 
in Barcelona, Spain, where offi cials removed 21 children from their communal 
Family homes in July 1990 and arrested 10 adults on charges of infl icting men-
tal damage on their children, fraud, illegal association (as an alien religious 
sect), and operating an illegal school. The parents were not imprisoned while 
awaiting trial and were acquitted approximately a year later by the Barcelona 
Provincial Appeals Court, during which time, however, their children were 
detained in state custody. This decision was then appealed by local authori-
ties to both the Constitutional Court and the Supreme Court of Spain but was 
strongly rejected by both courts in October 1994.

Two years after the Barcelona raid (in May 1992), several Family homes in 
Melbourne and Sydney, Australia, were subjected to coordinated, large-scale 
pre-dawn raids by armed police and Department of Community Services per-
sonnel. Sixty-fi ve children were taken into state custody in Sydney and 56 chil-
dren in Melbourne, but parents and other Family adults were not arrested. 
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A children’s magistrate ordered the release of the Sydney children into the 
temporary custody of their parents within six days of the raids, and the Victoria 
Supreme Court ordered the same for all children taken in Melbourne. The 
children were administered various psychological tests and physical examina-
tions, but were generally handled more sensitively than were their counterparts 
in France and Argentina the following year. The children also were subjected 
to massive media attention and extensive court appearances while their cases 
were being adjudicated. Sensational court hearings to determine the validity of 
charges against parents, including charges of sexual and physical abuse of their 
children, received continual press coverage for six and a half months in Syd-
ney until a mediated settlement stayed the case for a year. The case was fi nally 
dismissed by the New South Wales Supreme Court in November 1993. Fam-
ily members subsequently initiated a civil suit for wrongful arrest and related 
damages that was ultimately resolved by the Supreme Court in their favor in 
1999 for a compensation of $1.7 million. Meanwhile, Health and Community 
Services in Melbourne rejected a mediation settlement of their case in 1992 
and instituted proceedings to regain custody of the children. This suit was 
fi nally settled nearly two years later in April 1994 at estimated costs to taxpay-
ers ranging between $2 and $10 million.

In France, approximately 200 heavily armed police broke down doors of 
several Family homes in the early morning hours of June 9, 1993, in the cit-
ies of Lyon and Éguilles. They dragged 50 adults from their beds into wait-
ing paddy wagons and hauled 90 children into state custody. A number of 
adults were beaten or otherwise suffered physical injuries during the arrest 
process.24 Adults and children alike were terrorized by the aggressive, threat-
ening behavior of police. When taken into custody, children were forced to 
submit to heavy-handed interrogations and harshly administered and degrad-
ing physical and psychological examinations.25 Nevertheless, fi nding no 
immediate evidence to support charges of child abuse, child prostitution, and 
failure to provide adequate physical and medical care for children, all of the 
adults in both cities were released from jail after two days. In Lyon, 33 children 
were released to the custody of their parents after being held for one week. 
All charges involving these children and their parents were dismissed by the 
Minor’s Court of Aix-en-Provence three months later and were not appealed 
by local authorities. In Éguilles, however, 47 children were held by the Depart-
ment of Social Services for 51 days before being returned to the temporary 
custody of their parents. And the criminal case against 15 parents was pursued 
for an additional fi ve years until the Tribunal de Grande Instance of Aix-en-
Provence acquitted the accused of all charges in January 1999. Even this deci-
sion was appealed by the French anti-cult organization Association for the 
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Defense of the Family and the Individual, but the appeal was rejected by the 
same court in February 1999.

Offi cials in South American countries were also aroused to action against 
alleged Family abuses, beginning with police raids on homes in Buenos Aires, 
Argentina, in 1989. These raids resulted in the arrest of 13 adults for two weeks 
on charges of corrupting minors and possession of illegal drugs, and the hold-
ing of 18 children in protective custody for over two months. This initial case 
was subsequently followed by ten additional investigations in Buenos Aires 
through 1993. Police raids and court cases were also conducted in Nieroli, Bra-
zil, in 1991 and Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, in 1992. Raids in Zulia, Venezuela, in 
1992 produced the house arrest of 15 adults for two months and the detention 
of 21 children for the same length of time. Criminal indictments and trials of 
ten adults took place in Lima, Peru, in 1990, followed by renewed police and 
social services investigations in 1993. Back in Argentina, police raids resulted 
in detained adults and forced examination of children in the city of Rosario, 
in 1992. As was true elsewhere around the world, all court cases and investi-
gations of Family alleged crimes in these countries eventually exonerated the 
accused.

But the single worst and most instructive case of the above South Ameri-
can examples began in Buenos Aires on September 1, 1993. Preceded by ten 
previous investigations of The Family in four years, and goaded forward by the 
crusading efforts of four former Family members sponsored by the U.S.–based 
Cult Awareness Network (CAN), federal judge Roberto Marquevich ordered a 
massive, early-morning police raid on fi ve Family Homes throughout the city. 
A total of 130 children were scooped up and placed in state custody, while 21 
Family adults were arrested and sent to dangerous, maximum-security prisons 
for both men and women.26 A laundry list of charges included corruption and 
prostitution of minors, forced involuntary servitude, illegitimate deprivation 
of freedom, withholding and concealing persons, illicit association, racial and 
religious discrimination, and possession and distribution of illegal drugs. The 
raids and resultant arrests garnered worldwide media attention, including news 
stories in the New York Times27 and coverage by all of the major U.S. television 
networks, featuring headlines and story lead-ins proclaiming the breakup of a 
vicious sex cult.28 While the case wound its way through the Argentine judicial 
system, Family children were subjected to repeated interrogations regarding 
their family life and psychological testing and interviews to determine emo-
tional and developmental impairment. They were also subjected to highly 
invasive medical examinations, with particular emphasis on gynecological 
examination of girls, to detect expected evidence of sexual assault.29 While Fam-
ily members were in custody, their fi ve homes in two different areas of Buenos 
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Aires were stripped of articles and possessions of value and then  vandalized 
while  supposedly under protective surveillance by police.

On December 13, 1993—three and a half months after the raids—the Fed-
eral Appeals Court of San Martin issued a stunning judgment that rejected all 
charges, berated offi cials for proceeding without valid evidence and for system-
atically violating the rights of Family members in a prejudicial manner. The 
court also declared Judge Marquevich to be incompetent to rule in the case, 
scorned the testimony of ex-Family members as false and incompatible with 
independently gathered evidence, and ordered the immediate release of Fam-
ily adults from prison and their children from state custody. The prosecutor’s 
offi ce subsequently appealed the ruling to the Supreme Court of Argentina, but 
the Supreme Court rejected this appeal in June 1995. Meanwhile, Judge Mar-
quevich was subjected to impeachment hearings in the Argentina Parliament 
on charges by the Buenos Aires Bar Association for improper performance 
of duties, abuse of authority, and false imprisonment of Family members. 
Nevertheless, virtually all non-Argentine nationals, constituting the majority 
of Family members, elected to leave Argentina for fear of future reprisals and 
sought refuge in Family homes located in the United States and other coun-
tries around the world.

Lessons to be Learned

What lessons can be derived from this review of state interventions to pro-
tect children from presumed adult abuse in the respective communities of the 
Branch Davidians, Family International, and Fundamentalist Latter-Day Saints? 
Based on the three cases reviewed, local, state, and federal offi cials appear to 
have thought and acted similarly in at least thirteen interconnected ways, sum-
marized below. We believe these constitute errors or negative-lessons of what 
should not be assumed or done. The fi rst three errors are generated by assump-
tions about various deviant groups that are perceived to be a problem for law-
abiding communities. Errors four through seven are founded on assumptions 
about religious “cults” in particular that reinforce the fi rst three assumption 
errors. Finally, errors eight through thirteen are action errors of both omission 
and commission.

Offi cials involved in each of the three reviewed instances presumably acted 
in varying degrees of good faith. But—prior to the raids they proposed, planned, 
and authorized—these offi cials all adopted the view that: (1) they were dealing 
with fraudulent, quasi-criminal groups, (2) that the leaders of these groups were 
controlling and exploiting their members for selfi sh purposes through physical 
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and emotional intimidation or through “brainwashing,” and (3) that the groups 
were in fact guilty of the allegations made against them, especially the allega-
tion of child abuse. These assumptions held by offi cials refl ect (4) widespread 
and strongly held public stereotypes about religious cults. Cult stereotypes are 
generally reinforced by (5) regular, sensationalized media accounts of various 
cultic group activities somewhere around the world and are specifi cally rein-
forced by (6) presumed accurate insider accounts provided by ex-members of 
the particular group in question (who frequently have personal grievances to 
settle or polemical or self-promotional purposes to pursue), and by the (7) opin-
ions and analyses of various entrepreneurial and self-proclaimed cult “experts,” 
who typically are sought to consult about the particular group in question.

One might reasonably suppose that most secular authorities, however jaded 
some may be, are at a minimum motivated to avoid costly decisions that have 
the potential to produce greater harm than good and thereby to refl ect badly 
on their judgment; that authorities would therefore not lightly employ armed 
force against citizens with the object of removing large numbers of children 
from the care of their parents. Nevertheless, in each of the three cases cited in 
this chapter, offi cials did exactly this without entertaining the possibility that 
(8) members and leaders of the targeted groups might actually be motivated 
by sincere religious convictions rather than conscious criminal intentions, and 
that (9) such religious commitment might require a different tactical approach 
in dealing with these groups. Offi cials also did not (10) seek more balanced 
information from scholars, who conduct actual research about the groups in 
question, and did not (11) seek information about or refl ect carefully upon the 
history and outcomes of previous state-religious group confl icts of the same 
sort.30 Instead, offi cials proceeded with their raids (12) in the absence of unbi-
ased, verifi able evidence and (13) willingly suspended the application of normal 
legal procedures in so doing.

Unfortunately, the results of these raids have not substantiated the rea-
sons for making them and seriously call into question the judgment of offi cials 
responsible for them. Post hoc evidence regarding allegations of Branch David-
ian child abuse is, at best, ambiguous31 and is grotesquely disproportionate to 
the loss of life, suffering, and other costs that ensued. Children of The Family 
International were traumatized by the raids infl icted on their homes but not 
saved from putative abuse, since none was found to have occurred, and all chil-
dren wound up being returned to their parents. Texas offi cials’ initial claims 
that 31 minor FLDS females living at the Yearning For Zion Ranch were found 
to be pregnant or already had babies—prima facie evidence of statutory rape 
if true—has subsequently been reduced to four girls, and the evidence with 
regard to these four is still legally disputed as of this writing (late March, 2010). 
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Meanwhile, all but one of the 440 children (not counting the additional 27 
females initially taken but then conceded to be adults) who were removed from 
their homes have been returned to the care of their parents.

Abuse of children, in all its ugly varieties, is without doubt an enormous, 
shameful, and vexing social problem throughout the entire world. It occurs in 
varying degree within every substantial group and population and is fostered 
by a wide range of psychological, social, cultural, and economic conditions. It 
has no doubt also occurred, in individual instances, within the Branch David-
ian, Family International, and FLDS communities as well. But allegations 
of wholesale, criminally motivated abuse is a tempting and easy charge to 
make against alien and marginalized groups. Because the potential conse-
quences of such allegations leveled against an entire community can be so 
devastating, responsible authorities have a profound obligation to investigate 
thoroughly and impartially and to weigh carefully the costs versus benefi ts 
of massive coercive intervention before committing agencies of the state to 
irrevocable action.

The thirteen errors identifi ed above—which were consistently perpetuated 
by authorities in dealing with the Branch Davidians, The Family International, 
and the Fundamentalist Latter-Day Saints in lieu of thorough, impartial inves-
tigation and proportionate response—may all be examined for their logical 
opposites in order to glean a set of positive lessons for future state-religious 
group confl icts involving allegations of child abuse. Similar suggestions have 
been made much earlier, most notably in the aftermath of the Branch Davidian 
disaster. Salt Lake Tribune reporter Brooke Adams, who specializes in cover-
ing polygamy news and was in Texas precisely to cover developments in the 
FLDS child custody case, made this discovery for herself when she picked up a 
1995 copy of Armageddon in Waco: Critical Perspectives on the Branch Davidian 

Confl ict, edited by sociologist Stuart Wright.32 Adams read an apropos chap-
ter entitled “Babies Were Being Beaten: Exploring Child Abuse Allegations at 
Ranch Apocalypse,” by sociologists Christopher Ellison and John Bartkowski. 
At the conclusion of a careful analysis of the issues and events involved, Ellison 
and Bartkowski proposed a useful set of policy recommendations designed to 
“avoid future disasters like the confl ict at Mt. Carmel.” Adams correctly per-
ceived that these recommendations could very well have been applied to the 
FLDS situation. We see them as complementary, positive supplements to the 
negative lessons we have summarized above and are as follows:

 Authorities and media representatives should investigate carefully the 
complex process of claims-making surrounding marginal religious 
groups and their child-rearing practices. When assessing competing 
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claims, it is important to link confl icting accounts about the group to 
the divergent ideological, psycho-logical, and material interests and 
agendas of the adversarial parties.

  “Child abuse” should be defi ned very carefully, so as to avoid loose 
and ideologically laden uses of the stigmatizing label. Children who 
are physically punished, or raised in an unusual set of circumstances 
(e.g., communally) are not necessarily being abused by their 
caregivers.

  Authorities who must adjudicate the various claims and 
counterclaims about marginal religious groups should solicit and take 
seriously the input of social scientists who are familiar with the 
theology, history, and collective dynamics of such groups . . . . Child 
abuse allegations often turn out to be inaccurate for various reasons, 
and a substantial proportion of such allegations emerge from child 
custody battles or from other intrafamily or intragroup confl icts.

  At each step in the investigative process, it must be the responsibility 
of authorities to weigh carefully the tradeoffs between the preservation 
of religious liberty for minority religious groups and welfare of the 
children. They must avoid taking steps which [are likely to] jeopardize 
the physical or emotional well-being of the youngsters.33

Regrettably, this most recent episode in Texas involving FLDS children shows 
that none of the above listed suggestions has been heeded at all. Authorities are 
therefore tragically repeating the same mistakes that a more careful scrutiny 
of ample historical lessons could help them avoid or at least mitigate. Perhaps 
the comparisons offered in this chapter, along with the more specifi c focus on 
the FLDS experience throughout the rest of this volume, will make some small 
contribution toward increasing both offi cial and public understanding of these 
lessons.
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The removal of the more than 400 children from the Yearning for 
Zion Ranch (YFZ) of the Fundamentalist Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter Day Saints (FLDS) in April 2008 by Child Protective Services 
(CPS) of the State of Texas was vigorously defended by CPS and 
emphatically opposed by the FLDS, with all sides expressing 
considerable emotion. CPS issued a series of public statements 
saying that the intervention was necessary because middle-aged 
polygamous men at YFZ were forcing underage girls as young as 
thirteen into polygamous relationships.1 CPS stated that this was 
child abuse, statutory rape, and resulted in early and frequent 
childbearing. CPS also alleged that even very young girls were being 
abused because they were taught to enter such relationships and the 
boys were groomed to be perpetrators of such abuse. The FLDS 
parents defended themselves by making public statements that they 
loved their children and that their children loved them and had never 
been abused. They asserted that marriages were both consensual and 
formed at appropriate ages. The FLDS alleged that CPS was 
persecuting them because of their religion, had ignored due process, 
violated human rights, and abused the children by separating them 
from their parents.

Chapter 11
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Although these contradictory and competing messages of abuse, under-
age sex, parental love, polygamy, rape, coercion, and violation of human rights 
dominated the news, another discourse was also heard. This was a discussion 
of a confl ict between a backward, out-of-date group, with the attributes of a 
tribe in Africa or Asia, coming into confl ict with the modern, civilized, and 
enlightened state of Texas. It was portrayed not just as a story in a small Texas 
town of claims and counterclaims of abuse, rape, human rights violations, 
underage sex, polygamy, and religious persecution, but a grand narrative of 
civilizational confl ict between the forces of backwardness and those of moder-
nity and enlightenment.

In this chapter I focus on this discourse of backwardness and modernity, 
of Africans, Asians, and Americans, and how it was important in the inter-
pretation of the CPS-FLDS confrontation and may have played a role in the 
confrontation itself. I do so because for centuries the idea of development, with 
societies distributed along a continuum from backward to modern, has been 
infl uential, and Europeans and Americans have perceived themselves to be at 
the pinnacle of civilization and those with different customs to be less devel-
oped, backward, and even barbaric. Such worldviews have infl uenced many 
actions, including the colonization of much of the world by Europeans, the 
ways in which migrants to the United States were assimilated, and the efforts 
to “civilize” the native people of Africa, America, Asia, and Australia.

I place the 2008 CPS-FLDS confl ict within the context of the nineteenth-
century confrontation over the practice of polygamy between the United States 
government and the mainline Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (LDS) 
headquartered in Salt Lake City, Utah (often referred to as the Mormons). I 
discuss how nineteenth-century Mormon polygamy was seen as backward—
even barbarous—by the general American public and how this perceived back-
wardness played a major role in the vigorous and protracted campaign by the 
United States to terminate polygamy. The decision by the LDS Church to aban-
don polygamy in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and then to 
actively oppose it resulted in a schism within Mormonism, as several groups, 
including the FLDS, were established outside of and independent from the 
mainline LDS Church and continued the practice of polygamy because they 
believed that it remained a fundamental component of their religion.2 These 
polygamous groups—often called fundamentalist Mormons—became the 
focus of renewed campaigns in the middle of the twentieth century to elimi-
nate polygamy.

It is important to note that this chapter is not about the behavior of the 
FLDS people at the YFZ Ranch and whether or not they were guilty of the 
charges made against them in the Texas raid. This chapter is also not about 
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whether the raid itself and the behavior of the Texas CPS during and after the 
raid were appropriate and justifi ed. The chapter is also not about my own views 
and opinions about the morality or acceptability of polygamy versus monog-
amy, about the proper legal age for sex or marriage, or about the requirements 
for consent in marriage. I do not offer my own opinions about these topics and 
leave them to the analyses and opinions of others.

Instead, I discuss how the ideas of modernity, backwardness, development, 
and progress have been used in the United States and elsewhere for centuries 
to evaluate people and family life and to motivate and justify public actions and 
policies toward certain family attributes and the people who follow them. I also 
discuss how a range of people and institutions—from the U.S. Supreme Court 
to American public opinion—view marriage timing, consent, and polygamy.

I begin with a discussion of the discourse of modernity and backward-
ness as it was used by the media to describe the confrontation that exploded 
in Eldorado, Texas. I then discuss the origins of this developmental discourse 
and its relevance to arguments and public policy around the world concerning 
polygamy, age at marriage, and marital consent. The next section of the chapter 
addresses the historical confl ict between Mormonism and mainstream Amer-
ica over polygamy and related matters. I then return to the issues of modernity, 
backwardness, the Texas Raid, and public opinion concerning polygamy and 
young age at marriage.

The Discourse about the Confrontation of Modernity and 
Backwardness in Texas

The theme of modernity versus backwardness, of foreign culture versus Amer-
ican society, presented itself in the media coverage of the CPS-FLDS confl ict 
in many forms. I provide several examples of this developmental discourse in 
the following paragraphs, with my goal being to illustrate the use of this type 
of discourse by the media. I make no evaluation of the validity of the various 
arguments presented in the examples provided.

One reporter, writing in a local Texas paper, noted that the news media 
“largely focused on the sensational aspects of the ‘outsider’ FLDS culture . . . often 
it seemed, with the zeal of some 19th and 20th Century anthropologists who’d 
discovered a ‘lost’ civilization in the South Pacifi c”.3 Similarly, an interviewer 
on National Public Radio began his interview with a guest by saying that “The 
FLDS community has been described as something like a tribe in Papua New 
Guinea that is untouched by the modern world.” He then asked, “Are they 
really living in the middle of the eighteenth century?”4
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The Philadelphia Inquirer, in an attempt to give some historical perspective 
on the events in Texas, reported that nineteenth-century Americans coupled 
polygamy with slavery and condemned both as the “twin relics of barbarism.” 
The Inquirer cited the U.S. Supreme Court in the same century as declaring that 
“Polygamy has always been odious among the northern and western nations 
of Europe, and, until the establishment of the Mormon Church, was almost 
exclusively a feature of the life of Asiatic and of African people.”5

In a similar vein, the Dallas Morning News cited a University of Texas law 
professor, Jack Sampson, as stating that “Religion does not give you the right 
to sacrifi ce virgins as the Aztecs used to do.”6 A St. Helena Star article observed 
that “The government [of Texas] knows it’s walking a thin line trying to bring 
the rule of law to an outdated tribal society.”7 And the Beehive Standard Weekly, 
a Western newspaper oriented toward mainline Mormons, asserted simply 
that “Most Americans do not agree with polygamy and think the FLDS is a 
backward, even oppressive religion and culture.”8

The theme of two worlds in collision dominated a Time article. On the 
one hand, the article described an “antique” people with a “bygone style . . . who 
have chosen to sit the last century out.” On the other hand, wrote the Time 
author, was the “21st century” and “modernity” with its “language of women’s 
rights, of the dignity and self-determination of children, of limits on the author-
ity of fathers—and even on the authority of prophets.” The author suggested 
that these two colliding worlds were so different that “it was as if no common 
language existed.”9

This theme also played out in other venues, with the Houston Chronicle 
suggesting that the FLDS women dressed in such a way that “they seemed 
visions from another age.”10 The Daily Trojan, the student newspaper at the 
University of Southern California, suggested that the children separated from 
their parents “would have to leave everything they know and enter an alien 
world of modernity that could possibly give them their most traumatic experi-
ence yet.”11

The New York Times wrote that “Watching the polygamists in West Texas 
come into the sunlight of the 21st century has been jarring, making you feel 
like a voyeur of some weird historical episode.” The article said that it makes 
one “wonder: who opened the time capsule?” The Texas FLDS “gave us all a 
glimpse into what a religion was like before it took on the patina of time—with 
the statues, murals and polished narratives.” The article went on to assert that 
“What you see in Texas—in small part—is a look back at some of the behavior 
of Mormonism’s founding fathers.”12

The theme of modernity and backwardness was also evident in a response 
to the New York Times article by the mainline LDS (Mormon) Church that had 
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earlier initiated a public relations campaign to convince people that the FLDS 
in Texas had nothing to do with the LDS. The LDS Church did not dispute 
the fact that Mormons in the nineteenth century practiced polygamy, but it 
did try to distance nineteenth-century Mormonism from the charge of back-
wardness and to associate it with modernity. The LDS posting asserted that in 
contrast to today’s FLDS, the LDS in the nineteenth century were modern as 
they “strived to move apace with the rapid demands and changes of life and 
sought to embrace modernity, not thwart it. They sought to take advantage of 
the ideas and innovations of modern life.”13 In essence, the LDS Church tried 
to legitimize its nineteenth-century ancestors by asserting that they were mod-
ern rather than backward polygamists.

The theme of backwardness emerged in a very different way in a letter 
to the editor of the San Angelo Standard-Times located in Texas. The author, 
like others, made a connection between modernity and backwardness and the 
events in Texas, but indicated that it may be the State of Texas that was back-
ward—or in danger of becoming backwards—because it did not adhere to the 
principles of freedom and the protection of human rights. She stated that “We 
must all protest this type of gestapo action. We are not a third world country, 
but if we allow this to happen we are on our way.”14

I now turn to a discussion of the origins of this developmental discourse 
about backward and modern places and about Asia, Africa, and the Aztecs. My 
goal is to show how this discourse is related to the topics of polygamy, age at 
marriage and sexual initiation, consent in marriage, and the interpretation of 
the confrontation between the FLDS and the State of Texas.

The Developmental Paradigm and Reading History and the 
Future Sideways

I begin with the developmental paradigm, a model of social change that can 
be traced back to Greek and Roman times and was important through most of 
Christian history. The developmental paradigm dominated much thinking in 
Europe and America from the Enlightenment of the 1600s and 1700s to the 
present.

The developmental paradigm suggests that all societies progress through 
the same natural, universal, and necessary stages of development.15 Although 
there were differences in perceptions about the exact stages of development 
and even in the number of stages, many authors reduced the developmental 
continuum to two, three, or four broad stages, with the three-step model from 
savagery to barbarism to civilization being particularly prevalent. In addition 
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to progress along this developmental trajectory, this framework suggested that 
societies could regress and move backward.

The speed of advancement was believed to vary, so that at any one point 
in time, societies at different developmental levels could be observed. That is, 
societies believed to be at the various stages of development from the lowest to 
the highest were believed to exist at the same time point.

The northwest European proponents of this developmental paradigm reg-
ularly placed their region (and its overseas diaspora) at the pinnacle of societal 
development.16 This undoubtedly resulted partly from ethnocentrism, but also 
because of the military and economic might of northwest Europe at the time.17 
Societies least like northwest Europe were designated by these observers to be 
the least developed.18 Occupying the lowest positions on such developmental 
ladders were certain indigenous populations of Asia, Africa, the Americas, and 
Australia. Other societies were arrayed at various stages between the least and 
the most developed.

Many people from the 1600s through the 1800s were interested in describ-
ing the specifi c changes that occurred at the various stages along this perceived 
uniform developmental trajectory. By placing contemporary societies at different 
levels of development, they believed that they could record the history of societal 
development by shifting their attention serially from what they believed to be 
the least through the most developed societies. With this conceptual model, it 
was possible for scholars to claim that at some time in the past the most devel-
oped nations—believed to be those in northwest Europe and in the northwest 
European diaspora—had been like their less developed contemporaries.19 With 
this assumption scholars believed that they could use data from what they per-
ceived to be less developed countries as substitutes for data about the pasts of 
societies such as northwest Europe that they perceived as more developed. They 
described the trajectory of development by beginning with what they thought of 
as the “very young” indigenous societies of Africa, America, or Australia, then 
progressed through the societies of Asia, then to the societies of central and 
eastern Europe, and fi nally to the most “mature” regions of Northwest Europe 
and North America. I refer to this use of cross-sectional data to make historical 
conclusions as “reading history sideways” and have shown elsewhere how it was 
used extensively by scholars in the 1700s and 1800s.20

This model also provided a way of reading the future sideways for the 
people outside the West. This was possible for the practitioners of the model 
because the West provided a concrete model for change. If the people of the 
non-West developed and progressed, they would become like the West. Thus, 
the developmental model and cross-cultural data provided a means for under-
standing and predicting the future for those outside the West.



the international fight against barbarism  265

Views of Marriage and Marriage Change from Reading History 
Sideways

Observers have documented a remarkable variety of marriage and social 
patterns in the societies they have studied around the world.21 The variations 
in these patterns have existed both across regions and within regions, and even 
within specifi c countries. Despite the substantial within-region differences 
observed in both northwest Europe and in other geographical regions, schol-
ars have observed that, in general, the social, family, and marriage patterns of 
northwest Europe were very different from those in many other parts of the 
world.22 They found many societies outside northwest Europe where personal 
autonomy and freedom were limited. They also found societies where polyg-
amy was common, and where marriage was frequently universal and often 
contracted at a young age, sometimes even in infancy. Arranged marriages 
were common in many of these societies, often with the new wife and hus-
band having very little, if any, say in the choice of spouse and with little or no 
opportunity for affection and courtship before marriage. They also had gender 
relationships within marriage that the scholars of the day interpreted as refl ect-
ing low status of women. The marriage and family systems of these societies 
seemed strange to Western observers, but were understood and endorsed by 
people living in these societies as normal and proper.

Western observers have generally characterized such marriage systems as 
traditional, less modern, or less developed. Some of these attributes, such as 
polygamy, child marriage, and marriages arranged entirely by parents, were 
sometimes even labeled as savage or barbaric.

By contrast, personal autonomy and freedom in northwest European soci-
eties were observed to be more extensive than in many other countries around 
the world. Also, in northwest Europe the marriage system was monogamous, 
with the mate-selection process largely residing with the prospective wife and 
husband. These societies also had less universal marriage, most marriages 
occurred to mature women and men, and there was extensive affection and 
couple autonomy in the mate-selection process. Scholars of the era also per-
ceived women’s status within marriage as higher in northwest European soci-
eties. The marriage attributes of northwest Europe were generally characterized 
as modern or developed.

With the developmental paradigm and “reading history sideways” meth-
odology, it was easy for generations of observers to believe that the process 
of development transformed social, family, and marriage patterns from the 
traditional or backward ones perceived by them to exist outside of northwest 
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Europe to the developed patterns within northwest Europe. They believed that, 
sometime before they wrote in the 1700s and 1800s, there had been a great 
transition that had changed European marriages and families from being like 
the traditional world outside of northwest Europe to being like the modern 
families of northwest Europe.23

Low and controlled marital fertility was not included in the original con-
ceptualization of modern families in the 1700s and early 1800s. However, the 
decline of fertility in the late 1800s and early 1900s in northwest Europe and 
its overseas diaspora, along with continuing high fertility in other regions, 
brought low and controlled fertility into the modern family package. This also 
defi ned high and uncontrolled fertility as traditional or backward.

This developmental model of cross-national differences provided much 
more than a description of history. It also provided a theory for the changes 
observed from reading history sideways. The dominant theory of the era was 
that the modern society in northwestern Europe, with its extensive technol-
ogy, wealth, cities, education, and military power, was the cause of its modern 
marriage patterns. An alternate minority view was that the modern marriage 
system was an exogenous causal force producing a modern society. That is, 
such things as monogamy, marriages arranged by the couple, and an older age 
at marriage were seen as factors helping to produce the modern or developed 
societies of northwest Europe. Both theories, of course, indicated that tradi-
tional marriages were not compatible with modern societies; either modern 
societies transformed traditional marriage, or modern marriage was necessary 
for the creation of modern societies.

A Developmental Cross-Cultural Model for Evaluation 
and Public Policy

Important for understanding the role of this model in public policies concerning 
polygamy and young and arranged marriage is the fact that this developmental 
model of cross-cultural variation went far beyond providing descriptions and 
theories of historical change in northwest Europe. It also provided a framework 
of ideals for the evaluation of society and family structure—that is, a value sys-
tem. I do not present these arguments about developmental ideals and values 
as my own values and beliefs, but as the values and beliefs that are derived from 
the developmental model and its implementation with cross-sectional data. In 
addition, the point is not whether the beliefs expressed in these propositions 
are true or false, or whether the values expressed are good or bad. The point 
is that these propositions provide a system of beliefs and values that can guide 
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and motivate a broad array of family behaviors and relationships. Acceptance 
or rejection of these propositions can infl uence how people lead their lives and 
how governments and the larger public act toward various marriage forms.

The society and marriage patterns of northwest Europe were not only 
labeled as modern but as enlightened, civilized, and progressive. This model of 
values also specifi es attributes defi ned as modern to be desirable and to be sup-
ported. Societies and marriage patterns elsewhere were defi ned as traditional—
and sometimes as even backward or uncivilized. As such, these societies and 
marriage patterns were also specifi ed as undesirable and to be opposed.

More specifi cally, this framework defi nes the marriage attributes of monog-
amy, mature marriage, self-selection of spouses, high status of women, and low 
and controlled fertility as modern, good, and to be supported and sought after. 
On the other end of the developmental continuum, polygamy, child marriage, 
parental control of marriage, low status of women, and high and uncontrolled 
fertility are defi ned as bad and to be avoided and opposed. In fact, the attributes 
of polygamy, child marriage, and parental control of marriage are often associ-
ated with even more odious and powerful words such as “backwardness” and 
“barbarity.” This labeling of many non-Western family traits such as polygamy, 
child marriage, and arranged marriage as bad by the developmental framework 
and its adherents occurred despite the fact that these dimensions of marriage 
and family life had been accepted, approved, and even encouraged in these 
non-Western societies for centuries.

Earlier, I noted that the developmental model of cross-national differences 
had produced a theory indicating that modern marriage and modern society 
are causally linked, with modern marriage causing a modern society and/or a 
modern society causing modern marriage. This theory was derived from the 
defi nition of both families and societies in northwest Europe as modern and 
the assumption that their joint occurrence in this region indicated a causal 
association between modern families and modern societies. This was trans-
lated into an action agenda where it was believed that the adoption of modern 
marriage patterns can help produce a modern society. That is, developmental 
thinking suggests that the adoption of modern marriage systems—including 
monogamy, mature marriage, and control over marriage by the prospective 
spouses—can make society richer and more advanced. The model also suggests 
that movement toward marriage forms seen as backward, such as polygamy, 
child marriage, and parental control of marriage, would make society poorer 
and more backward.

This developmental model also indicated that personal freedom and auton-
omy were attributes of developed societies and were desirable traits of society. 
In addition, the developmental model suggested that freedom and equality are 
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fundamental human rights.24 That is, all human beings have the right to make 
their own decisions and to choose their own way of life and that all human 
beings are inherently equal. These ideas of freedom and equality can be impor-
tant in the drive toward equal rights, respect, and opportunities for women. 
They can also play a role in shifting norms and laws in the direction of accep-
tance of divorce, premarital sex, unmarried cohabitation, child-bearing outside 
of marriage, abortion, and homosexual relations.

One might expect that the principle of freedom in marriage and fam-
ily matters that would make divorce, premarital sex, unmarried cohabitation, 
nonmarital childbearing, abortion, and homosexual relations more acceptable 
would also give individuals and groups additional freedom to have plural wives, 
marry when they wanted, and to have parents choose spouses. However, infl u-
ences in this direction are counterbalanced by the fact that parental choice of 
spouses directly contradicts individual freedom of spouse choice. Similarly, it 
can be argued that marriages before a certain age cannot involve the individual’s 
consent, as informed consent is impossible before that age. Of course, the age 
believed to permit free consent can vary across individuals and groups and can 
change with time.25 In addition, although it is possible to visualize multiple adult 
women freely choosing to be married to the same man, polygamous relation-
ships are often argued to be inherently unequal and oppressive to women—an 
argument that places them in direct contradiction to the principle of equality.

In addition, the use of developmental thinking and principles to restrict—
even repress—some forms of behavior in opposition to the ideals of indi-
vidual freedom was possible because certain principles of the developmental 
model, including progress itself, often had higher priority than freedom and 
social equality. Social actions in favor of perceived progress and in opposition 
to perceived backwardness could be sanctioned by developmental thinking, 
even if they in some fundamental way violated the principles of freedom and 
equality.

Opposition to perceived backwardness at the expense of freedom and 
equality was also facilitated by the belief that development and progress toward 
a better life were not inevitable outcomes because society could stagnate, or 
even fall backward. The history of Rome and Greece was believed by many 
to provide examples of substantial retrogression. There were also some who 
suggested that the perceived low level of development of Native Americans 
resulted from a signifi cant backward movement. This motivated many to be 
energetic in fi ghting against perceived backwardness or barbarism within the 
societies of northwest Europe and North America. This vigilance against great 
leaps backward and the return of barbarism often took precedence over the 
desire for individualism, independence, freedom, and equality.
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Applications of the Developmental Model for Evaluation and 
Public Policy

Over the past two centuries, and continuing to the present, many governments, 
institutions, and people have actively opposed several aspects of marriage seen 
as especially backward—even barbaric—including polygamy, child marriage, 
and parental control. Western conquerors, colonizers, and missionaries have 
been effective in spreading Western ideals characterized as modern around the 
non-Western world. As the custodians of both Christianity and civilization—
sometimes confounded as “Christian civilization”—western Europeans and 
their North American diaspora often perceived that it was their responsibility 
to spread Christianity and the civilization associated with it around the world.26 
In doing so, they believed they were both fulfi lling the command of God and 
raising others from backwardness and religious alienation from God to civiliza-
tion and communion with God’s church. Thus, they believed that by spreading 
their Christian civilization and its family and marriage forms they were not 
only serving God but those who were less fortunate.27

Western conquerors, colonizers, and missionaries were not the only ones 
opposing marriage and family practices seen as traditional and/or backward. In 
many places, post-colonial governments continued the modernizing mission 
and implemented reforms to oppose marriage practices they saw as tradition-
al.28 International organizations such as the United Nations, the international 
family planning movement, and the international women’s movement have 
also been activists in this cause.29 Opposition to marriage and family practices 
seen as traditional or backward also came from indigenous governments striv-
ing to avoid Western colonialism.30 And, in some places, such as China, the 
opposition emerged from revolutionary governments with the goal of develop-
ing their societies.31 Among the places where these family and marital patterns 
seen as traditional or backward have been actively opposed, even repressed, 
have been China, Japan, Thailand, Turkey, and many of the countries of Africa 
and Latin America.32

One observer, writing about Western infl uence in Africa in the early nine-
teenth century, stated that “Polygamy was regarded as an uncivilized institution, 
and therefore to be condemned out of hand. . . . The European consciousness of 
superiority to the African was a very marked feature of the period.”33 He went on 
to state, “The fact that polygamy was believed to be harmful to the moral character 
of the individual was considered suffi cient reason for condemning it.”34 Another 
observer of Africa wrote that “It is probable that . . . the actual ‘victims’ of customs 
which shock the outside world are often oblivious of their own grievances.”35
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At the same time that the United States in the 1800s and 1900s was expe-
riencing substantial campaigns to increase equality and independence in some 
dimensions of family relationships, other areas of individual and family life 
were being sharply curtailed. Most important in this regard were the efforts 
in the United States to control and modify individual and family behaviors 
identifi ed as especially backward, even barbaric.36 These included such family 
practices as very young marriage, arranged marriage, and polygamy.

The fi ght against perceived barbarism in the United States affected a sub-
stantial number of minority groups with family systems outside the main-
stream northwest European pattern. Perhaps most affected here were the 
Native Americans who, for centuries, were the targets of public and private 
efforts to eliminate what was perceived as savagism—something seen as even 
worse than barbarism—through the replacement of their social, economic, 
religious, cultural, and familial patterns through the process of civilization.37 
The mainstream northwest European society in America also made efforts to 
eliminate the perceived familial backwardness of the Oneida Community and 
immigrants from southern and eastern Europe—groups that were either ini-
tiating new experiments in family living or were maintaining their historical 
family patterns.38

Most relevant for the topic of this discussion is the American campaign of 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries to stamp out polygamy among the Mor-
mons. I now discuss the introduction of polygamy into Mormonism and how 
the discourse of modernity and backwardness was an important element in the 
efforts of the United States government to eliminate the practice.

Mormonism and Its Confl ict with Mainstream American Family 
Culture

Despite the widespread prejudice against polygamy, the practice was intro-
duced into the LDS or Mormon religion in the early 1800s, when it became 
a central element of the confrontation between Mormonism and the larger 
American society. The Mormon Church was established by Joseph Smith in 
upstate New York in 1830, mostly among northwest European migrants or their 
descendants. Smith and his followers later moved the new religion to Ohio, 
Missouri, and Illinois. An early innovation by Smith was the practice of plural 
marriage, or polygamy—a man marrying more than one wife.39 The practice 
was partially motivated and legitimated by the polygamy practiced by some of 
the patriarchs of the Old Testament. Smith recognized the strong opposition 
of the American community, including most Mormons, to polygamy and tried 
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to keep the practice of plural marriage secret and limited it to himself and his 
close associates.40

Although not publicly acknowledged, polygamy had become known among 
many Mormons in Illinois by the early 1840s, where it led to multiple fi ssures 
within the Mormon leadership.41 Opposition to the introduction of this ancient 
marital practice in America became suffi ciently energized in 1844 that a group 
of dissident Mormon leaders published a newspaper to expose to the larger 
population several practices of the Church, including polygamy. Smith and his 
associates then shut the paper down by destroying the press—an action that 
resulted in his arrest and eventual murder.

Brigham Young, who was also a polygamist, then became the leader of the 
LDS Church. Plural marriage increased under Young’s leadership, but Young 
recognized that Mormonism and its practice of polygamy would not be toler-
ated in Illinois, and in 1847 he led his followers to western North America.42 
Parts of this area became the Territory of Utah, and Young was appointed as 
the fi rst governor.

The Mormons in 1852 made an offi cial public announcement that polyg-
amy was an essential part of their religion.43 The American reaction to the 
announcement of Mormon polygamy was swift and strong. There were numer-
ous denunciations of the practice, and it was placed on the agenda for vigorous 
action to eliminate it. Mormon resistance to governmental actions was equally 
strong. The result was the meeting of irresistible force and unmovable object 
that escalated until it had become one of the largest internal confrontations 
ever managed by the United States government—certainly one against a reli-
gious organization.44

In 1856 the Republican Party placed in its national platform the desire 
to eliminate Mormon polygamy, declaring it to be one of the “twin relics of 
barbarism”—the other relic being chattel slavery.45 This theme of polygamy 
as a relic of barbarism continued across subsequent decades.46 Although the 
Republicans lost the 1856 election, the Democratic administration believed it 
was necessary to take action against the Mormons and in 1857 launched a mili-
tary expedition to Utah to relieve Young of his territorial governorship and to 
enforce federal authority in Utah.47 The Mormons initially resisted the United 
States Army with military force, but then accepted the presence of the army 
and the new territorial governor, although not budging on polygamy.48

In 1862, the fi rst federal legislation was passed against polygamy and was 
followed in the subsequent three decades by increasingly harsh and powerful 
legislation and enforcement techniques.49 By the end of the 1880s, the Ameri-
can crusade against polygamy had disincorporated the LDS Church, was plan-
ning to seize Church property, and was barring Mormons from the vote and 
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holding public offi ce. The crusade—labeled as “the raid” by Mormons—had 
also convicted more than a thousand people for polygamy, had disrupted large 
numbers of families, had jailed numerous women for refusing to provide testi-
mony, and had motivated many to fl ee the country or to go underground.

This campaign against polygamy in the United States achieved some suc-
cess in 1890 when the LDS Church announced that it was abandoning the 
practice.50 However, polygamous marriages continued to be performed with 
the sanction of the mainline LDS Church into the early 1900s, but were then 
completely abandoned by the mainline Church.51 Today, the mainline LDS 
Church vigorously espouses monogamy and actively disassociates itself from 
polygamy and polygamists.52 As noted earlier, this resulted in a schism within 
Mormonism, as several fundamentalist groups were established outside of 
and independent from the mainline LDS Church and continued polygamy as 
a fundamental component of their religion. Estimates of fundamentalist Mor-
mons associated with polygamy at the end of the twentieth century exceeded 
20,000.53 More recent estimates put the number at approximately 37,000.54 
These fundamentalist Mormons associated with polygamy include the FLDS 
and several other groups with beliefs, practices, and organizational structures 
that can vary substantially from each other and from the FLDS.55 The FLDS 
have historically been concentrated in the twin cities of Hildale and Colorado 
City on the Utah-Arizona border, but recently established the Yearning for 
Zion (YFZ) Ranch in Eldorado, Texas. (For a description of the various groups 
and their relationships, see also Janet Bennion’s chapters and the Hammon 
and Jankowiak chapter in this volume.) Though these groups all derive from 
the main LDS Church in Salt Lake City, none of them are acknowledged as 
LDS by the mainline LDS Church.

The American Arguments against Polygamy

The confrontation between Mormonism and the larger American public was 
heated, complex, and lengthy, as it extended over more than a half century and, 
in addition to polygamy, included several other social, political, and economic 
issues. These issues were intertwined, and all sides used multiple strategies 
and made numerous arguments, with the arguments about polygamy and 
associated family matters alone being numerous and complex.56 Consequently, 
I can summarize here only some of the main elements of the debate concern-
ing polygamy and related family issues and illustrate how developmental mod-
els and the fi ght against perceived barbarism played a central role.

The Mormon spokesmen in the nineteenth century argued vigorously and 
energetically that polygamy was a fundamental teaching of their religion that 
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was sanctioned by the deity. They also argued that their religion—including its 
sanction of polygamy—was protected by the freedom of religion clause of the 
Constitution. Furthermore, they suggested that polygamous unions in Mor-
monism were being made with the consent of the individuals involved, as dic-
tated by the historical marriage principles of Western societies.57 This meant, 
the nineteenth-century Mormons argued, that the government should desist in 
its efforts to eliminate polygamy.

The American public, political leaders, and courts in the nineteenth century 
accepted the Mormon claim that polygamy was a tenet of Mormon religion, but 
that was seen by them as a reason to disdain Mormonism itself.58 The freedom 
of religion clause in the U. S. Constitution was also recognized by Mormon-
ism’s opponents, but they argued that religious freedom did not sanction reli-
gious license. The government, they argued, had the right to outlaw immoral 
and repugnant religious behaviors—practices such as human sacrifi ce and the 
burning of widows upon the deaths of their husbands. Scholars, activists, and 
the United States Supreme Court categorized polygamy with these practices as 
barbaric and outside of Christian civilization, suggesting that it did not deserve 
the protection of the freedom of religion clause of the Constitution.59

Although the opponents of polygamy lumped polygamy together with 
human sacrifi ce and the killing of widows, they made no efforts to demonstrate 
with empirical evidence from Utah the damaging effects of polygamy on the 
lives of actual children, women, or men.60 In addition, when numerous women 
in Utah publicly pronounced their support of the practice, their appeals did 
not cause a rethinking of the crusade against polygamy but provided further 
evidence of how downtrodden and unenlightened the women of Utah were.61

The crusaders against Mormon polygamy legitimated and fueled their 
efforts by arguments from developmental history and the progress of human 
society.62 Scholars, politicians, and Supreme Court justices consistently uti-
lized the theories and doctrines of progress and development to justify their 
laws, judicial decisions, and enforcement practices. As Sarah Barringer Gor-
don63 stated:

Republican antipolygamists believed they were participating in the 
elimination of state-supported barbarisms. . . . Reformers were com-
mitted to the release of fetters on human progress, to the onward 
march of civilization through the purifi cation of marriage to protect 
and promote freedom, democracy, and equality—all in a constitu-
tional system that integrated Christianity and political liberty.

In this way the scholars, politicians, and judges of the era suggested 
that polygamy was an essential element of savagery and barbarism, while 
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monogamy was fundamental to civilized Christian society.64 As part of bar-
barism, polygamy was believed to be associated with slavery and the deg-
radation of women. Monogamy, on the other hand, was associated with 
enlightenment, democracy, and high status of women. In fact, Mormons 
were seen in as much need of enlightenment as the people of “darkest 
Africa.”65 In addition, Mormon polygamy was labeled as Asiatic or orien-
tal barbarism and was viewed not only as a threat to future advancement 
but as a force for the destruction of thousands of years of European prog-
ress.66 This threat to American civilization and progress was seen as serious 
enough that the president of the United States, Chester Arthur, declared 
that there was a governmental “duty of arraying against this barbarous sys-
tem all the power which under the Constitution and the law they can wield 
for its destruction.”67

The exercise of the principles that monogamy is good, that polygamy is 
bad, and that monogamy is causally related to progress and development can 
perhaps best be illustrated by several important court decisions.68 The initial 
United States Supreme Court decision in 1879 that set the foundation for all 
subsequent decisions ruled that “polygamy has always been odious among 
the northern and western nations of Europe, and, until the establishment of 
the Mormon Church, was almost exclusively a feature of the life of Asiatic 
and of African people.”69 Citing the statements of a contemporary scholar, 
Francis Lieber, the court stated that “Polygamy leads to the patriarchal prin-
ciple, and which, when applied to large communities, fetters the people in 
stationary despotism, while that principle cannot long exist in connection 
with monogamy.”

The Supreme Court had explicitly recognized the arguments of Lieber and 
drew extensively on his arguments. In more detailed statements than quoted 
by the Court, Lieber argued:

. . . monogamy is one of the elementary distinctions—historical and 
actual—between European and Asiatic humanity. It is one of the 
frames of our thoughts, and moulds of our feelings; it is a psycho-
logical condition of our jural consciousness, of our liberty, of our 
literature, of our aspirations, of our religious convictions, and of our 
domestic being and family relation, the foundation of all that is called 
polity. It is one of the pre-existing conditions of our existence as 
civilized white men, as much so as our being moral entities is a pre-
existing condition of the idea of law, or of the possibility of a revela-
tion. Strike it out, and you destroy our very being; and when we say 
our, we mean our race—a race which has its great and broad destiny, 
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a solemn aim in the great career of civilization, with which no one of 
us has any right to trifl e.70

In a similar way, the developmental model was invoked by a judge in Utah 
in 1884 in sentencing an important Mormon offi cial who had been convicted 
of polygamy and unlawful cohabitation—a case that Sarah Gordon71 asserts 
“marked the beginning of the Raid.” The judge, according to Gordon,72 stated 
that “The fi rst humans. . . . were promiscuous, until they had gradually pro-
gressed to polygamy, and fi nally to monogamy, which marked the transition 
from ‘barbarism and superstition to civilization.’ ”

In the Supreme Court case of 1890, which ultimately resulted in the main-
line Mormon Church decision to curtail polygamy, the Court ruled that polyg-
amy was “a crime against the laws, and abhorrent to the sentiments and feelings 
of the civilized world . . . [a] barbarous practice . . . a blot on our civilization.”73 
The Supreme Court stated further that “the organization of a community for 
the spread and practice of polygamy is, in a measure, a return to barbarism. It 
is contrary to the spirit of Christianity and of the civilization which Christian-
ity has produced in the Western world.” The Court stated that polygamy was 
not a religious right, just as human sacrifi ce and the practice of killing widows 
among Hindus were not religious rights. The Court further concluded that 
“the State has a perfect right to prohibit polygamy, and all other open offences 
against the enlightened sentiment of mankind.”

Arguments such as these rang out in the media and the halls of Congress 
throughout much of the late nineteenth century.74 The idea that the threat of 
Mormon polygamy to Western civilization justifi ed the violation of religious 
freedom and the rights of free choice was the overwhelmingly dominant view 
in America of the late 1800s.

I mentioned previously that the campaign against Mormon polygamy 
eventually led the mainline LDS Church and most of its followers to capitulate, 
but a substantial number of fundamentalist Mormons continued to practice 
polygamy and continued to be opposed by government agencies. In fact, raids 
on polygamists continued through the middle of the 20th century.75 Polygamy 
again became a judicial issue and reached the Supreme Court where the out-
come was the same as in the nineteenth century. Interestingly, the arguments 
of the majority of the Court replicated those of the nineteenth century, using 
very similar language from the long heritage of the developmental paradigm.76 
As detailed in Janet Bennion’s chapter in this volume, the FLDS in Texas are 
one of several groups of descendants—both physical and spiritual—of these 
early-twentieth-century fundamentalist Mormon holdouts who refused to give 
up the practice of polygamy as the mainline LDS Church had done.
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The Developmental Model, Backwardness, and the Texas Raid

I now return to the raid by the State of Texas on the Yearning for Zion Ranch 
and ask about the role of the developmental model and its value propositions 
in the raid and its subsequent interpretation and evaluation. My goal here is to 
consider how the developmental model and the worldview of modernity and 
backwardness may have infl uenced the offi cials in Texas, public opinion toward 
the raid and the FLDS, and the FLDS themselves. I present information about 
and from the FLDS that suggests the infl uence of the developmental model 
among them. I also discuss how the developmental model and worldview are 
widespread among the general population, both in America and elsewhere. 
However, I have not read or heard any discussion by the offi cials of the State 
of Texas themselves directly using the language of the developmental model 
and progress and backwardness. Consequently, I cannot show a direct use of 
the developmental model in the decisions of the Texas offi cials. Nevertheless, I 
will present some reasons why it is likely that the developmental model and its 
beliefs of backwardness and modernity would have been known and infl uential 
among government offi cials in Texas.

I have already documented the discussion in the media concerning the 
FLDS being from another age and another place and having backward practices 
in confl ict with the modern world. This was reinforced by frequent references 
to the FLDS women’s “prairie dresses,” a symbol that these people were from 
the nineteenth century or even earlier. This was also reinforced by the frequent 
references to the FLDS women’s distinctive hairdos, which were portrayed with 
a feeling of exoticism associated with strange and distant places. I hypothesize 
that such media portrayals refl ected a widespread acceptance of the develop-
mental model in American culture, and, in turn, helped to reinforce the ideas 
and their application to the FLDS.

As I have documented elsewhere, the developmental model has been 
widely understood and believed for centuries among the educated and elite 
around the world.77 My colleagues and I have also documented its widespread 
belief among ordinary people in such widely disparate populations as Argen-
tina, China, Egypt, Iran, Nepal, and, most importantly for our purposes, in the 
United States.78 This documentation of widespread belief in the model in the 
United States comes from national surveys of the American population con-
ducted in 2006 and 2007.79 This widespread distribution of the developmental 
model and its beliefs about backwardness and modernity supports the specula-
tion that the offi cials of the State of Texas were not immune to this model and 
its values and beliefs.
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I earlier discussed how the developmental worldview and its arguments 
of modernity and backwardness provided a main intellectual rationale for 
the worldwide campaigns against certain family practices. This, of course, 
includes the polygamy raids by the United States government against the 
Mormons during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. It is unlikely, 
although possible, that the worldviews and arguments supporting centuries 
of family campaigns around the world would have been unknown or without 
infl uence in Texas.

Although I cannot directly document the relevance of the developmental 
model and its values and beliefs for the decisions and actions of the Texas 
offi cials, I can point out that their stated rationale for the raid centered on two 
elements of marriage—young age and the lack of control by the prospective 
spouses—that have motivated marriage crusaders in the United States and 
elsewhere for centuries. In addition, it was well-known that the FLDS people 
on the YFZ Ranch were polygamists. Consequently, even if the CPS offi cials 
were unaware of the developmental model and the long history of crusades 
against polygamy, young marriage, and arranged marriage, they were clearly 
participants in the continuing action against these practices commonly per-
ceived as backward and contrary to modern civilization.

In considering the role of the developmental model and its views on back-
wardness and modernity in events and public opinion, it may be useful to men-
tion the expression of some of these same themes by a new anti-polygamy 
organization, Americans Against Abuses of Polygamy (AAAP), recently estab-
lished in Richardson, Texas.80 The homepage of AAAP begins with a welcome 
to viewers that states: “We are dedicated to informing the public about the 
truth of modern American polygamy, and the abuses, which are inherent to 
the cultural practice. Although we do not claim a particular party affi liation, we 
are proud to stand behind the ideals of the very fi rst Republican Party Platform, 
of 1856: ‘It is the duty of Congress to prohibit in the territories those twin relics of 

barbarism, polygamy, and slavery.’ Please join us in the effort to protect Amer-
ica’s women and children” (italics in original).81 Another page invites viewers 
to “Join the growing resistance to barbarism in America. Partner with AAAP 
to end the abuses of polygamy. . . .”82 On another page, the executive director 
of the organization invites people to support efforts “to keep polygamy illegal, 
as it should be in a civilized society.”83 Thus, the idea of an important confl ict 
between barbarism and civilization seems very much alive and energetic with 
this particular anti-polygamy group.

As I noted in the introduction, the FLDS launched a campaign after the 
Texas raid to infl uence public opinion about themselves and the raid. The 
FLDS parents told the public that they loved their children and would never 
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abuse them and that their children loved them and needed them. This message 
of loving and able parents was reinforced by reports from child-care workers 
who were involved with the parents and their children and who reported the 
FLDS to be loving parents and to have well-behaved and respectful children. In 
chapter 9 in this volume, Ryan Cragun and Michael Nielsen also discuss the 
“framing” of the issues by both the CPS and FLDS.

The public relations efforts of the FLDS also sent the message that the 
FLDS were not some exotic backward tribe in Africa or Asia or from the eigh-
teenth century. Instead, the FLDS demonstrated in many ways that they were 
knowledgeable members of the twenty-fi rst century—educated, articulate, and 
with educated and talented children. Furthermore, they demonstrated that 
many of them drove up-to-date sports utility vehicles and were sophisticated 
users of computers, the internet, and other electronic devices. In fact, it was 
reported that the FLDS use of cell phones was bothersome enough to the CPS 
workers that they confi scated the cell phones, at least temporarily.

This theme emerged in an Associated Press interview following the raid 
with an FLDS woman named “Nancy”:84

“Nancy”: “Can I leave the premises [of the YFZ Ranch]? Yes, really, I can 
leave the premises.”

Questioner: “And can you drive your own car?”
“Nancy”: “Yes.”
Questioner: “And you have your own phone?”
“Nancy”: “Yes, and we have like a post offi ce box, and we get mail, and we 

take the children to the orthodontist.”
This implicit, if not explicit, denial of backwardness and assertion of 

modernity by a twenty-fi rst-century FLDS woman reminds me of a twenty-
fi rst-century polygamist man in Kenya speaking at a funeral who stated: 
“Now although I am a polygamist, I am a civilized polygamist.”85 This Kenyan 
man was quite happy being a polygamist, but did not want to be tarred as 
uncivilized. Similarly, the FLDS woman, “Nancy,” interviewed in Texas, was 
quite comfortable appearing on national television as a member of a religious 
group actively endorsing polygamy, but she was clear in distancing herself 
from backwardness and in showing that she was immersed in the modern 
world.

Earlier in this chapter I referred to a guest on National Public Radio who 
was asked the question, “Are they [the FLDS] really living in the middle of the 
eighteenth century?” The guest was Brooke Adams, one of the most knowl-
edgeable reporters in the United States concerning polygamous groups, who 
responded that “I think that is a false perception of this group. They have a 
number of people who have been to college. They are quite internet savvy as the 
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world now knows with the websites that they have put up to spread their view 
of what happened to them in Texas. So, I think the idea that they are totally 
isolated is false.”86

This “modernity” of the FLDS seems to have both surprised and impressed 
many observers. One observer reported that an interviewer for a radio program 
seemed intent on eliciting a statement from a director of one of the facilities 
serving the FLDS children that the FLDS were “backward and ill-educated.” 
However, the director of the facility insisted that the children were well-edu-
cated. In addition, the director explained that each of the girls had her own 
iPod. The observer reporting this interchange commented, “So much for tech-
nological backwardness.”87

Similarly, a reporter for the Houston Chronicle wrote that:

For women who have shunned the modern world. . . . [they] have 
become surprisingly adept at navigating it. . . . Connected by cell 
phone to the attorneys and CPS workers they speak with daily, they 
have become overnight experts on the ins and outs of Texas family 
law. They wear out their phone batteries each day, using the phones 
to determine their children’s whereabouts and their legal rights.88

Public Opinion Polls About the Texas Raid and Its Aftermath

I now turn to the views of the general public concerning the raid in Texas. 
These views come from two surveys of the adult population in Utah and one 
survey of American adults. These surveys provide general views of ordinary 
Americans about the events in Texas, but, unfortunately, do not tell us why the 
survey respondents believed what they did. Although it is likely that the opin-
ions expressed in the surveys were infl uenced by the developmental worldview 
discussed in this paper, they were undoubtedly infl uenced by other factors and 
considerations as well.

In April 2008, shortly after the Eldorado raid, KSL Television and the 
Deseret News, two Salt Lake City institutions long associated with the mainline 
LDS Church, commissioned a poll of Utah adults about the events in Texas. 
The poll revealed widespread knowledge of the raid in Texas, as 96 percent of 
Utahns indicated that they had “heard news stories about the FLDS Church 
in Texas and the removal of children from the property by law enforcement.” 
Of those who had heard of the action, 62 percent said that it was probably or 
defi nitely justifi ed, while only 19 percent said that it was probably or defi nitely 
not justifi ed (another 19 percent said that they did not know).89
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It is impossible to know how much, or even if, public opinion changed as 
events unfolded in Texas and elsewhere following the initial raid on the YFZ Ranch. 
It is also impossible to know which, if any, aspects of the FLDS public relations 
campaign infl uenced which aspects of public opinion. Nevertheless, the headlines 
of the Deseret News on June 25, 2008, declared that “Utahns change minds on 
backing FLDS raid.” This conclusion was based on a second poll of Utah residents 
commissioned in June 2008 by KSL Television and the Deseret News.

This June 2008 poll was apparently motivated by the rulings in late May 
2008 of a Texas appeals court and the Supreme Court of Texas overturning the 
action of CPS and the Texas district court to remove the FLDS children from 
their parents and to place them under CPS control. In its review of the actions of 
CPS and the district court, the Texas appeals court ruled that CPS “did not carry 
its burden of proof,” that the evidence presented to the district court “was legally 
and factually insuffi cient to support the fi ndings required” for CPS to maintain 
custody of the children, and that “the district court abused its discretion in fail-
ing to return” the children to the FLDS parents.90 The appeals court went on to 
direct the district court to vacate its earlier ruling granting control of the FLDS 
children to CPS. The Supreme Court of Texas subsequently supported the deci-
sion of the appeals court to return the FLDS children to their parents, noting 
that “On the record before us, removal of the children was not warranted.”91

In the June 2008 poll, Utah residents were asked their opinions about the 
decisions of the Texas appeals court and the Supreme Court of Texas to return 
the FLDS children to their parents. Seventy-fi ve percent of the respondents 
said that the Court probably or defi nitely did the correct thing in returning 
the children to their parents. Only 18 percent said that the Court probably or 
defi nitely did not do the correct thing (another 7 percent said that they did not 
know).92 It appears likely that at least some Utahns changed their minds about 
the legitimacy of the original April raid and removal of the children. However, 
it is possible that the differences between the April and June surveys are the 
result of different questions being asked, respondents believing that both the 
original action and the Court decision to return the children were correct, or 
that there is a general bias of respondents toward agreeing with state action in 
either direction.

Another view of the public’s reactions about the Texas raid on the YFZ 
Ranch can be obtained from a Gallup poll of the U.S. adult population con-
ducted between May 30 and June 1, 2008, immediately after the May 29 rul-
ing of the Supreme Court of Texas. In that survey respondents were asked to 
choose which of the following two statements most closely matched their views 
of the actions of the Texas state offi cials: (1) that “The offi cials who removed 
the children were helping the children by providing protection from possible 
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sexual abuse”; or (2) that “The offi cials who removed the children were harm-
ing the children by separating them from their parents.”93 Sixty-three percent 
of respondents said the Texas offi cials were helping the children, whereas 26 
percent said they were harming the children (4 percent said both and 7 per-
cent did not express an opinion). Although we do not know national opinions 
concerning this particular matter before or after May 30–June 1, 2008, these 
data suggest that at this point the American public was siding with Texas by a 
margin of almost 2½ to 1.

Although Utah public opinion in June 2008 appeared to support the return 
of the FLDS children to their parents, Utahns continued to be very suspicious 
of the FLDS themselves. Eighty-seven percent of Utahns in the June 2008 poll 
said that the Texas authorities defi nitely or probably should “continue to inves-
tigate the FLDS ranch.” On a different question, 49 percent said that they think 
the FLDS leaders will probably not or defi nitely not follow the court order, as 
compared to only 33 percent who said that they think FLDS leaders will prob-
ably or defi nitely follow the court order (another 18 percent said that they did 
not know). In addition, only 18 percent said that they defi nitely or probably 
trusted “the promise of FLDS leaders that there will be no underage marriages” 
as compared to 74 percent who said they probably or defi nitely did not trust the 
FLDS leaders in this regard (another 8 percent said they did not know).94

Data, of course, do not speak for themselves, and it is diffi cult to know how 
to interpret these survey data about the Texas raid and its aftermath. However, 
it seems clear that the FLDS were not successful in removing suspicion of their 
intentions and behavior. At the same time, it appears that they won enough 
sympathy from at least the Utah public that Utahns generally supported the 
return of their children. Given the widespread continuing suspicion of the 
FLDS, it seems likely that this outcome was more the result of the widespread 
impression that the authorities in Texas had violated human rights and due 
process than it was the result of widespread acceptance of the FLDS.

It is useful to emphasize again that these poll data provide information 
only about what people report in response to survey questions and cannot pro-
vide information about why people have the beliefs, values, and opinions that 
they report. This prevents any analysis of how, or if, the developmental model 
and many other factors may have led people to their views.

U. S. Public Opinion Concerning Polygamy and Young Marriage

I now turn our attention to the views of the American public about polyg-
amy and young marriage in general and ask how the public at the end of the 
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twentieth and beginning of the twenty-fi rst centuries views these issues in 
general rather than on the raid on the YFZ Ranch in particular. Of particular 
interest is whether or not the American public today considers polygamy and 
young age at marriage to be outside the bounds of the acceptable. A related 
issue is whether the American public applies the principle of freedom of choice 
to polygamy and young marriage by allowing people to be able to choose when 
and who they will marry, even if such choices result in polygamous unions 
contracted at young ages.

To answer these questions, I turn to surveys conducted with the Ameri-
can public that address in at least some ways these issues. Unfortunately, the 
survey evidence is thin and scattered, which prevents a comprehensive and 
conclusive evaluation of these questions. In addition, the answers of people to 
surveys can depend greatly on apparently innocuous differences in wording 
and in the ordering of questions within a questionnaire. Answers to questions 
can also depend on the social context at the time the questions are asked. For 
example, answers to questions about polygamy and youthful marriage immedi-
ately following the raid in Texas may be different from answers that would have 
been given before the raid or substantially after the raid. Nevertheless, I believe 
that with cautious use of the data, they are suffi cient to begin to map out the 
rough outlines of American public opinion on this issue.

The survey data currently available also do not provide information about 
why people believe what they believe concerning polygamy and young age at 
marriage. Answers to such questions will require very sophisticated additional 
data.

I begin this discussion of general poll data with an August 2006 Gallup 
Poll that asked Americans to report their views of the state of public opinion 
on the topic of polygamy. In that poll, 98 percent said that they thought that 
most Americans oppose it.95 As I note below, this view is supported by surveys 
asking people to report their own views on this subject.

A May 8–11, 2008, Gallup Poll of adult Americans addressed the morality 
of polygamy and a range of other issues by asking survey respondents “whether 
you personally believe that in general it is morally acceptable or morally wrong.” 
The proportion saying that each of the items is morally wrong is reported in 
table 11.1.

For our purposes, the most important observation in table 11.1 is that 
“polygamy, when one husband has more than one wife at the same time,” is 
stated to be morally wrong by 90 percent of Americans participating in this 
survey. Only three other items received similarly high levels of moral disap-
proval by study participants; those three items were: married men and women 
having an affair, cloning humans, and suicide, with 91, 85, and 78 percent, 
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respectively, saying that they are morally wrong. With one exception (cloning 
animals), all of the other items asked about were stated as morally wrong by 
less than 50 percent of respondents; these included such things as abortion, 
the death penalty, doctor assisted suicide, divorce, having a baby outside of 
marriage, and homosexual relations. Interestingly, many of the items with 
less than half of respondents viewing them as morally wrong today were vig-
orously condemned by many in the not-so-distant past. It is remarkable that 
with this high level of tolerance for so many behaviors that polygamy would 
continue to be seen as morally wrong by 9 out of 10 Americans. This result 
suggests that polygamy has not benefi ted greatly from the dramatic increase 
in tolerance and the principle of personal freedom that has affected other 
aspects of personal behavior.

Another perspective on these issues is provided in the May–June 2008 
Gallup Poll in which respondents were asked a set of questions “about mar-
riages involving certain types of couples.” The respondents were asked for each 
type of couple whether they think “the decision to marry should be a private 
decision between the two people who want to marry or if the government has 
the right to pass laws to prohibit or allow such marriages.” The fi ve types of 

table 11.1. The Percentage of American Adults Saying That Each Issue is Morally 
Wrong, May 2008

Abortion 48
The death penalty 30
Doctor assisted suicide 44
Medical testing on animals 38
Buying and wearing clothing made of animal fur 39
Sex between an unmarried man and woman 36
Married men and women having an affair 91
Divorce 22
Cloning animals 61
Cloning humans 85
Suicide 78
Medical research using stem cells obtained from human embryos 30
Having a baby outside of marriage 41
Gambling 32
Polygamy, when one husband has more than one wife at the same time 90
Homosexual relations 48

Note: Data are from May 8–11, 2008, Gallup Poll. The full question is as follows: “Next, I’m going to read you a 

list of issues. Regardless of whether or not you think it should be legal, for each one, please tell me whether you 

personally believe that in general it is morally acceptable or morally wrong. How about . . .?” The survey results 

reported here were obtained from searches of the iPOLL Databank and other resources provided by the Roper 

Center for Public Opinion Research, University of Connecticut.
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marriages asked about and the percentages of survey respondents who believed 
that the government had the right to pass laws to prohibit or allow such mar-
riages are listed in table 11.2.

Table 11.2 is clear in showing that for most Americans interreligious 
marriage and interracial marriage are matters for private decision, with only 
between 2 and 4 percent indicating that government has the right to pass laws 
concerning them. The data for interracial marriage are particularly interesting 
because some American states have until recently had laws forbidding inter-
racial marriages. It was only in 1967 that the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that 
laws outlawing interracial marriages are unconstitutional.96 The survey results, 
thus, show a marked trend toward freedom in interpersonal relationships in 
this area.

Going to the other end of the continuum, table 11.2 reveals that two-thirds 
of Americans report that the government has the right to pass laws against 
polygamous marriages. In other words, for these Americans there is no right 
of privacy for many Americans concerning having more than one spouse. And, 
more than three-fourths of Americans reported that governments had the right 
to pass laws to prevent people under age 16 from marrying. Consequently, 
both polygamy and young marriage were seen by most Americans as being 
within the realm of government regulation, rather than being totally private 
decisions.

Some perspective on these data concerning views about the legitimacy 
of government restrictions on polygamy can be obtained by comparing these 
results about American views of polygamy with the views of Americans concern-
ing same-sex marriage, which, like polygamy, has been illegal in the Western 

TABLE 11.2. Percentage of American Adults Saying That the Government Has the 
Right to Pass Laws to Prohibit or Allow Certain Types of Couples Marrying, 
May–June 2008

Two people of different religions 02
Two people of different races 04
Two people of the same sex 33
One or both people practicing polygamy, that is, having more than one spouse at 
the same time

66

One or both people under the age of 16 78

Note: Data taken from May–June 2008 USA Today/Gallup Poll. The question wording is as follows: “Next I’d 

like to ask you about marriages involving certain types of couples. For each of the following, please say whether 

you think the decision to marry should be a private decision between the two people who want to marry or if the 

government has the right to pass laws to prohibit or allow such marriages. How about a marriage involving . . .?” 

The survey results reported here were obtained from searches of the iPOLL Databank and other resources pro-

vided by the Roper Center for Public Opinion Research, University of Connecticut.
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world for most of its history. Whereas two-thirds of respondents said that it was 
okay for governments to pass laws against polygamy, only one-third said that it 
was legitimate for government to pass laws against same-sex marriage.

A random one-half of the respondents in the May–June 2008 Gallup 
Poll were asked the following question: “In general, do you consider marriage 
between an adult male and a girl age 17 or younger to be child sex abuse, or 
not?” Fully 64 percent of respondents said that they considered such a mar-
riage to be child abuse.97 Clearly, adult men marrying girls (or young women) 
meets with strong disapproval among the great majority of Americans.

The condemnation of adult men marrying girls is even more widespread if 
the marriage occurs in polygamous communities. This conclusion is possible 
because another random one-half of the Gallup respondents were not asked 
about the marriage of an adult male to a girl, in general, as discussed above, but 
were asked the following question: “In communities that practice polygamy, do 
you consider marriage between an adult male and a girl age 17 or younger to 
be child sex abuse, or not?” The data indicate that whereas a marriage between 
an adult male and girl age 17 or younger that occurs in the general population 
is viewed as sexual abuse by 64 percent of Americans, 79 percent say it is sex 
abuse if it occurs in communities that practice polygamy. It is clear that the 
combination of polygamy and men marrying girls (or young women) 17 or 
younger is seen as especially problematic by Americans.

Finally, what do Americans think about prosecuting polygamists? In an 
older study conducted in 1991 by Princeton Survey Research Associates, Amer-
ican adults were asked the following question: “Some people think a man living 
with more than one wife should be arrested, since this practice is illegal. Oth-
ers think he should be left alone to live the way he wants. Which comes closer 
to the way you think—should he be arrested or left alone?”98 The public was 
split almost exactly evenly at this time, with 48 percent saying that he should 
be arrested and 49 percent saying that he should be left alone, with 3 percent 
saying that they didn’t know.

Conclusions

In this closing section of this chapter, I highlight several of the important points 
and conclusions from the paper. Before doing so, however, I remind the reader 
that this chapter is not about the behavior of the FLDS people at the YFZ Ranch 
in Texas, and whether or not they were guilty of the charges made against 
them in the Texas raid. This discussion is also not about whether the raid and 
the behavior of the Texas CPS during and after the raid were appropriate and 



286  social scientists examine polygamy

justifi ed. I offer no opinions about those topics and leave them to the analyses 
and opinions of others. In addition, although the chapter discusses opinions 
and views of a wide range of people and institutions about the morality or 
acceptability of polygamy versus monogamy, about the proper legal age for sex 
or marriage, and about the requirements for consent in marriage, I do not offer 
my own views or opinions about these matters.

My fi rst conclusion is that, throughout its history, the world has experi-
enced wide variations in marriage and family patterns across different soci-
eties. These have ranged from societies with extensive polygamy to societies 
based on monogamy, from societies with very young ages at marriage, even 
during very early childhood, to societies with mature marriage, and from soci-
eties with parents having complete say in the marriage decisions of their chil-
dren to societies with marriage decisions resting primarily with the prospective 
bride and groom. Furthermore, the people in each society defi ned the prevalent 
marriage patterns in that society as both proper and desirable.

Second, although there are important differences in family patterns within 
northwest Europe and important variations outside northwest Europe, north-
west Europe (and its North American diaspora) has for hundreds of years had 
quite unique marital patterns. These included monogamy rather than polyg-
amy, mature marriages instead of the marriages of children, and marriages 
primarily arranged by the prospective bride and groom instead of by parents 
or other adults.

Third, the developmental model has defi ned northwest Europe (and its 
North American diaspora) to be at the height of a uniform trajectory of devel-
opment that portrayed other societies along the same trajectory, but at lower 
levels of development. The societies portrayed at the height of the develop-
mental hierarchy were frequently described as modern, developed, civilized, 
enlightened, and advanced, while societies perceived at lower levels of develop-
ment were viewed as traditional, backward, less developed, and barbaric. Attri-
butes of societies seen as highly developed, including their marriage and family 
structures, were also seen as desirable and to be achieved, while the attributes 
of societies viewed as backward, including their marriage and family struc-
tures, were seen as undesirable and to be avoided and changed.

Fourth, this developmental model of backwardness and modernity has for 
centuries motivated public policies and programs to transform marriage and 
family patterns in most areas of the non-Western world. These programs have 
been designed to change marriage and family patterns in these non-Western 
areas from what was seen as backward, including polygamy and young and 
arranged marriage, to what was considered modern, which included monogamy 
and mature marriages decided primarily by the prospective bride and groom.
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Fifth, this developmental model of eliminating backwardness and bring-
ing modernity was a key element of the confrontation of the American public 
with Mormonism’s adoption of polygamy in the nineteenth century. Polygamy 
was defi ned by many in nineteenth-century America as a “relic of barbarism” 
that needed elimination. It was this worldview that led the Supreme Court in 
1890 to rule that polygamy was “a crime against the laws, and abhorrent to the 
sentiments and feelings of the civilized world . . . (a) barbarous practice . . . a blot 
on our civilization.”99

Sixth, although the mainline LDS Church in Salt Lake City reversed course 
on polygamy in the last part of the nineteenth century and the early twentieth 
century, polygamy continued to be practiced by fundamentalist Mormon groups 
no longer accepted and recognized by the Salt Lake Church. Governments con-
tinued to prosecute these polygamists well into the twentieth century, with this 
prosecution upheld by federal courts using the same developmental arguments 
of backwardness versus modernity that were used in the nineteenth century.

Seventh, the discourse of modernity versus backwardness, of the lifestyles 
of Africa and Asia versus America, has continued to the present and has played 
a role in the understanding of many members of the media concerning the 
confrontation between the Texas CPS and the FLDS living in Texas. Although 
the primary discourse has focused on such issues as underage sex, freedom of 
choice, rape, abuse, religious persecution, and violation of human rights, the 
discourse of modernity versus backwardness has been lurking persistently in 
the background of media reports.

Eighth, although it is not possible to demonstrate the importance of the 
developmental model and its values and beliefs for the offi cials in Texas, it 
seems likely that this worldview—pervasive as it has been—would have played 
a role in their belief systems, decisions, and actions. It is also likely that just 
as this developmental model played a role in media interpretations of the con-
frontation in Texas, it has played a role in the public reactions to the raid and 
its aftermath.

Ninth, the data from surveys of the American public in the last part of the 
twentieth century and the early part of the twenty-fi rst provide a description of 
American opinion with little tolerance toward polygamy and adult men mar-
rying girls (or young women)—and even less tolerance when the two occur 
together. Americans generally see polygamy as morally wrong, and view older 
men marrying girls (or young women) as child abuse; a substantial fraction 
would like to see polygamists actively prosecuted, especially if such marriages 
occur to women perceived as too young.

Finally, I close with some questions and a bit of speculation about the 
future. It is likely that the battles over polygamy and youthful and arranged 
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marriages in the United States and elsewhere are far from over, although the 
direction of future battles is not clear.100 It appears that the State of Texas will 
not limit its investigation and prosecution to underage marriage and underage 
sex, but will investigate and prosecute polygamy itself. And, if the State of Texas 
(or some other state) does prosecute people for polygamy itself, it is likely that 
the polygamists will appeal convictions to higher courts on the grounds that 
anti-polygamy laws are unconstitutional. This leads me to ask, if the polygamy 
laws are challenged, will the courts uphold precedent and rule that polygamy is 
a backward African or Asiatic institution that violates the standards of civilized 
society, or will they uphold or reject such laws on other grounds? And, will the 
polygamists challenge the appropriateness of applying developmental models 
as guidance for constitutional decisions?

I, of course, cannot predict the future of the actions of state agencies, 
polygamists, or judicial bodies, but, based on both the distant and recent pasts, 
it seems likely that the future will unfold with the developmental model and 
its picture of polygamy and young and arranged marriage as backward and 
threats to civilization playing a signifi cant role. It is also likely that conceptions 
of backwardness, development, religious freedom, and the appropriate scope 
of individual freedom and the right of privacy will play a signifi cant role in the 
direction of future public opinion and government action.
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Chapter 12

Child Protection Law and the 
FLDS Raid in Texas

Linda F. Smith

This chapter recounts the legal proceedings—what happened and 
why—and suggests what could or should have happened when the 
State of Texas acted to “protect” the FLDS children living on the 
Yearning for Zion Ranch.

A Child Abuse Report Is Made and Investigated

The Eldorado raid began March 29, 2008, with a series of telephone 
calls to a local family violence shelter. The caller claimed to be 
“Sarah Jessop,” or “Sarah Barlow,” a 16-year-old girl forced to be the 
seventh wife of a middle-aged man. She claimed that he forced her 
to have sex, impregnated her, beat her, and would not let her leave 
the Yearning for Zion (YFZ) Ranch with her baby. The family 
violence shelter forwarded this information to law enforcement 
offi cials and to the Department of Family and Protective Services 
(DFPS). Because the caller would have to have conceived her 
8-month-old baby when she was, at most, 15 years old, law 
enforcement asserted that the felony of sexual assault of a child had 
occurred and sought a warrant.1

On April 3, 2008, the trial court issued a search and arrest 
warrant ordering the offi cers to seize various items of evidence (birth 
records, medical records, photographs, etc.) relating to the 16-year-
old caller and to arrest Dale Barlow, the alleged perpetrator. Texas 
state troopers executing the search warrant and child welfare 
investigators spent many hours on April 4, 5, and 6 on the ranch 
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investigating the facts and searching for “Sarah.”2 As noted in the prologue to 
this book, this particular individual has never been found and likely did not 
exist. Instead, “police have linked the calls . . . to Rozita Swinton, a 33-year-old 
Colorado Springs, Colorado, woman” who has a history of assuming different 
personalities and calling for help claiming abuse.3

Law and Critique

Even if “Sarah’s” call was a hoax, that fact would not invalidate the investiga-
tion that DFPS conducted. Consistent with federal statutes, all states have laws 
that provide for the reporting and investigation of child abuse and neglect.4 
Texas’s statute requires that any person “having cause to believe” that “a child’s 
physical or mental health or welfare has been adversely affected by abuse or 
neglect by any person” is required to make a report.5 Accordingly, the shelter 
that received the calls from “Sarah” was obligated to make the initial report to 
either a law enforcement agency or the DFPS.

Texas law requires DFPS to “make a prompt and thorough investigation” 
of reported child abuse or neglect “allegedly committed by a person responsible 
for a child’s care, custody or welfare” and must involve law enforcement if the 
report alleges conduct that constitutes a crime that poses an immediate risk of 
physical or sexual abuse.6 DFPS may defer to law enforcement and need not 
investigate alleged abuse by someone other than the child’s parent or guard-
ian. So, “Sarah’s” alleged physical and sexual abuse by her “spiritual husband” 
was solely a case for law enforcement. What made it a child protection case was 
that “Sarah’s” parents apparently induced her to accept this sexual relation-
ship when she was only 15 and were not currently protecting her. Moreover, 
Sarah had claimed that her parents were about to send her younger sister to the 
YFZ Ranch, intending her to be spiritually united with an older man. This also 
made a claim of parental neglect or abuse.

Even though it now appears that “Sarah” did not exist, the DFPS workers 
were not wrong to look for her. Texas statute addresses anonymous reports 
and requires a preliminary investigation “to determine whether there is any 
evidence to corroborate the report.”7

New “Victims” Are Identifi ed

While DFPS workers did not fi nd “Sarah,” they reported they “observed a 
number of young teenage girls who appeared to be minors and appeared to 
be pregnant, as well as several teenage girls who already had given birth and 



child protection law and the flds raid in texas  303

had their own infants.”8 They identifi ed six females who fi t into this category 
and asserted that a dependable confi dential informant had advised that “adult 
male FLDS church members. . . . engage in the practice of marrying multiple 
wives, at the initial time of marriage, the bride is often under the age of 
 sixteen years.”9

Law and Critique

While pregnant teenagers are not necessarily evidence of child abuse or child 
neglect, there are two reasons that DFPS was properly concerned about these 
girls—the criminal law and healthy psychological development.

Texas, like Utah,10 criminalizes sex with minors based upon the age dif-
ference between the minor and the sexual perpetrator. Sexual intercourse is 
an illegal “sexual assault” if the victim is a child under age 17; but if the victim 
is 14 years old or older and the perpetrator is not more than three years older, 
there is no crime.11 Accordingly, a 15-year-old pregnant by her 18-year-old boy-
friend would not involve criminal conduct. But if a 16-year-old girl had a sexual 
relationship with a man 20 years old or older, the adult man would be guilty of 
a felony.12 In sum, if these minor teenagers had become pregnant by middle-
aged men (as was reportedly the practice in the community), they were victims 
of a crime. If their parents had promoted their relationships with these older 
men, they were victims of parental abuse or neglect as well.

The Texas statute requiring investigations of child abuse defi nes abuse 
broadly to include harm to a child’s mental health:

“Abuse” includes
mental or emotional injury to a child that results in an 

observable and material impairment of the child’s growth, 
development or psychological functioning;

. . . permitting the child to be in a situation in which the child 
sustains a mental or emotional injury . . .

sexual conduct harmful to a child’s mental, emotional or physical 
welfare . . .

failure to take reasonable effort to prevent sexual conduct 
harmful to a child.13

Mental health professionals consider adolescence a time of identity forma-
tion when youth develop more abstract conceptions of who they really are and 
how they fi t into their world.14 While puberty is an important change in ado-
lescence, the youth’s developing cognitive abilities are also important to permit 
the youth to “establish autonomy and identity,” the “normative developmental 
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tasks of adolescence.”15 Accordingly, parents must walk the fi ne line between 
maintaining consistent boundaries and rules while permitting the adolescent 
to become more self-suffi cient and independent.16 Forcing 15-year-old girls into 
“spiritual unions” with older men is abusive in denying them the time and 
freedom to develop an autonomous identity.

Attorney Ann Haralambie and clinical psychologist Stacy Klapper warn 
that parents may inappropriately attempt to control the child’s emerging sexu-
ality. They raise the example of gay and lesbian youth being denied the right to 
develop their identity, noting that as a result “gay and lesbian youth are more 
likely to be abused and rejected” and many run away, attempt suicide and 
abuse substances.17 The charge that the FLDS force their daughters into early 
sexual unions is, psychologically, the same sort of inappropriate and unhealthy 
attempt to control the adolescent’s emerging self.

Taking Protective Custody of All the Children

Instead of fi ling protective cases regarding the girls who appeared to be preg-
nant teens or young teenage mothers, DFPS began “the largest child protec-
tion case documented in the history of the United States” by taking emergency 
custody of all the children on the Ranch without a court order.18 First, 18 teen-
age girls were taken into custody; then 34 girls were taken to San Angelo to 
be interviewed.19 Ultimately all the children—over 400—were removed over 
a three-day period. DFPS workers justifi ed taking custody of all the children, 
explaining that the children were “unable or unwilling to provide information” 
such as their correct names, birth dates, and parents’ names.20 The director of 
the Children’s Advocacy Center, which provides court advocates for the chil-
dren, explained “When children live in a pretty secluded environment it is dif-
fi cult to get them to open up. . . . If you give them a little space you are more 
likely to get them to open up to you.”21

Initially, the children’s mothers were permitted to accompany them, fi rst to 
interview sites in San Angelo and then to the Fort Concho historic site, where 
they would be temporarily housed.22

The Trial Court

As required by statute, DFPS fi led “suits affecting the parent-child relation-
ship” (SAPCR) of these 400+ children and sought emergency custody orders. 
On Sunday, April 6, Lynn McFadden, an investigative supervisor for DFPS, 
fi led an affi davit supporting DFPS’s petition to protect a child in an emergency 
and a hearing before the judge was scheduled for the following day, Monday 
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April 7.23 The affi davit fi rst recounted the call from “Sarah” in detail and then 
asserted that “further investigation” had “unearthed additional information 
concerning other minor residents of the YFZ Ranch.”

Investigators determined that there is a wide-spread pattern and 
practice among the residents of the YFZ Ranch in which young minor 
female residents are conditioned to expect and accept sexual activity 
with adult men at the ranch upon being spiritually married to them. 
Under the practice, once a minor female child is determine [sic] 
by the leaders of the YFZ Ranch to have reached child bearing age 
(approximately 13–14 years old) they are then “spiritually married” to 
an adult male member of the church and they are required to then 
engage in sexual activity with such male for the purpose of having 
children. . . . [T]here is a pervasive pattern and practice of indoctrinating 
and grooming minor female children to accept spiritual marriages 
to adult male members of the YFZ Ranch resulting in them being 
sexually abused. Similarly, minor boys residing on the YFZ Ranch, 
after they become adults, are spiritually married to minor female 
children and engage in sexual relationships with them resulting in 
them becoming sexual perpetrators. This pattern and practice places 
all of the children located at the YFZ Ranch, both male and female, to 
risks of emotional, physical and/or sexual abuse.24

Tracking the requisite statutory conclusions, the McFadden affi davit 
asserted that “an immediate danger exists to the physical health or safety of the 
children” who live at the YFZ Ranch and/or that the children “are the victims 
of neglect and/or sexual abuse.” The affi davit referred to the YFZ Ranch as 
“the household” and stated that the children’s continuing to reside on the YFZ 
Ranch would be contrary to their “welfare.” It concluded that there was “no 
time” for an adversary hearing, that “all reasonable efforts” had been made to 
“prevent or eliminate the need for removal of the child” but that it was not “in 
the child’s best interest to return the child to the parents’ home at this time.” 
Based on these allegations, trial court Judge Walther gave emergency custody 
of all 401 children to DFPS.25

Law and Critique

States generally permit social service workers to take children into custody in 
an emergency situation without a court order or permit courts to issue an order 
after an ex parte hearing attended only by DFPS.26 In either case, within 1 to 
3 days the parents should get an expedited “shelter” or “emergency” or “pre-
liminary” hearing to address the removal and the danger to the child.27 Texas 
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statute requires a court hearing “no later than the fi rst working day after the 
date the child is taken into possession.”28 However, under Texas statute, that 
“initial hearing” may be held with only the DFPS workers and the judge and 
the proof may be only the sworn petition and affi davit.29 Such an ex parte hear-
ing is permitted “if a full adversary hearing is not practicable.”30 It appears that 
no more than such an ex parte hearing was held on Monday April 7, confi rm-
ing DFPS’s custody and setting the full adversary hearing for April 17 and 18.

Many child protection cases do present themselves as emergencies—the 
single mother is arrested and the children are home alone, the child is living 
in a “meth” house and in immediate danger, the emergency room doctor con-
cludes that the child’s concussion was the result of parental abuse—and DFPS 
must take the child into care and then seek judicial authorization. However, 
it is unclear why this case was properly initiated with DFPS taking custody 
of all the children in an emergency. Perhaps there was an emergency for the 
underage girls who were being sexually assaulted by much older men. But it is 
more diffi cult to accept that there was an emergency for the younger children. 
Similarly, since the mothers were present and even accompanied their children 
to the fi rst “shelter” at Fort Concho, it would have been “practicable” for them 
to participate in the emergency hearing (except for the fact that there were so 
many mothers). The fact that Texas statute and practice denied these parents 
any right to be heard within one to three days of the removal of their children 
may well have violated their constitutional rights. At a minimum it failed to 
follow standard national practice in protective cases.

Finally, it is not clear why DFPS took this comprehensive and emergency 
approach here, where only the teenage girls were at immediate risk of sexual 
abuse. Perhaps DFPS’s standard operating procedure was to take custody in 
order to get the parent’s attention and signal the seriousness of this case. Or 
perhaps DFPS sought to “encourage” the women and/or children to cooperate 
in the investigation by this approach.

Separating the Mothers from the Children

In the meantime, before the adversary hearing, DFPS began separating the 
children from the mothers who had accompanied them to Fort Concho. On 
Monday, April 14, mothers and children were bused to San Angelo Coliseum 
and separated according to the ages of the children. Fifty-seven mothers were 
forced to leave 100 children ages six and older in state custody while mothers of 
children age fi ve and younger were permitted to stay with the 300 or so infants 
and toddlers.31 The mothers of the older children were taken to a room to “get 
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some information.” At that point, police offi cers and child welfare workers sur-
rounded these women and read a court order that the children would be taken 
from them and placed in foster care. The women were required to leave the 
building and invited to go to a domestic violence center or back to the ranch.32

At that point, DFPS began taking the children to foster and group homes 
throughout the state of Texas. DFPS spokesperson Marleigh Meisner explained:

This was in the best interests of these children . . . It was also in the 
best interest of the investigation. . . . We believe that children who are 
victims of abuse or neglect, and particularly victims at the hands of 
their parents, are certainly going to feel safer when they don’t have a 
parent there coaching them.33

Law and Commentary

The unusual aspect here is that the mothers had been permitted to accom-
pany their children who were taken into DFPS custody in the fi rst place. Was 
this because the investigative interviews morphed into an emergency custody 
situation? Or were the mothers welcomed because taking custody of so many 
children would have been impossible without the mothers’ assistance? Or did 
DFPS workers hope some mothers might assist by attesting to the abuse and 
victimization they suffered once they were away from the Ranch?

In any event, since Judge Walther had given DFPS legal custody of these 
children on April 7, DFPS had the legal right to decide where they would be 
placed. However, the surprise separation of half the families just days before 
the adversary hearing certainly raised questions. If the children were endan-
gered by being with their mothers, why was it initially permitted? Since they 
had been together for 8 to 10 days with no incidents of harm being reported, 
why was it necessary to separate them? Perhaps DFPS decided to place the 
children before the adversary hearing so that situation would be the status quo 
once the parents got their day in court.

The Adversary Hearing

Throughout the nation, when a protective case is begun, the state must hold an 
adjudicatory (fact-fi nding) hearing as soon as practicable, often within 60 days.34 
Texas law provides that when a child is taken into possession by DFPS, it must 
give written notice to each parent and the “full adversary hearing” must be held 
in court within 14 days.35 This is a very short time period to investigate and be 
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prepared to try a case on the merits. If the hearing is not held in time, the trial 
court may be ordered to hold a hearing, but the case is not dismissed.36 If the 
hearing needs to be delayed, the order for temporary removal of the children stays 
valid.37 In this case, DFPS endeavored to go forward with the adversary hearing 
regarding all 400+ children on the scheduled hearing dates of April 17 and 18.

The statute is written to require that the child be returned to the parent at 
the conclusion of the adversary hearing unless the court fi nds suffi cient evi-
dence of three things:

there is a danger to the physical health or safety of the child which 
was caused by an act or failure to act of the parent and for the child to 
remain in the home is contrary to the welfare of the child

the urgent need for protection required the immediate removal 
of the child and reasonable efforts, consistent with the circumstances 
and providing for the safety of the child, were made to eliminate or 
prevent the child’s removal; and

reasonable efforts have been made to enable the child to return 
home, but there is substantial risk of a continuing danger if the child 
is returned home.38

It should be noted that while DFPS is charged with investigating cases 
involving emotional harm (see above), for DFPS to retain physical custody of a 
child requires proof of danger to the “physical health or safety” of the child.

The Testimony in the Trial Court Adversary Hearing

In this case, DFPS relied upon the testimony of the social workers who had been 
conducting the investigation for its proof and pursued the same legal theories 
that had been in the initial affi davits. The supervisory investigator Angie Voss 
testifi ed that “there is a culture of young girls being pregnant by old men” and 
that she had found evidence that “more than 20 girls, some of whom are now 
adults, have conceived or given birth under the age of 16 or 17.”39 There was “a 
pattern of girls reporting that there was no age too young for girls to be ‘spiri-
tually married.’ . . . [and] a pervasive belief that when ‘Uncle Merrill’ decided 
for them to be married, they would be married. . . . No age was too young to 
marry, and they wanted to have as many babies as they could.”40 Several vic-
tims of sexual abuse were specifi cally identifi ed: a 16-year-old girl who has a 
 fi ve-month-old baby, a 17-year-old girl with a year-old son, and entries in the 
Bishop Records of girls being pregnant at ages 15 and 16.41

Dr. Bruce Perry, a child psychiatrist, testifi ed that the pregnancies of the 
YFZ children were the result of sexual abuse and that children aged 14, 15, and 
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16 were not emotionally mature enough to consensually enter into a healthy 
relationship of marriage. Dr. Perry testifi ed that free choice was not really pos-
sible under the FLDS belief system that required obedience to the father and 
the prophet or eternal damnation would result.42 He focused on the limited 
choices available to the FLDS children and characterized the environment to be 
“authoritarian.”43 The children were at risk “because their brain development 
could be impeded by an authoritarian atmosphere that discourages indepen-
dent thinking.”44

To support the argument that all the children were victims of abuse, DFPS 
investigator Voss testifi ed that the residents of the YFZ Ranch “explained that 
they are one big family,” all the mothers are called mothers to all the children, 
and all the children call each other brother and sister, and all have the same 
belief system. She concluded that all the children “are potential victims.”45 
When asked why babies needed to be removed, Voss said, “what I have found 
is that they are living under an umbrella of belief that having children at a 
young age is a blessing and therefore any child in that environment would not 
be safe . . . when you fi nd one child that’s a victim in a home, you have concerns 
for all of them. And the ranch is considered one large home, one large com-
munity, I would have concerns for any children there.”46 Dr. Perry similarly 
testifi ed that the pervasive belief system that underage marriage and sexual 
abuse of girls is okay creates a danger to all the children. It develops people 
who have a high potential of replicating sexual abuse of young children as part 
of their belief system.47

Lawyers for the parents argued that pregnancy by itself is not evidence of 
child abuse. They presented a “theological expert” on the FLDS, William John 
Walsh. He testifi ed that the church did not have a doctrine advocating the mar-
riage of underage girls to older men. While the church’s prophets decide when a 
couple is ready to marry, there was no doctrine favoring underage marriage48 but 
it was more a matter of matchmaking involving the parents as well as the girl.49

A second witness for the FLDS parents, Merylin Jeffs, age 29, testifi ed 
that she was willing to move away from the ranch if necessary to protect her 
7-year-old daughter from whom she had never been apart, and that she would 
not allow her daughter to marry before age 18.50 Lori Jessop, age 25 and in a 
monogamous marriage to a 27-year-old man, said she had wed at age 18 and 
was concerned that girls became brides at age 15 or 16. Lucille Nielsen testifi ed 
that she married at age 20 and pleaded to permit her 2-year-old son to stay with 
her. Linda Musser, age 56, volunteered to leave the ranch if necessary to regain 
custody of her 13-year-old son.51

Neither side presented detailed evidence about the individual children 
seized in the raid.52 However, DFPS investigator Voss also testifi ed that the 
Department’s investigation had been thwarted by misinformation from the 



310  legal and ethical issues surrounding the seizure

children and adults as to their identities, ages, and family relations.53 Indeed, 
there were 20 or 30 young mothers DFPS believed to be minors who claimed 
to be adults.54

The Trial Court’s Findings after the Adversary Hearing

At the conclusion of two days of testimony, Judge Barbara Walther entered 
fi ndings that tracked DFPS’s allegations—that all the children were in danger 
of abuse and needed to be immediately removed from their parents’ care in 
order to protect them. She made the requisite fi nding that reasonable efforts 
had been made to eliminate the need for removal but that the danger remained. 
Judge Walther also ordered that all the children and parents undergo DNA test-
ing, to defi nitively decide who were the parents of each child.55

Law, Procedure, and Critique of the Adversary Hearing

Prior to the adversary hearing, it was patently obvious that the choice to fi le 
protective cases on over 400 children opened “a Pandora’s box of legal and 
logistical issues” including “enormous courtroom management problems.”56 
University of Texas law professor Jack Sampson said “you won’t just need a 
hundred lawyers to represent the children . . . You’ll need dozens of judges if 
the state is going to try these cases. . . . The mechanics of holding scores of trials 
in rural West Texas is virtually incomprehensible.” As to the merits of the case, 
Professor Sampson commented: “Some of the parents, especially if they can be 
criminally charged, will lose their children. . . . But the whole shooting match? 
Taking all the kids away? I just don’t see it.”57

Indeed, the idea that over 400 children with many sets of parents could 
have these issues decided in one massive case is very problematic. The statute 
deals with an individual child and that child’s parent. It is not enough that 
there is a danger to a child’s “physical health or safety.” The state must show 
that the danger “was caused by an act or failure to act of the person entitled to 
the possession” of the child—in other words, by the child’s parent.58 Moreover, 
because the U.S. Constitution recognizes that a parent has a fundamental lib-
erty interest in the care and custody of her child,59 an individualized determina-
tion of each parent’s rights to her child is also  constitutionally mandated.

While there are limited circumstances in which a danger to one child can 
be inferred from the abuse suffered by another child, the statute limits such 
inferences by instructing the court to consider “whether the household to 
which the child would be returned includes a person who: (1) has abused or 
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neglected another child in a manner that caused serious injury to or the death 
of the other child; or (2) has sexually abused another child.”60

DFPS sought to prove its case by arguing that the entire YFZ Ranch was 
one “household” and by arguing that each parent had caused or failed to protect 
her child’s safety by living in a community where the leaders promote sexual 
abuse (through spiritual unions) of minor girls. This is a diffi cult proposition 
to accept for parents who had NOT agreed to the underage marriage of their 
children. It is similarly diffi cult to make this fi nding regarding young mothers 
who had only pre-teen children and thus had never faced the issue of whether 
to encourage or oppose a child’s sexual relationship / spiritual marriage. It is 
also diffi cult to reach the conclusion that there was a danger to the “physical 
health and safety” of young boys based upon DFPS’s argument that they were 
being “groomed” to be adult sexual predators.

The statute required two additional fi ndings that were also questionable 
regarding the preteen children and boys: that there was an “urgent need for 
protection” which “required the immediate removal” of the child and that “rea-
sonable efforts” had been made to permit the child to stay or return home, but 
“there is a substantial risk of continuing danger” if the child is in the home.61 
While DFPS and the trial court concluded that it was impossible to address 
the pervasive cultural acceptance of under-age sexual unions while babies 
remained in the care of their mothers, it is not at all clear how that conclusion 
was justifi ed.

The high proof that Texas law appears to require to justify removing the 
child from his parents is based on sound understanding of the child’s psycho-
logical and emotional needs. Mental health professionals Donald Bross and 
Terri James-Banks explain:

[A]ny attorney who has represented infants and very young children 
is aware that time can be of the essence in the secure attachment of 
children. In other words, it is not good for children to be moved from 
one caregiver, parent, or foster parent to another for more than a very 
limited time, generally measured in hours for infants and days for 
toddlers, without very important reasons of safety or, in some very 
limited circumstances, a clear diagnostic purpose. Every move must 
have an impact on the child and, unless carefully considered, may 
cause the child to experience a sense of loss and even depression.62

The decision by DFPS and by the trial judge to remove all the children 
from their parents put at risk the healthy development of the many babies, tod-
dlers and young children.
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The Service Plans and Review Hearings

After an adversary hearing that commits a child to the legal custody of DFPS, 
the law requires that a “service plan” be established for the child and a court 
hearing be held to review the situation.63 The service plan must be fi led with the 
court within 45 days of the custody order and set forth its goal (whether return 
of the child to the parent, termination of parental rights and placement for 
adoption, or other out-of-home care) as well as the steps necessary to return the 
child to a safe environment.64 Within 60 days of the custody order, the court 
must hold a “status hearing” to review the child’s status and the service plan 
developed for the child.65

Statute further provides that a “permanency plan” for the child be devel-
oped and a “permanency hearing” be held within 180 days of the initial cus-
tody order.66 The court needs to have begun a “trial on the merits” within 
one year after temporary custody was removed from the parents and given 
to DFPS.67

By early May DFPS authorities had begun drafting service plans for the 
FLDS children and their families. Hearings on these plans began on May 19.68 
During those hearings, attorneys for the parents and children were critical 
about the lack of personalization and specifi cs in the plans.69 The plans typically 
required educational testing of the children and of the parents and vocational 
assessments of the parents. Attorneys also complained that many of the plans 
had not been developed with any consultation with the parents. The plans per-
mitted visitation, but failed to provide a feasible way for many parents to visit 
children scattered hundreds of miles throughout the state of Texas. Through-
out the hearings Judge Walther reminded the attorneys that they were not there 
to re-litigate the fi ndings that required the children be placed in foster care in 
the fi rst instance.

The Mandamus to the Court of Appeals

Texas law does not provide for an appeal to challenge the fi ndings of fact or 
the order of temporary custody that is made after the adversary hearing. The 
law provides the right to appeal only after the permanency hearing and a fi nal 
order terminating parental rights (or otherwise giving permanent custody to 
someone else).70

Texas law does permit a party to fi le for the extraordinary “writ” of “man-
damus” in the appellate court to challenge what happened in the adversary 
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hearing. A writ of “mandamus” (in Latin, “we command”) is a court order com-
pelling a lower court or government offi cial to do something. A “mandamus” 
case requires more than an argument that the trial judge made a mistake, it 
requires an argument that the trial court was behaving illegally. For example, 
parents have successfully fi led for “mandamus” when the trial court did not 
hold the adversary hearing on time, and have obtained orders that the trial 
court promptly hold the hearing.71 A mandamus order can be entered if the 
trial court had insuffi cient evidence that there was a danger to the child’s health 
or safety and that it abused its discretion in giving custody to DFPS.72

The trial judge made her oral ruling on Friday, April 18, and by Wednes-
day, April 23, lawyers from Texas Rio Grande Legal Aid had fi led a petition for 
a writ of mandamus and an emergency motion for a “stay” of the court’s order. 
The motion asked the appellate court to prevent DFPS from separating the 
youngest children from their mothers, as that separation had not yet occurred. 
The appellate court did not “stay” (i.e., delay) the trial court’s order, and DFPS 
began placing the youngest children in foster care. The appellate court did 
grant a hearing on the petition.

Texas Rio Grande Legal Aid represented 38 women; none of these women 
was the parent of any of the girls who had become pregnant as minors.73 Their 
petition argued that there was no evidence that their children were in danger 
of sexual abuse, and therefore the trial judge had acted unlawfully in giving 
custody of their children to DFPS. They further argued that the state had failed 
to prove an “urgent need for protection” that required “immediate removal” 
and that the state had not made “reasonable efforts” to eliminate the need to 
remove the children. The petition argued in the alternative that even if DFPS 
was entitled to legal custody, the trial judge should have allowed the parents 
physical custody or visitation with their children.74

Legal Aid of North Texas fi led a similar petition for mandaums on behalf 
of three other mothers (the “Bradshaw” case). This petition added the argu-
ments that the mass hearing denied the mothers due process of law, given the 
lack of notice, of access to counsel, remote viewing, and inability to attend the 
hearing without surrendering custody of their infants to DFPS. This petition 
also argued that the only conceivable basis for the court’s order was the uncon-
stitutional goal to alter the religious education of the children.75

DFPS fi led its briefs opposing both petitions. Amicus curiae (friend of 
the court) briefs were fi led by Barbara J. Elias-Perciful, a lawyer involved in 
children’s advocacy, supporting DFPS, and by Liberty Legal Institute, a legal 
advocacy group for religious freedom and parental rights. (“Friend of the court” 
briefs may be permitted by interested groups or experts who do not represent a 
party in the case, but seek to help the court.)76
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The Texas Court of Appeals for the Third District at Austin heard this 
mandamus case brought by Texas Rio Grande Legal Aid and on May 22, 2008, 
issued its opinion. This three-judge Appellate Court unanimously agreed with 
these 38 mothers on all three primary points. The Court wrote:

Removing children from their homes and parents on an emergency 
basis before fully litigating the issue of whether the parents should 
continue to have custody of the children is an extreme measure. . . . [I]t 
is a step that the legislature has provided may be taken only when the 
circumstances indicate a danger to the physical health and welfare of 
the children and the need for protection of the children is so urgent 
that immediate removal of the children from the home is necessary.77

The Appellate Court held that DFPS failed to “present any evidence of 
danger to the physical health or safety of any male children or any female 
children who had not reached puberty” and that the alleged “belief system” 
did not, by itself, put the children in “physical danger.” Secondly, the Appel-
late Court held that DFPS failed to establish the need for protection was 
“urgent and required immediate removal.” The Court noted that there were 
fi ve minor girls who were pregnant, but they were not the children of the 
mothers bringing this mandamus. There was no evidence that these moth-
ers had allowed or were going to allow their children to be victims of sexual 
abuse. “Evidence that children raised in this particular environment may 
someday have their physical health and safety threatened is not evidence that 
the danger is imminent enough to warrant invoking the extreme measure 
of immediate removal prior to full litigation of the issue. . . .” The Court also 
concluded that the evidence did not justify treating the entire Ranch as one 
“household.” Finally, the Appellate Court held that there was “no evidence” 
that DFPS “made reasonable efforts to eliminate or prevent the removal” of 
any of these women’s children. The Court concluded that because the evi-
dence of DFPS was “legally and factually insuffi cient” to support the fi ndings 
required by the statute, the trial court had “abused its discretion.” The Court 
of Appeals directed the trial court to vacate its order with respect to the chil-
dren of these 38 women.

The Court issued a one-paragraph memorandum opinion in the compan-
ion Bradshaw case, indicating that the material facts were identical and the 
same relief would be ordered.78 The court did not address the constitutional 
claims raised in either case.

Once these opinions were issued, these women, their lawyers, and many 
others in the FLDS community began to rejoice. However, their joy was cut 
short when DFPS decide to further appeal the case.
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The Mandamus to the Texas Supreme Court

The very next day, May 23, 2008, DFPS fi led a petition for writ of mandamus 
and motion for emergency relief in the Texas Supreme Court.79 DFPS argued 
that the Court of Appeals had abused its discretion by inappropriately granting 
mandamus and judging the facts for itself. No further proceedings would take 
place in the trial court until the Texas Supreme Court resolved the matter.

Texas Rio Grande Legal Aid replied to DFPS, arguing that the Court of 
Appeals had been correct under Texas’s statute and that DFPS’s criticisms 
were without merit.80 At this juncture, the ACLU of Texas weighed in with an 
amicus curiae (friend of the court) brief, urging the Texas Supreme Court to 
uphold the Court of Appeal’s decision. The ACLU argued that parents’ rights 
to custody of their children were fundamental constitutional rights and par-
ents could be deprived of their children’s custody only after “due process of 
law.” The ACLU argued that due process required individual determinations 
for each child and that the mass hearings denied due process. It further argued 
that separating children from their parents solely on the parents’ beliefs (rather 
than their acts) would violate the First Amendment.81

On May 29, 2008, the Supreme Court of Texas issued its Per Curiam 
(“for the court”) opinion denying DFPS’s petition, explaining: “Having care-
fully examined the testimony at the adversary hearing and the other evidence 
before us, we are not inclined to disturb the court of appeals’ decision. On the 
record before us, removal of the children was not warranted.”82 The Supreme 
Court noted that the case involved only 38 mothers and their 126 children (117 
of whom were under age 13) and addressed DFPS’s claims that these children 
could not be protected if DFPS did not have custody of them. The Court ref-
erenced the statutes providing for investigations of child abuse and of “suits 
affecting the parent-child relationship” and noted:

[T]he Family Code gives the district court broad authority to protect 
children short of separating them from their parents and placing them 
in foster care. The court may make and modify temporary orders for 
the safety and welfare of the child, including an order restraining a 
party from removing the child beyond a geographical area identifi ed 
by the court. The court may also order the removal of an alleged 
perpetrator from the child’s home and may issue orders to assist the 
Department in its investigation. The Code prohibits interference with 
an investigation, and a person who relocates a residence or conceals 
a child with the intent to interfere with an investigation commits an 
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offense. While the district court must vacate the current temporary 
custody orders as directed by the court of appeals, it need not do so 
without granting other appropriate relief to protect the children, as the 
mothers involved in this proceeding conceded.83

The Texas Supreme Court declined to address the constitutional issues, calling 
it “premature” to do so.

Three of nine Supreme Court justices fi led an opinion concurring in part 
and dissenting in part.84 They agreed that the trial court abused its discretion 
by removing boys and prepubescent girls from their mothers’ custody, but 
they did not agree with respect to “the demonstrably endangered population 
of pubescent girls.”

The Bottom Line: What These Decisions Meant

Although the Texas Rio Grande Legal Aid only represented 38 mothers (regard-
ing their 124 children), any general rule set forth by the appellate courts would 
apply to all the parents and children in the case. Because the basis of the appellate 
cases was that DFPS had failed to present evidence that these mothers had ever 
consented to their children engaging in underage sexual unions (or “spiritual 
marriages”), any similarly situated mother should be entitled to regain custody 
of her children as well. However, the trial court could be justifi ed in continuing 
DFPS custody of the fi ve pregnant girls if the court received evidence that would 
meet the standard set out by the appellate courts. If DFPS had evidence that 
these girls were victims of sexual abuse and that their mothers refused to protect 
them from that abuse, DFPS could retain custody. Additionally, under Texas 
statute, their siblings could also be justifi ably kept in DFPS custody.

It was incumbent upon the trial judge to undo the orders that were not 
justifi ed and that separated children from parents who had not personally 
approved underage sexual unions. With respect to these mothers and children, 
the trial court would be justifi ed in putting in place certain orders as outlined 
by the Texas Supreme Court.

Back at the Trial Court

Based on this opinion, the lawyers, DFPS workers, and parents anticipated that 
most of the children would be returned to their parents, but could not be cer-
tain until trial Judge Walther entered her order.85 On Friday, May 30, the attor-
neys for the parents and the state arrived at the court with an agreement for the 
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return of the children beginning Monday but a continuation of the investiga-
tion, including parenting classes and a requirement to remain in the state for 
at least 90 days. But Judge Walther “tweaked” that agreement, saying it would 
permit the return of all the children. She added conditions such as psychologi-
cal testing and 24-hour access to the children. The lawyers who had won the 
mandamus (and other lawyers for the children) objected to such restrictions 
where there had been no evidence that their clients’ children were abused or 
neglected. Judge Walther abruptly ended the conference, telling the attorneys 
to work on an agreement and get their 38 clients to sign it. Another weekend 
would pass with the children still in foster care and their futures unclear.86

Over the weekend, new agreements were drafted and Texas Rio Grande 
Legal Aid got their 38 mother-clients to sign the agreement, as directed by the 
judge.87 On Monday, instead of taking up the plans prepared by the attorneys 
and signed by the 38 mothers, Judge Walther signed her own order releas-
ing all the children except one 16-year-old whose attorney claimed she was a 
victim of sexual abuse. The court’s order kept the children under the supervi-
sion of DFPS indefi nitely, required parents to be photographed, fi ngerprinted 
and “ID’d” when they picked up their children, and required parents to attend 
standard parenting classes, not interfere with DFPS’s ongoing investigation, 
and allow DFPS workers to visit, question, and examine the children, both 
medically and psychologically. Parents were prohibited from leaving Texas and 
required to give notice of any moves and certain travel. The lawyers who had 
won the mandamus decided to accept the order, and their clients began travel-
ing to be reunited with their children.88

Thus, 61 days after the fi rst children were removed, all but one of the children 
scattered throughout the state of Texas were being reunited with their parents.

The Law and a Critique

What was perhaps most surprising was that Judge Walther decided to lump all 
the children together and return custody of them all. The Court of Appeals case 
dealt only with 38 mothers and their children; they prevailed because none of 
these mothers was a parent of the minors who had become pregnant, and there 
was no evidence that these mothers would consent to their teenage daugh-
ters being sexually abused. The Texas Supreme Court refused to “disturb” the 
Court of Appeals order. Thus, neither appellate decision required that all the 
children be returned to the custody of their parents. The trial judge would have 
been justifi ed in continuing custody of the minors who had given birth or who 
were pregnant and of their siblings if DFPS could show these mothers had 
consented to abusive relationships.
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Just as the trial judge’s initial order had been overbroad in sweeping up 
all the children, the fi nal order was underprotective in sending all the children 
back—even minors who were pregnant or young mothers. Perhaps the initial 
order had sprung from a desire to protect everyone from a lifestyle thought to 
be harmful and the order on remand was the judge throwing up her hands 
regarding this secretive and recalcitrant community. Perhaps DFPS had no 
evidence of particular teens at risk because their mothers condoned underage 
unions. This suggests how weak the initial case was. Neither the judge nor 
DFPS attempted targeted protective intervention at the outset. Having been 
corrected by the appellate courts, DFPS and the judge again failed to target 
these few girls for protective intervention.

At the same time, the trial court entered further orders regarding the 
38 mothers who had prevailed in the mandamus that were excessive and overly 
broad. DFPS no longer had custody, as it had lost the case for emergency pro-
tection. But DFPS had also fi led a “SAPCR” case (“suit affecting parent-child 
relationship”), which was still pending. This is a garden-variety custody case 
that any parent or adult might bring under a different statute.89 While this 
statute authorizes temporary orders “for the safety and welfare of the child,” 
including restraining a party from removing a child from a geographical 
area,”90 the trial court’s temporary orders are much more intrusive, as if DFPS 
had been granted temporary legal custody. Similarly, while statute prohibits 
interfering with an investigation of abuse or neglect, and permits court orders 
if parents refuse to consent to certain inquiries,91 there was no report of abuse 
regarding these preteen children to investigate. Moreover, had there been a 
report of abuse or neglect, DFPS’s policies are to complete an investigation in 
30 days (which could be extended to 60 days for good cause).92 The investiga-
tion Judge Walther ordered had no time limit at all. The trial judge’s orders 
were  over-reaching, but probably not subject to appeal.93

The best spin that can be put on this stage of the case is that the judge 
would simply rely upon DFPS to do individualized inquiries into the families 
with teenage daughters at risk and bring back individual cases where abuse 
could be proven. The worst spin is that Texas has decided to seek retribution 
through the criminal law while continuing to treat all parents as suspects in an 
extended investigation.

Child Protection Investigations Go Forward

The tearful reunions of parents and children began as soon as Judge Walther 
signed her order. Some families returned to the Ranch; Zavenda Young (wife 
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and mother of four children) returned with husband Edson Jessop, saying: 
“It’s a beautiful place to raise children” and “I’m not afraid of them. I haven’t 
done anything wrong.”94 By Thursday, June 5, 2008, all the children had been 
returned to their parents.95 However, many of the families “settled into apart-
ments and homes away from the ranch to await the results of a child welfare 
investigation.”96 Some parents reported their children were upset, and mental 
health professionals confi rmed that the separation would have had a negative 
emotional effect. DFPS promised that it would examine what services would be 
offered; the county mental health center was offering services.97

Meanwhile, beginning on Monday, June 2, the FLDS leadership began to 
publicize a “statement on marriage” that included this pledge: “[T]he church com-
mits that it will not preside over the marriage of any woman under the age of legal 
consent in the jurisdiction in which the marriage takes place.”98 (It is not exactly 
clear what is meant by “the age of legal consent.” Although 16-year-olds can be 
lawfully married in Texas with parental consent, that would not decriminalize 
sexual unions between 16-year-olds and men over 20 outside the bounds of lawful 
marriages.) Willie Jessop claimed that the policy had been in place for 18 months 
but was being publicized in light of the scrutiny the FLDS were receiving.99

By July 4, a month after the return of the children, DFPS was beginning to 
arrange parenting classes for the FLDS parents. Thirty families had returned 
to the ranch, 33 were living in San Antonio, and others were in various Texas 
cities. Their attorneys stated that they wanted to complete the requirements 
the court had set and get on with their lives.100 By late July, Judge Walther had 
ordered the massive child protection case broken up into various cases grouped 
by mothers, a move that was thought to be the fi rst step in dismissing some of 
the cases.101 By August 2008, DFPS had moved to dismiss the cases regarding 
32 children where there was no evidence of underage marriages or their par-
ents agreed to take appropriate steps to protect the children.102

One child—the 16-year-old daughter of Warren Jeffs—returned to her 
mother with certain conditions. Attorney ad litem Natalie Malonis told Judge 
Walther that she believed her client had been spiritually united with an older 
man and had a child by him. Judge Walther ordered that Warren Jeffs and 
FLDS spokesperson Willie Jessop not contact the girl.103 The girl, for her part, 
denied that she had been a victim of sexual abuse and had petitioned the judge 
to assign her a new lawyer.104 The girl’s CASA (court-appointed special advo-
cate) fi led a report with the court opining that she was “at risk for continued 
sexual abuse” because, indeed, she had been “married” to a 34-year-old man 
the day after she turned 15. Attached to the report was the girl’s own diary entry, 
dated December 27, 2006: “The Lord blessed me to go forward in marriage 
July 27, 2006, the day after I turned 15 years old.”105
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In early August 2008, DFPS fi led a motion to return eight children to fos-
ter care because their parents had permitted illegal “marriages” of their older 
children and now refused to sign “safety plans” to protect their daughters from 
sexual abuse through underage “marriages.”106 However, by the anniversary 
of the raid, only one child remained under court supervision, a 14-year-old girl 
who was allegedly spiritually united with Warren Jeffs at age 12.107 By July 2009 
this case, too, was concluded with an agreement that this girl’s aunt have per-
manent custody and her parent visit at the aunt’s discretion.108 In December 
2008, DFPS issued a lengthy report regarding the “Eldorado Investigation,”109 
indicating that it had identifi ed 12 girls who were victims of sexual abuse, their 
having been “spiritually married” between ages 12 and 15.110 The report indi-
cates that the costs to DFPS totaled over $12 million.111 DFPS’s web site asserts 
that the FLDS children “are safer today” due to its efforts, including having 
educated mothers and girls about sexual abuse.112

The Criminal Cases Begin

Whenever a child has been abused or neglected by a caretaker, the state may 
typically choose to litigate only a protective case, litigate only a criminal case, 
or litigate both protective and criminal cases. How (or if ) these cases should be 
coordinated or prioritized is not set forth in statute or case law, but generally 
left to the discretion of the state actors.

On Tuesday June 3, 2008, the Salt Lake Tribune reported:

Hours after signing an order releasing FLDS children from state 
custody, 51st District state judge Barbara Walther arrived at the 
Schleicher County Courthouse in Eldorado to swear in a grand jury 
that may be considering indictments related to the polygamous sect.113

In addition, DNA reports matching parents and children were being deliv-
ered to Judge Walther’s court, based on her mid-April order for these tests for 
the protective case.114 DFPS reported that after DFPS used them to determine 
family relations, it would explore whether this evidence could be used in the 
criminal investigation.115 In late June the grand jury met; it was thought that 
women who conceived or gave birth before they were 17 would be subpoenaed 
to testify.116 Several FLDS women, including Warren Jeffs’ 16-year-old daugh-
ter, made brief appearances before the grand jury, as did the girl’s attorney, 
Natalie Malonis.117 On July 12, Texas authorities took a third genetic sample 
from a nineteen-year-old FLDS mother and her 2-year-old daughter, thought 
to be Jeffs’ child.118
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On July 22, 2008, the Texas grand jury met again and indicted Warren 
Jeffs and four other men for sexually assaulting girls under the age of 17.119 
The four other men—Raymond Jessop, 36, Merril Leroy Jessop, 33, Allan 
Keate, 56, and Michael Emack, 57—turned themselves in to authorities on 
July 28; all were charged with fi rst degree felonies and faced fi ve years to life 
in prison.120 The sexual assaults of minors allegedly occurred in 2004 and 
2006; the cases appear to be based on the births of four children who would 
have been conceived by underage girls and one additional sexual assault in 
2006. Warren Jeffs’ daughter is not among the victims, though her “hus-
band” is a defendant charged for assaulting a different girl.121 It is not clear 
whether any of the alleged victims are still minors. The grand jury charged 
a fi fth man—Lloyd Barlow, the Ranch’s doctor—for failing to report child 
abuse when he oversaw the births of children to minors on October 14, 2006, 
December 20, 2006 and May 20, 2007.122 By March 2009, a dozen men 
faced Texas state-court indictments on charges ranging from sexual assault to 
bigamy to performing an illegal marriage, and a federal grand jury had begun 
to investigate FLDS church members.123

In May 2009, defense attorneys argued to Judge Walther that the evi-
dence should be suppressed, because the search warrants were not based on 
probable cause, but on a hoax call that law enforcement used “as an excuse 
for staging a massively intrusive raid upon a disfavored religious group.”124 
By March 2010 three of these defendants had been convicted relying upon 
records seized from the ranch. Merril Leroy Jessop, 38, was sentenced to 10 
years in prison and Allan E. Keate, aged 57, to 33 years in prison because his 
offense occurred after Texas increased the penalty for sexual assault. Michael 
G. Emack pled guilty and received an agreed-upon 7-year sentence.125 Merril 
Leroy Jessop, aged 35, was also convicted and sentenced to 75 years for the 
sexual assault of a 15-year-old girl.126 None of these convictions have yet been 
tested on appeal.

It is unclear whether other prosecutions will be forthcoming. In particular, 
it is unknown whether any of the parents of these girls will be prosecuted for 
arranging such unions.

Similarly, it remains unclear how the criminal prosecutions will relate to 
the protective cases. Given that most (if not all) of the victims in the criminal 
case are likely now adults, there is no necessary relationship between these 
criminal prosecutions and the protective actions. However, given how insular 
and integrated the community is, any prosecution will likely have wide ramifi ca-
tions and effects. It is notable that the prosecutions have relied upon marriage 
and family records from the ranch and DNA results, and have not involved the 
testimony of the victims, the former child “brides.”
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Commentary

Various justifi cations exist for prosecuting crimes. Protecting the rest of society 
by removing the law breaker (specifi c deterrence) is probably the justifi cation 
we think of fi rst. Prosecution may also provide general deterrence by confi rm-
ing that certain behavior is socially unacceptable and convincing the public 
to not commit the criminal act. Some crimes are more easily deterred than 
others—crimes that are planned (e.g., tax fraud) are thought to be more easily 
deterred than “crimes of passion” (e.g., assault).

In the case of the FLDS, Utah’s successful 2007 prosecution of War-
ren Jeffs for promoting the “marriage” of 14-year-old Elissa Wall127 may have 
already produced the desired general deterrent effect, given the “statement on 
marriage” recently released by the FLDS. Texas may be pursuing additional 
prosecutions to drive home this message.

Alternatively, Texas may be prosecuting the older men who have been 
“spiritually united” to underage girls to remove them from the ranch, prevent 
them from re-offending, and permit their victims to become independent of 
them. This approach may have some merit, as it would hold accountable the 
older adult men who decided to enter into relationships with minors. It might 
provide unprecedented freedom and autonomy to the now young adult women 
who were forced into underage marriages in the recent past.

However, it is not clear if any of the victims are willing participants in 
the prosecution, and prosecution against the wishes of the victim can be dif-
fi cult. Indeed, some of them may oppose the criminal prosecutions, which may 
remove fi nancial and emotional support from the community. If so, the FLDS 
girls and women would not be the only victims of sexual abuse or assault who 
would prefer that prosecution and prison not be the means of correcting the 
relationships. Finally, even if these prosecutions are successful, that will not 
ensure that the victims receive appropriate treatment and support.

Final Thoughts

While Texas claimed to be intervening to protect teen girls from sexual abuse, 
its extreme approach of removing all the children and its experts’ explanations 
suggested a larger agenda—rescuing children from an authoritarian religion. 
Dr. Perry, testifying as to why the children, even pre-teen boys, should not be 
returned to their mothers, said:

If they return . . . to that . . . environment, it reinforces this belief that 
they hold about the community and God and so forth. And so I think 



child protection law and the flds raid in texas  323

that . . . the more their life before this happened is replicated, the more 
they’ll believe like they did before the experience. . . . .128

The major source of authority in the community are (sic) the 
men, the father of the household and the elder of the community. 
And when they are not around those individuals, then the formal 
presentation of those elements of the belief system are not as 
powerfully reinforced.129

Wherever these kids go, they can’t be [in] traditional foster care. 
It needs to . . . have incredible training about the FLDS community, 
about issues of trauma maltreatment, about creating opportunities 
for these children to be exposed to similar but not destructive belief 
systems so they can begin to have an opportunity to create free choice 
about a variety of things.130

While mental health professionals attest that “authoritative” parenting is 
healthier than “authoritarian” parenting, this hardly justifi ed removing custody 
from authoritarian parents or from parents who belong to authoritarian reli-
gious communities.

When Texas DFPS decided to remove all the children from the FLDS 
community, reportedly to end the practice of child sexual abuse, I wrote that 
their approach was too broad.131 The state should have left the young children 
with the families who had never consented to underage sexual unions of their 
daughters. In that way there might have been some community support for the 
intervention to end what was clearly unhealthy for the teenage girls. It appears 
that Texas continued to cast too wide a net—demanding that protection plans 
be signed without fi ndings of abuse—and may be pursuing criminal prosecu-
tions without the support of the victims. A very aggressive approach to the 
criminal prosecutions could be as unsuccessful as the overly aggressive child 
protection case—uniting the community against the state, rather than provid-
ing support for the families who make appropriate choices for their teenage 
children and social support for all families to do likewise.
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Chapter 13

The Intricacies and Ethics of 
Parental Genetic Testing

Deborah L. Cragun and Ryan T. Cragun

While the other chapters in this book have described various aspects 
of the Fundamentalist Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints 
(FLDS) and the April 2008 raid of the FLDS Yearning for Zion (YFZ) 
Ranch, this chapter focuses on only one aspect of the resulting legal 
struggle—the decision by the court to mandate genetic testing for 
parentage.1 Parentage testing was requested by Child Protective 
Services (CPS) and granted by Judge Barbara Walther.2 The media 
explained the justifi cation of the DNA testing but also offered some 
criticism,

The DNA samples will be matched against those taken from 
adults from the ranch run by the FLDS. The DNA testing 
of the adults from the ranch is voluntary. But the FLDS 
spokesman called it “unprecedented in our country on this 
scale.” The parents have complied only because they want 
their children back, Parker said. “I think every American 
needs to be very fearful of what Child Protective Services is 
doing in Texas,” he said. Some of the children’s elusive or 
changing responses in interviews with child welfare workers 
have made murkier already ambiguous family relationships, 
including identifying the children’s parents, child welfare 
offi cials say.3

As the quote above illustrates, the justifi cation for parentage 
testing is based on several factors. Some FLDS parents and children 
were reportedly not completely forthright in volunteering their 
biological relationships. As a result, CPS indicated that it was having
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a very diffi cult time trying to discern which parents should be able to sue 
for custody of which children. Additionally, the relationships themselves are 
extremely complicated due to the practice of polygyny among the FLDS, and 
by the religiously directed reassignment of wives and children under Warren 
Jeffs.4 Finally, CPS workers were also interested in trying to discern if any of 
the girls had been impregnated when they were underage, thereby providing 
evidence for criminal charges against male FLDS members. This last justifi -
cation is illustrated in the following excerpt from the Houston Chronicle:

What is not speculative, however, is the fact that almost 60 percent of 
the underage girls are pregnant or have given birth. Once complete, 
DNA test results could sort out familial relationships to determine 
whether children were fathered by adults whose age would put them 
fi rmly outside Texas laws on age of consent and statutory rape. 
Marrying young girls to much older adult males is widely reported to 
be common practice among FLDS members and part and parcel of 
their religious beliefs. So is grooming boys to view sex between older 
men and young girls as normal.5

The ACLU, FLDS members, and FLDS lawyers expressed concerns that the 
decision to perform parentage testing was made “without specifi c evidence that 
the parentage of all children was actually in dispute”6 and that DNA testing is an 
invasion of privacy.7 However, without complete records or full cooperation from 
the FLDS, DNA testing was portrayed as the only way to accurately determine 
who should have legal custody of the children. On the other hand, many of the 
FLDS parents denied being evasive, and the courts were later able to match many 
parents and children for custody hearings even before parentage test results 
became available.8 In addition, the DNA tests became moot when the children 
were returned to their parents after the appeals court overruled Judge Walther’s 
decision and the Texas Supreme Court agreed with the appeals court’s decision.

Coerced parentage testing raises a number of practical and ethical concerns. 
In the discussion that follows, we describe what is involved in DNA parentage 
studies and explain what the results can and cannot reveal about the FLDS. This 
is followed by detailed information regarding genetic health risks among the 
FLDS that have been reported by the media. We then conclude by discussing a 
number of ethical implications related to topics reviewed in this chapter.

How Parentage Testing Is Performed

Genes9 are subsections of DNA that contain the instructions for making spe-
cifi c proteins.10 Proteins help determine the body’s physical traits (such as eye 
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color and height). Proteins also control the body’s metabolism and serve as one 
of the basic materials used to build body structures. The pieces of DNA used 
for parentage testing are sometimes referred to as genes, even though they do 
not code for proteins and are not known to contribute to any physical traits.

The DNA of all humans is overwhelmingly similar, but certain DNA seg-
ments vary in size. One class of variable-length DNA regions is called short 
tandem repeats (STRs). Each STR is composed of repeated units that are 2–6 
DNA base pairs in length. Parentage tests performed for legal purposes gener-
ally include 13–16 different STRs, 13 of which make up the standard STRs used 
for forensic testing in the United States.11 These STRs were chosen mainly 
because they are relatively easy to use and interpret and they do not provide 
information about physical traits or whether a person has an increased risk to 
develop or pass on a genetic disease.12 Each STR comes in many sizes; these 
are called alleles. The number of different alleles that exist for each STR in 
the human population is typically in the range of 15 to 90.13 However, a single 
individual only has two alleles for each STR; one is inherited from the mother 
and the other from the father.

Maternity and paternity tests are performed using DNA from the child and 
the putative parents. DNA can be obtained from almost any cell in a person’s 
body because each cell contains a copy of the same DNA. For parentage testing, 
a sample of cells is often taken by rubbing a small brush or cotton swab on the 
inside of a person’s mouth. Once the DNA is extracted and isolated, millions of 
copies of each STR are made using a technique called polymerase chain reac-
tion (PCR). The STRs are then separated by size using another technique called 
gel electrophoresis. After testing is completed, bands of DNA can be viewed on 
the gel without a microscope because each band contains millions of copies 
of a single STR. The pattern produced from multiple STRs is expected to be 
unique to each individual (except in cases of identical twins). This explains why 
this procedure is sometimes referred to as DNA fi ngerprinting.

Since half of a person’s DNA is inherited from the mother and half from 
the father it is expected that for each STR, one allele will match up in size with 
one of the two alleles from a person’s biological mother and the other allele 
will match one of the two alleles from the biological father. This is illustrated 
in fi gure 12.1, which shows a simplifi ed illustration of a DNA profi le of a child 
and her biological parents.

The fi nal results of parentage testing are reported simply as a list of sizes, 
or number of repeats of the two alleles for each STR tested. When parents are 
related to each other through blood relatives, it is more likely that some of their 
alleles will be the same size. This will probably be found among the FLDS 
because many of the group’s members share common ancestors. Although this 
may make it challenging to interpret the test results from the FLDS members, 
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there should still be enough variation to determine parentage. If necessary, 
however, the lab doing the parentage tests can include additional STRs in the 
DNA profi le to clarify the relationships.

DNA Fingerprinting Has the Potential to Reveal Additional 
Information about the FLDS

Once the mother and father of a child are identifi ed, their ages can be com-
pared with the age of the child to determine whether the woman was a minor 
at the time she was impregnated by an adult male. Parentage studies could 
also discover information that FLDS members may not want to know, such as 
 misattributed paternity. There is also the potential to glean additional infor-
mation about family relationships or genetic risk factors from the results of 
parentage tests.

The greater the number of STRs that two individuals have in common, the 
more closely related they tend to be. There has been at least one case reported 
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FIGURE 13.1. The above fi gure is a simplifi ed illustration of three DNA fi ngerprints. 
The 10 DNA bands in each lane represent different sized alleles for each of the 5 STRs 
used in this example. Even though the STRs from each person form a unique pattern, 
the child’s result shows clear similarities to the DNA fi ngerprint of her biological 
parents.  Half of the child’s alleles were inherited from her mother (as indicated by the 
black arrows) and the other alleles (indicated with gray arrows) were inherited from 
her father



the intricacies and ethics of parental genetic testing  335

in the scientifi c literature in which DNA fi ngerprints from a mother, son, and 
the mother’s brother were used to demonstrate probable incest.14 However, 
relationships cannot always be confi rmed from DNA fi ngerprints because 
people can have STRs that are the same length even if they are not related by 
blood. Although theoretically possible, sorting out biological relationships and 
creating a family pedigree using DNA fi ngerprints from the FLDS would be 
challenging, time consuming, and beyond the scope of parentage testing.15

Because 75–80 percent of individuals in the original polygamist group in 
Hilldale and Colorado City (from which the Texas group derives) are reportedly 
descendants of two of the original founders,16 there are probably a signifi cant 
number of individuals who are biological relatives. A couple’s close biological 
relationship through a common ancestor is referred to as consanguinity, which 
is derived from the Latin: con, which means “shared,” and sanguis, meaning 
blood. Although the terms “consanguinity” and “inbreeding” may be used 
interchangeably, “inbreeding” tends to hold a pejorative connotation in mod-
ern U.S. society, where the concept and practice are often stigmatized.17 The 
most common form of consanguinity in the world today tends to be a relation-
ship between fi rst cousins.18 Both fi rst and second cousin relationships occur 
among the FLDS, according to former group members.19

Historically, consanguineous relationships have been quite common.20 
Famous historical fi gures, such as Albert Einstein and Charles Darwin, were 
married to their fi rst cousins and consanguineous relationships were prevalent 
among the royal families in Europe. Consanguinity continues to be common-
place among a substantial percentage of the human population globally and is 
the preferred custom in parts of South Asia, the Middle East, and sub-Saharan 
Africa.21

However, because consanguinity in the United States is often discouraged 
or even illegal,22 disclosure of consanguineous family relationships could exac-
erbate the stigma that is already associated with the religious and cultural prac-
tices of the FLDS. On the other hand, information obtained from DNA testing 
could theoretically be helpful in quantifying genetic risks that may exist within 
the FLDS community, though this is beyond the scope of parentage testing.

Genetic Risks Among the FLDS

Risks Associated with Consanguinity

To understand the possible genetic implications of consanguinity, it is neces-
sary to review genetic inheritance patterns. Many genetic conditions exhibit an 
autosomal recessive pattern of inheritance. Autosomal refers to a gene that is 
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not on the X or Y chromosomes; this means that both males and females are 
typically affected in equal numbers. Recessive means that both copies (alleles) 
of a particular gene must contain a disease-causing variant in order for a per-
son to develop symptoms of the condition. This occurs when one gene variant 
is passed on to a child by each parent.

It is estimated that all people inherit at least a few recessive disease-caus-
ing variants in one of their two alleles,23 but most do not have symptoms of 
autosomal recessive diseases because their second gene copy compensates for 
the disease-causing allele. However, anyone can have a child with an autosomal 
recessive condition if both she and her partner happen to be carriers of a dis-
ease-causing variant in the same gene. People related by blood have a higher 
chance of having a child with an autosomal recessive condition because they 
are more likely to both have inherited the same disease-causing variant from a 
common ancestor.

Family pedigrees and parentage studies can be used to estimate the 
average proportion of gene copies (alleles) shared by two individuals.24 For 
instance, fi rst cousins share an average of one-eighth of their alleles. This 
means that approximately 12.5 percent of their alleles are identical because 
they were inherited from a common ancestor. This information has the poten-
tial to help determine the chance that individuals are carriers for the same 
autosomal recessive disease. When both parents are carriers, there is a 1 in 4 
(25%) chance with each pregnancy that they will have a baby affected with the 
condition, a 2 in 4 (50%) chance that the baby will be a carrier like the parents, 
and a 1 in 4 (25%) chance that the baby will not inherit a disease-causing vari-
ant from either parent.

Academic studies have consistently reported an increase in infant mortality 
in the offspring of consanguineous couples, even after controlling for impor-
tant socio-demographic risk factors, such as income, education, and access to 
prenatal care.25 Quantifying the increased mortality is diffi cult, and the magni-
tude of reported risk varies substantially from study to study.26 However, based 
on combined data from multiple studies, offspring of fi rst cousins probably 
have a 4–5 percent average increase in risk for pre-reproductive mortality above 
the population background risk.27

An increase in mortality rate among the offspring of consanguineous 
 couples can largely be attributed to serious genetic conditions or birth defects. 
Although fi rst cousins have an increased risk of having a child with a seri-
ous birth defect, the absolute risk remains relatively low.28 Among the general 
population, the risk of having a child with a serious birth defect is typically in 
the range of 2–3 percent, while among fi rst cousins the risk is approximately 
4–6 percent, or twice the risk in the general population.29
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Risks can be substantially higher if the parents are more closely related 
than fi rst cousins. For example, among incestuous (i.e., father-daughter, or 
brother-sister) unions, risks of morbidity and mortality have been estimated 
to be anywhere from 6.8 percent to 31.4 percent; however, the small number 
of cases and inability to control for non-genetic variables must be taken into 
consideration when evaluating the upper limit of this range.30

The increase in morbidity and mortality among the offspring of consan-
guineous couples is largely due to an increase in the incidence of autosomal 
recessive conditions.31 However, consanguinity does not increase risks for 
genetic conditions that follow other patterns of inheritance. One of these inher-
itance patterns is referred to as “X-linked recessive” because it occurs when the 
disease-causing variant is in a gene located on the X chromosome. Because 
there is no corresponding gene on the smaller Y chromosome, if the X chromo-
some a man inherits from his mother contains the disease-causing allele then 
he will develop symptoms. Women, on the other hand, inherit an X chromo-
some from both their father and their mother. This means that women do not 
typically develop symptoms of X-linked recessive conditions, since at least one 
of their two alleles is usually functional.

One well-known genetic condition that follows an X-linked recessive inher-
itance pattern is hemophilia, which results in a reduced blood-clotting ability. 
The spread of hemophilia in the royal European families during the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries is often erroneously attributed to consanguinity.32 
However, because hemophilia only requires one disease-causing allele for 
symptoms to appear in males, it was not the result of the consanguineous 
unions among the royal families. Another less well-known example is Alport 
syndrome, which is an X-linked condition that leads to kidney disease. The 
presence of this condition in members of a large Utah family has been misat-
tributed to inbreeding among “polygamist ancestors” who were early members 
of the mainstream LDS church.33

X-linked recessive disorders, such as hemophilia and Alport syndrome dis-
cussed above, are not accurate examples of the detrimental effects of inbreed-
ing. Similarly, consanguinity does not contribute to a higher incidence of 
autosomal dominant disorders in a population. In order for symptoms of an 
autosomal dominant condition to develop, a person only needs to inherit a 
single disease-causing gene variant from either parent. Whether or not parents 
are related does not infl uence the chance that a child will inherit a dominant 
disease-causing allele from an affected parent.

Chromosome abnormalities such as Down syndrome almost always occur 
sporadically. This means that the chance of having a child with a chromo-
some abnormality is not typically due to consanguinity or to a person’s family 



338  legal and ethical issues surrounding the seizure

medical history. However, because FLDS women typically have children until 
they are no longer able, there could be an increased prevalence of Down syn-
drome among FLDS infants because risks for chromosome abnormalities 
increase as a woman gets older. The prevalence of chromosome abnormalities 
could also be higher among the FLDS when compared to the general popu-
lation because the FLDS do not tend to utilize prenatal testing or terminate 
affected pregnancies.

Other birth defects such as cleft lip, spina bifi da, and congenital heart 
defects are infl uenced by a combination of genes and environmental factors. 
These so called “multifactorial traits” have been reported to occur at a higher 
frequency among consanguineous couples in a number of populations stud-
ied.34 However, valid concerns about the methodology of some of these studies 
have been raised, and other studies fail to fi nd a signifi cantly increased risk for 
some of these types of birth defects.35 Therefore, evidence that consanguinity 
increases the risk of multifactorial disorders is not conclusive.

The Case of Fumarase Defi ciency

Among the FLDS group in Texas, it is likely that a number of individuals are 
carriers for an autosomal recessive condition called fumarase defi ciency.36 Dur-
ing the 1990s, fumarase defi ciency had been reported in at least 20 children 
in Hilldale, Utah and Colorado City, Arizona, the FLDS towns from which the 
Texas group originated.37 This condition occurs due to inadequate function-
ing of the enzyme fumarase, which is critical to the production of energy by 
mitochondria in the body’s cells. Fumarase defi ciency results in a combination 
of symptoms such as severe mental retardation, seizures, muscle problems, 
and brain malformations.38 Many individuals who inherit this condition die 
in infancy or childhood, although survival into adulthood is possible. Those 
who do survive beyond infancy typically have IQs below 25 and their speech is 
limited, consisting of no more than a handful of words. Many are never able to 
walk or even sit without support.39 Neurologic impairment is usually evident 
early in life due to poor feeding, low muscle tone, or slow developmental prog-
ress. However, if seizures are well controlled it is rare for a child with fumarase 
defi ciency to lose developmental skills they have attained.40 Individuals with 
fumarase defi ciency require a tremendous amount of care; and they may ben-
efi t from a feeding tube, wheelchair, and/or physical, occupational and speech 
therapies. Unfortunately there is no cure for this condition.

Media coverage about fumarase defi ciency amidst the reports on parentage 
testing and custody issues may have contributed to confusion about these top-
ics. For instance, the title of a news story by NPR, “Gene Disorder Complicates 
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Sect Custody Fight,” was misleading.41 Although the content of the story was 
technically accurate, it failed to make an argument for how the presence of 
fumarase defi ciency among the FLDS could complicate the custody battle. This 
story also failed to clearly explain that there are important differences between 
the DNA testing performed for parentage studies and genetic testing to deter-
mine if someone is a carrier for fumarase defi ciency. The NPR report did not 
break new ground on this issue, but rather reexamined general information 
that had been exposed in the media a few years earlier about fumarase defi -
ciency among the FLDS in Hilldale and Colorado City.

Discussing fumarase defi ciency, especially in light of the DNA testing for 
custody purposes, should be done carefully and clearly, so as not to confuse 
the public. In reality, fumarase defi ciency played no role in the custody battle. 
Furthermore, parentage testing cannot directly determine if someone is a car-
rier for this condition because it provides no information about protein coding 
genes. Parentage testing could, however, reveal that individuals are related to 
someone with fumarase defi ciency. If this were to happen, then the chance 
that these individuals are carriers of fumarase defi ciency could be calculated. 
Although testing to identify the gene variant causing fumarase defi ciency 
among the FLDS is available, this type of DNA testing requires voluntary con-
sent and would need to be performed at a specialized laboratory (only a few labs 
in the world perform DNA testing for fumarase defi ciency).

Comparison of Genetic Risks in FLDS and Amish Populations

The FLDS share similarities to the Old Order Amish who emigrated from 
Europe to the United States in the mid-1700s, subsequently settling in Penn-
sylvania, Ohio, and Indiana, where they have remained isolated through reli-
gious and social mechanisms.42 Both the FLDS and Amish founded settlements 
that began with a relatively small number of individuals, but grew substantially 
after generations of endogamy (the practice of mating within isolated popu-
lations). Despite this growth, genetic variation between individuals in Amish 
populations remains limited;43 and compared to the general U.S. population, 
the Amish have a high prevalence of a number of rare autosomal recessive 
diseases.44

Given the potential impact that endogamy and consanguinity can have on 
the genetic makeup of a population, the question as to why more genetic dis-
orders are not commonly found within the FLDS population has been raised.45 
This may seem puzzling at fi rst, because the Amish have an increased risk for 
many rare genetic conditions, despite fi rst and second cousin marriage being 
uncommon.46 The answer may be due to the fact that Amish societies in the 



340  legal and ethical issues surrounding the seizure

United States were founded approximately two hundred years earlier than the 
FLDS and there has been more time for the degree of relatedness to increase 
between the Amish due to numerous generations of distant cousin marriages.47 
Based on the Amish experience, it is therefore quite possible that more genetic 
disorders will appear among the FLDS in subsequent generations (assuming 
cultural isolation continues and few if any new members from outside the pop-
ulation join). There may already be other recessive disorders among the FLDS 
that outsiders are not aware of yet.

Despite the increased risks for recessive disorders that are present 
among endogamous populations (such as the FLDS and Amish), the abso-
lute risks remain quite low.48 This means that autosomal recessive genetic 
conditions affect, at most, only a small percentage of children born into these 
communities.

Polygamy Is Not Responsible For Increasing Genetic Risks

Despite the many similarities between the Amish and the FLDS, there are also 
some important differences. Perhaps the most salient difference is the FLDS 
practice of polygyny (a specifi c type of polygamy in which men have more than 
one wife). This practice has been criticized by erroneously implicating polygyny 
as a major underlying cause of the relatively high rates of fumarase defi ciency 
among the FLDS. This criticism is illustrated in the following quote from the 
Phoenix New Times:

Polygamy leads to sexual predation, and that leads to genetic 
problems,” says Rehabilitative Services’ Tarby. “If you stop the sexual 
predation, you stop the genetic problem as well. But [FLDS members] 
don’t think of it as sexual predation. That’s the big problem.”49

In reality, “polygamy” is not the “big problem” when it comes to genetic 
conditions. Polygyny can actually increase genetic variation in populations 
that are not endogamous or consanguineous.50 Genetic evidence suggests that 
polygyny was practiced among humans until fairly recently in our evolution-
ary past.51 The stigma of polygynous relationships is a relatively recent social 
invention based on the moral beliefs of late medieval Christianity.52 From 
evolutionary, anthropological, and sociological perspectives, the criminaliza-
tion of polygyny makes very little sense, though the regulation of such practice 
to  consenting adults is an obvious criterion for legalization. At the very least, 
polygyny should not be blamed for the increased prevalence of fumarase defi -
ciency among the FLDS. If there is any reason to be concerned about the FLDS, 
their lifestyle, and genetics, it should be with regard to underage marriages, 
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consanguineous relationships, and lack of genetic fl ow into and out of the 
population, and not the actual practice of polygyny.

Ethical Implications

In this section we discuss a number of ethical issues related to genetic testing, 
but leave much of the discussion regarding FLDS culture and the raid itself to 
other chapters in this book. The goal of this section is to raise awareness of the 
many ethical confl icts and a few legal concerns related to genetic testing. We 
do not attempt to resolve all of these issues. Additionally, we refer the reader to 
chapter 12 in this volume for a comprehensive discussion of legal issues related 
to the FLDS.

The ethical framework used in this section relies heavily on the concepts of 
biomedical ethics as laid out by Veatch.53 A discussion of ethics often includes 
an evaluation of costs and benefi ts using the “consequentialist” bioethical 
principles of benefi cence and nonmalefi cence. Essentially, this means that the 
ethical course of action is focused on the production of good consequences 
(benefi cence) and the avoidance of bad consequences (nonmalefi cence). How-
ever, actions based only on the likely consequences are not always ethical, since 
they often ignore the concept of respect for individual persons. Therefore, duty-
based principles, such as autonomy (the idea that people should be able to make 
their own decisions free from the interference of others), fi delity (the concept 
that promises and contracts should be kept), veracity (duty to tell the truth), and 
justice should also be taken into account.54 Additional considerations include 
legal aspects (i.e. criminal justice and privacy issues), the effects an action may 
have on third parties (including society at large), and practical realities (such as 
fi nancial costs and the allocation of limited resources). These factors and bioeth-
ical principles often confl ict with one another, making it diffi cult to determine 
the best course of action. In the following sections we discuss these confl icts.

Court Ordered Parentage Testing

Are the benefi cent intentions of CPS to protect the FLDS children from abuse 
and/or the potential for abuse enough to supersede the responsibilities of soci-
ety and the legal system to respect individual FLDS members’ autonomy and 
privacy rights? This is a major question that should be asked when evaluating 
ethical and legal aspects of the raid and parentage testing.

According to the Uniform Parentage Act (160.502), court-ordered genetic 
testing to establish parentage is allowed in Texas.55 However, if the parentage 
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of all the FLDS children was not actually in question, then it could be argued 
that parentage testing for all of the children is not warranted because it violates 
individual privacy and autonomy. It can also be argued that FLDS parents felt 
coerced to submit presumably “voluntary” DNA samples, believing it was the 
only way they would be able to obtain custody of their children in a timely 
manner,56 again violating autonomy.

Although fi scal matters should never be more important than the welfare 
of children, consideration of the fi nancial costs raises additional questions 
regarding the reasonableness of parentage testing for all the FLDS children. 
Despite receiving a discounted rate, the State of Texas (i.e., Texas taxpayers) 
reportedly paid a total of $110,000 for expenses related to parentage testing.57 
This raises obvious questions of whether parentage testing was a wise use of 
limited resources and whether it is fair to burden taxpayers with the expense.58 
Even though this is a pittance compared to the millions of dollars spent on the 
raid itself,59 many parent-child relationships had been sorted out before parent-
age tests were completed, and the results of all the tests were later considered to 
be moot because the courts ordered the children to be returned after conclud-
ing that the raid was not justifi ed.60 In hindsight, there were probably more 
prudent ways to determine parentage that would have been less of a burden 
on taxpayers and less disruptive to the lives of the FLDS members. Why Judge 
Walther ordered immediate DNA testing for all the children is not clear. How-
ever, CPS workers reportedly expressed their hope early on that the tests would 
prove helpful to the criminal investigation.61

Use of Parentage Testing in Criminal Investigations

Although unclear in the initial press coverage we reviewed, it was later reported 
that results from parentage testing will not be shared with individuals involved 
in the criminal investigation, and they cannot be used as evidence for criminal 
cases without a separate court order.62 However, some of the articles expressed 
ambivalence regarding the use of these results in criminal investigations. To 
explore the ethics and legality of this issue, it will fi rst be helpful to compare 
and contrast DNA tests performed for parentage studies with those used in 
criminal cases.

Parentage tests share a number of similarities to DNA tests used in crimi-
nal cases. Both types of tests are used for identifi cation purposes. They are 
performed using the same lab techniques and most of the same genetic mark-
ers (STRs). Additionally, they do not examine DNA regions currently known to 
contribute to physical traits or health risks, distinguishing them from medical 
genetic tests.63
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The DNA Identifi cation Act of 1994 formalized the FBI’s authority to 
establish a database containing DNA profi les for “law enforcement purposes.”64 
The DNA identifi cation act allows DNA to be obtained from certain convicts or 
parolees without a warrant, probable cause, or even individualized suspicion. 
The law also allowed for the creation of the Combined DNA Index System 
(CODIS), a software system maintained by the FBI that allows for state, local, 
and federal authorities to share and search DNA profi les. One section of this 
database contains the profi les of certain convicted criminals and parolees; sepa-
rate indexes within CODIS contain profi les from missing persons, unidenti-
fi ed human remains, and relatives of missing persons who have voluntarily 
contributed a sample. Importantly, CODIS does not contain DNA profi les from 
parentage testing.

The American Civil Liberties Union has assisted in several legal challenges 
to “DNA fi ngerprinting laws,” as “unreasonable search and seizure” forbidden 
by the Fourth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution.65 The courts have agreed 
that obtaining a blood or DNA sample (for identifi cation purposes) constitutes 
a search. However, the rulings have upheld that such testing can indeed be 
obtained without consent based on three main arguments: (1) criminals “have 
a diminished expectation of privacy”; (2) government and public interest to 
enforce the law outweighs individual privacy rights; or (3) the “special needs” 
clause in the Fourth Amendment.66

Considering the arguments above, using parentage studies as part of a 
criminal investigation of FLDS members is questionable from an ethical and 
legal standpoint. These adults were not reported to be convicts or parolees and 
would therefore not “have reduced expectations of privacy.” Thus, without 
probable cause or at least individualized suspicion, using parentage tests to 
support a criminal case may be considered an “unreasonable” search under 
the Fourth Amendment. On the other hand, CPS workers and other govern-
ment offi cials continue to argue that the need to protect minors (benefi cence) 
outweighs individual autonomy protected by the Fourth Amendment.

Regardless of the legality, advocates of parentage testing for all the FLDS 
children are taking a “consequentialist” ethical perspective, arguing that the 
potential good in protecting minors from sexual abuse outweighs any potential 
for negative consequences caused by using the DNA test results obtained for 
parentage studies. In their minds, withholding the results of parentage testing 
out of concerns for privacy cannot be justifi ed. However, failing to uphold the 
rights laid out in the Fourth Amendment ignores duty-based principles. The 
result is an ethical confl ict between the principles of autonomy and fi delity and 
the principles of nonmalefi cence (preventing future harm to children) and jus-
tice (i.e., the investigation and prosecution of suspected sex offenders).



344  legal and ethical issues surrounding the seizure

Whether or not it is ethical or legal to use results from parentage studies in 
the criminal investigation may also be complicated by the “special needs” clause 
in the Fourth Amendment. The “special needs” exemption has been cited in 
court decisions to argue the Constitutionality of using evidence from admin-
istrative searches or seizures in criminal cases even though it was obtained 
without probable cause.67 Courts have generally found that the “special needs” 
exemption applies only if the primary reason for the search is unrelated to law 
enforcement.68 This raises the question of whether the “special needs” clause 
could justify using results from parentage tests in the criminal investigation 
based on the assumption that testing was ordered to determine custody rather 
than for law enforcement purposes.

Speculation that parentage studies will be used to determine if men fathered 
children with underage girls is not unfounded. Texas criminal investigators 
obtained a warrant in June 2008 to collect a DNA sample from Warren Jeffs 
as part of an investigation into allegations involving “spiritual marriages” with 
four underage girls at the YFZ ranch in Texas.69 Although the offi cials indicated 
that the DNA testing was not related to the Texas custody cases,70 performing 
DNA testing on the sample taken from Jeffs will only be useful in proving inap-
propriate sexual relationships if the results are compared with DNA test results 
obtained from FLDS children and putative victims. In this specifi c case, however, 
taking DNA from Jeffs was probably legal and ethical as he does have “reduced 
expectations of privacy” since he has already been convicted of being an accom-
plice to rape by performing the marriage of a 14-year-old girl to a 19-year-old 
male. Furthermore, the marriage records and pictures (which were confi scated 
during the raid of the YFZ ranch and cited in the warrant to obtain DNA from 
Jeffs) provide probable cause, or at least individualized suspicion.71

Situations that create confl icts are often resolved by balancing the ethical 
principles involved. Regarding parentage testing of the FLDS, the principles 
of autonomy (i.e., ability of the FLDS to live without interference from others) 
and fi delity (i.e., obligation to uphold rights laid out by the Fourth Amend-
ment) can be weighed against the principles of benefi cence, nonmalefi cence, 
and criminal justice. These issues remain debatable, and different conclusions 
may be reached depending on the importance one assigns to each of the ethi-
cal principles involved. However, once the actual consequences of a decision 
are known, evaluating the situation may become easier and/or may lead to 
different conclusions than were reached before the decision was implemented. 
Considering the information we now have after the raid, taking DNA from 
all the parents and children was likely unwarranted. But, having done so, it 
may be ethical and legal to compare the DNA fi ngerprints that were created 
for establishing custody with the DNA sample that was obtained from Warren 
Jeffs after establishing probable cause and securing a warrant.
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Disclosure of Genetic Information

A number of ethical and legal questions can arise regarding if, when, or to whom 
genetic information should be disclosed. For example, in cases where parentage 
testing reveals nonpaternity, which parties should have the right to know about the 
results? Even if infi delity is uncommon among the FLDS, a fair number of FLDS 
children have been reassigned to other “fathers” by Warren Jeffs.72 This could com-
plicate paternity issues; particularly if some FLDS members hold the alleged belief 
that when children are reassigned to a new father, their DNA changes according-
ly.73 Based on the ethical principle of veracity, the possibility of non-paternity should 
typically be discussed with putative parents as part of the informed consent process 
prior to performing parentage testing so that parties are aware of this possibility 
and can determine how this information should be handled.74

The potential that DNA fi ngerprints have to reveal information beyond 
parent-child relationships can result in ethical confl icts. For example, parentage 
tests could provide evidence that a couple is closely related by blood. Because 
Texas does not place legal restrictions on fi rst cousin marriage, criminal pros-
ecution for consanguinity is unlikely to be an issue. However, if the test results 
indicated that a couple could be more closely related than fi rst cousins, should 
this information be revealed to law enforcement offi cials?

Other concerns stem from the knowledge that DNA encodes a great deal 
of personal information about disease predisposition and behavioral tenden-
cies. These concerns should not be overstated because forensic and parentage 
tests examine fewer than 20 DNA regions, which do not encode proteins and 
are not known to be associated with any health, physical, or behavioral traits.75 
However, in the case of the FLDS, parentage testing could indirectly reveal an 
increased risk for a genetic condition if an individual is found to be related to a 
biological relative who is affected with that condition. Even though the principle 
of autonomy and the right to privacy make it clear that this information should 
not be revealed to the public, the question remains as to whether at-risk family 
members should be informed. For instance, if it were discovered that an FLDS 
member is closely related to someone who had a child with fumarase defi -
ciency, what would be the proper course of action? Disclosing this  information, 
so that the individual is aware of the potential risk to have an affected child, is 
supported based on the ethical principles of veracity and benefi cence. On the 
other hand, privacy issues and autonomy (including the right a person has to 
not know) support the decision not to disclose such information. Although 
FLDS members with a family history of fumarase defi ciency may experience 
this type of ethical confl ict, it is unlikely that parentage testing will create such 
an issue as long as the DNA is used solely to determine parent-child relation-
ships and family medical information is not obtained.



346  legal and ethical issues surrounding the seizure

The chances that harm will occur as the result of DNA samples being 
used for additional testing are probably low, but this is often cited as a con-
cern associated with DNA identifi cation testing.76 DNA is often stored by labs 
for varying periods of time and may be used for quality assurance purposes. 
Certifi ed DNA labs generally have policies that require an individual’s written 
consent in order to perform additional genetic testing beyond what is neces-
sary for quality control;77 and it is unlikely that any commercial lab would per-
form unrequested tests because it would incur additional expenses and cut into 
their profi t. However, labs may allow DNA to be used for research purposes 
as long as all information that could directly identify the individual has been 
removed.78 Although such testing may benefi t society by contributing to scien-
tifi c knowledge, it could infringe upon an individual’s autonomy if the sample 
were re-identifi ed.

There are two additional protections that may reduce worry about the above 
issue. The fi rst is the requirement for research studies using human DNA to 
be approved by an institutional review board, which helps ensure that use of 
the samples is ethical and that individual rights are not violated. Furthermore, 
if privacy were invaded, two federal laws provide protection against disclosure 
of and discrimination based on genetic health information. The Health Insur-
ance Portability and Accountability Act of 1996 provides certain restrictions 
concerning the release of personal health information79 and offers limited pro-
tection against health insurance discrimination based on genetic test results. 
The Genetic Information Nondiscrimination Act of 2008 offers much greater 
protection against discrimination by both health insurers and employers once 
all provisions of this law took effect in 2009.

These laws are in agreement with the conclusion that an individual’s 
autonomy to decide whether to share personal genetic information with oth-
ers tends to trump arguments for disclosure that are based on other bioethical 
principles. Therefore it is generally unethical to disclose family relationships 
or other information obtained from genetic tests to the general public or other 
third parties. Respect for individual autonomy also dictates that the results of 
genetic tests and DNA samples should only be used for the intended purposes 
for which they were obtained.

Genetic Testing and Reproductive Freedom

DNA testing is available that has the potential to fi nd the disease-causing gene 
variants in an individual with fumarase defi ciency. If the disease-causing vari-
ant responsible for fumarase defi ciency among the FLDS were identifi ed, then 
a community-wide screening program could be initiated to determine whether 
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healthy FLDS members are carriers and are therefore at risk to have an affected 
child. However, government offi cials involved in the Texas raid never men-
tioned or advocated testing for fumarase defi ciency. Furthermore, FLDS 
members have reportedly shown no interest in fi nding out if they are carriers, 
according to the neurologist who diagnosed many of the affected children and 
spoke with a large group of FLDS members about the genetic nature of the 
condition.80 While it has not always been part of scientifi c or health care prac-
tice to require the consent of individuals prior to performing genetic testing, 
it is now considered an essential part of medical and scientifi c practice to do 
so.81 Despite the ethical responsibility of health professionals to do good for the 
patient (the principle of benefi cence), the autonomy of the individual is typi-
cally the primary consideration, based on both legal precedent and codes laid 
out by various organizations of health care professionals.82

Even if FLDS members pursued carrier screening, it would only be effec-
tive in reducing the incidence of fumarase defi ciency if reproductive decisions 
are altered based on the information. The professional position of genetic 
counselors is to allow individuals the autonomy to make their own reproduc-
tive decisions, based on accurate and complete information (National Society 
of Genetic Counselors Position Statements, accessible at www.nsgc.org). Nev-
ertheless, arranging marriages in such a way that both members of each couple 
do not carry a disease-causing variant for the same autosomal recessive condi-
tion could be considered benefi cent because it would reduce the number of 
individuals who are born with the condition. While this approach substantially 
reduced the birth prevalence of autosomal recessive conditions within Ash-
kenazi Jewish populations,83 it is less likely that the leadership of the FLDS 
will be interested in genetic screening. Doing so is arguably not faith-promot-
ing within a religion in which marriages are arranged by the group’s leader 
based on alleged inspiration from God.84 Unless a new theological principle 
is introduced into FLDS doctrine that justifi es the use of genetic information 
in making these decisions, carrier screening will not likely be utilized among 
members of the FLDS population.85

Ethicists and the legal system of the United States typically support the 
idea that upholding reproductive autonomy is generally more important than 
other competing ethical principles or rights.86 This freedom includes the ability 
to determine whether to have children, whether to perform genetic testing on 
embryos (a procedure known as preimplanation genetic diagnosis), whether to 
have genetic testing during pregnancy, and whether to terminate a fetus.87

Considering that restricting reproductive freedom is currently illegal in the 
United States and most modern Western societies,88 this raises the possibil-
ity that the incidence of autosomal recessive diseases will continue to increase 

www.nsgc.org
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among the FLDS. Because birth control, prenatal testing, and abortion contradict 
the beliefs of the FLDS, they are unlikely to utilize these technologies. From the 
FLDS viewpoint, it is simply God’s will for them to have one or more children 
with birth defects.89 There is also a belief among the FLDS that these children are 
a special gift from God and that the resulting challenges parents experience in 
caring for them are part of God’s plan to test parents and prove them worthy.90

The principle of autonomy would argue that parents should be able to have 
as many children as they want. However, the principles of benefi cence, non-
malefi cence, and justice could be used to argue that it is unfair to knowingly 
bring a child into the world who will suffer severe medical complications and/
or that it is unjust for others (i.e., taxpayers) to bear the fi nancial burden associ-
ated with their care. The latter point may sound callous, but this issue has been 
raised in media reports about fumarase defi ciency among the FLDS.91 Though 
not believed to be the case at the FLDS ranch in Texas,92 a number of FLDS 
members from the Hilldale–Colorado City area, including those who have chil-
dren with fumarase defi ciency, reportedly use governmental health programs 
such as Medicaid, MRDD services, and WIC.93 These reports and the reality 
that caring for individuals with severe genetic conditions is expensive raise 
the following ethical and practical questions: Who should bear the fi nancial 
responsibility for children with genetic conditions and special needs? Should 
this differ depending on whether the parents were aware of the risks or of the 
diagnosis prior to pregnancy or birth?

Ethical confl icts also arise when considering consanguineous relation-
ships and reproductive freedom. A working group of medical and social science 
experts organized by the World Health Organization concluded that “consan-
guineous marriage is an integral part of cultural and social life in many areas 
[of the world] and that attempts to discourage it at the population level are inap-
propriate and undesirable, even though it is associated with an increased birth 
prevalence of children with recessive disorders.”94 This same paper essentially 
argues that the ethical principle of autonomy and the respect for cultural tra-
dition outweigh the possible negative consequences of consanguineous mar-
riage. Certainly the FLDS share a unique culture that limits their options when 
it comes to marrying someone in their faith, and it is unreasonable for us to 
expect that they would be willing to marry an outsider.

Additionally, there is a principle of egalitarian justice in play here: We do 
not try to stop non-consanguineous couples from reproducing after having a 
child with an autosomal recessive condition even though there is a 25 percent 
chance that their next child will also be affected. Why then should reproduc-
tive restrictions be placed on fi rst cousins, especially when the risks for most 
biologically related couples to have a child with a serious genetic condition are 
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substantially less than 25 percent? Thus, equality, autonomy, and culture are all 
complicating factors when it comes to the ethical discussions of consanguinity, 
genetic risks, and reproductive freedom.

Although freedom to make reproductive decisions should be respected, 
this should not be interpreted as a recommendation to health care profession-
als to refrain from informing all individuals (including those who are in con-
sanguineous relationships or who belong to religious groups that reject genetic 
technology) of the possible outcomes, treatments, and reproductive options 
available to them. To the contrary, the ethical principles of veracity and auton-
omy dictate that all individuals should have access to accurate, scientifi c infor-
mation when making their decisions.

The ability to provide such information to individuals can be complicated 
by religious worldviews and individual values or beliefs. Knowledge of genetic 
risks may lead to ethical confl icts and questions. For example, if individuals are 
at risk of having a child with a genetic disease but they do not believe the under-
lying cause is genetic, do they or the medical practitioner have a responsibility 
to inform family members who are at increased risk? Furthermore, the best 
way to approach groups of people, such as the FLDS, who may reject scientifi c 
information that does not easily fi t into their particular worldview, values, and 
beliefs is not always clear.

Conclusions

In this chapter we have attempted to explain the intricacies of parentage test-
ing. To do so we illustrated how parentage testing involves the comparison 
of DNA samples. Practically, such testing does not provide information about 
a person’s genetic health risks. Therefore, parentage testing will not directly 
reveal whether FLDS couples are at risk to have a child with fumarase defi -
ciency, an autosomal recessive genetic condition that causes health problems 
and mental retardation.

Although most FLDS children are healthy, fumarase defi ciency occurs 
more frequently among the FLDS than any other population in the world. The 
relatively high prevalence of this condition has erroneously been attributed to 
the FLDS practice of polygyny. However, it is actually the result of reproduc-
tive isolation and consanguineous relationships within a population that arose 
from a small number of founding families.

Parentage tests have the power to reveal information about consanguinity, 
non-paternity, and biological relationships that could potentially be used to calcu-
late genetic risks. The ethical course of action in such cases should be to inform 
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the parties involved about these rare possibilities and to use the test results and 
DNA samples only for the intended purpose, which is to determine or confi rm 
parent-child relationships. Privacy concerns and the principle of autonomy also 
dictate that results should not generally be shared with third parties, though main-
taining confi dentiality can lead to ethical confl icts under some circumstances.

The intersections between genetic testing, consanguinity, religion, and 
reproductive freedom can lead to a number of ethical confl icts, which were 
explored in this chapter. Although actions that respect individual autonomy 
generally prevail, breaching autonomy may occasionally be justifi ed if argu-
ments based on justice, benefi cence, and nonmalefi cence are determined to 
carry greater weight.

Reproductive freedom has and should probably continue to trump other 
competing issues, but concerns about the consequences of consanguinity 
and continued reproduction within the isolated FLDS community cannot be 
ignored. On the other hand, these concerns are not unique to the FLDS, and 
the absolute magnitude of genetic risks associated with these practices is rela-
tively small.
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Glossary

Apostle, Quorum of Twelve Apostles. Second-highest governing body of 
the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints. Most of the fundamentalist 
groups also have a Quorum of Twelve Apostles.
Apostolic United Brethren (AUB). A fundamentalist group that traces its 
history back to the main LDS Church.
Bishop. An ecclesiastical leader over a ward (local Latter-Day Saint 
congregation).
Book of Mormon. (see Scriptures)
Celestial marriage. A term synonymous with sealing for time and eternity, 
though nineteenth-century Mormons often used it to mean plural marriage.
Doctrine and Covenants (or D & C). (see Scriptures)
Endowment. A ritual during which Latter-Day Saints “receive the endowment” 
of knowledge they believe is necessary for them to be exalted. During the 
course of the endowment, members also make sacred promises to be faithful.
Exaltation. The highest status or reward possible in the hereafter. Both the 
LDS and polygamists believe that being married for eternity is one of the 
conditions necessary for exaltation.
First Presidency. Supreme governing body of the LDS Church, composed of 
the president of the church and two counselors.
FLDS. Abbreviated form of Fundamentalist Church of Jesus Christ of Latter 
Day Saints, one of the fundamentalist groups that traces its history back to 
the main LDS Church.
Garment, or priesthood garment. A cloth covering of the body that many believe 
provides a spiritual and sometimes a physical protection to the individual.
High Council. A body of twelve men who advise and assist the stake 
presidency in carrying out the administration of the stake organization. 
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They sometimes assist the stake presidency as the stake presidency sits as an ecclesiastical 
court.
Latter-Day Saints (LDS). Members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints.
Manifesto. A statement issued by the president of the LDS or Mormon church on 
September 25, 1890, stating his intention to abide by the federal laws prohibiting plural 
marriage and to advise all Latter-Day Saints to do likewise.
Pearl of Great Price. (see Scriptures)
Polygamy. The marriage of more than one spouse at the same time. Almost all 
polygamous marriages are composed of families with one man with more than one 
woman. Technically, the term for this type of marriage is “polygny,” but authors tend to 
use the more general term “polygamy.”
Plural wife. A woman who has been “sealed” or married to a man who has been married 
to a previous wife. Men are sometimes married to several women at the same time.
Priesthood. The LDS and polygamists believe that worthy priesthood holders, those 
having been properly ordained, can act for and on behalf of God in giving blessings and 
sealing ordinances.
Scriptures. Both the LDS Church and the fundamentalist groups use four books of 
Scriptures (in addition to the teachings of their prophets). The fi rst is the King James 
version of the Bible. The second is the Book of Mormon, which Joseph Smith stated he 
translated from gold-like plates that he received. Third is a set of revelations given to the 
Church through prophets in modern times. Fourth is the Pearl of Great Price, a book 
reportedly translated from Egyptian papyri received by Joseph Smith.
Sealing. A Latter-Day Saint ritual for binding families together in marriage. Usually this 
is done for both “time and eternity.” This is usually done in temples.
Seminary meetings. In the LDS and polygamous communities, instructional religious 
meetings conducted usually for teenagers. These are sometimes conducted adjacent to 
schools or, in the case of the fundamentalists, in their regular church buildings.
Stake. An ecclesiastical unit made up of several geographically adjacent wards, often 
compared to a Catholic diocese.
Stake president. The leader of a stake. A stake presidency consists of the stake president 
and his two counselors.
Temple. Building in which the most sacred Latter-Day Saint rituals (ordinances) are 
performed, including endowments and sealings.
Ward. The basic ecclesiastical church unit, the local geographically based congregation, 
often compared to a parish of the Catholic Church.
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