I joined the Mormon Church in 1998; having grown up in a long tradition of Mormonism, this event proved to be a joyful episode for my family. In their eyes, it was now possible for me to lead a stable life full of spiritual substance.  However, it didn't take me long to realize that their happy, well-adjusted lives came at a cost.  In the church, women are stripped of autonomy; in other terms, they lack an identity without a husband. They are not worth as much singularly as they are when partnered with their husband.  They are inadequate to receive a "calling"-being called to a volunteer position within the church- from the Bishop if not in the presence of their husband. Determinedly, the priesthood is reserved for men, and, thus, women are continuously relegated to positions in the Relief Society.  Relief Society is the Mormon version of a coffee klatch. The purpose being for the women to gather under the house of The Heavenly Father (God) devise opinions as to how to provide their children and husbands with an unruffled life. All duties and powers within the church are based exclusively on gender.   I left the church in late 1998 because it doesn't take me long to realize a mistake and make mid course correction.  

I have always been fascinated by the Mormon history of polygamy.  I wondered why a woman would consent to that lifestyle.  I wondered if it was possible for the polygamist lifestyle to be freeing to them.  The idea that you could create community with these women, who ideally you would like/love, to be helped with everyday chores like child rearing, cooking, cleaning and sex (although I am not saying that's a chore) while also having time to yourself when you weren't involved in the active pursuit of pleasing your man, if that wouldn't be the ideal situation.  Like living in a commune or cooperative housing.  What I found in my research is a seedy underbelly of secrecy and perversion that the surface has only been scratched off. 

The Mormon Church itself is broken into two sections; The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints (mainstream Mormons) and The Fundamentalist Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints (within this section there are many different sects, each with their own doctrines, the common thread being polygamy).  Both churches adhere to the teachings of Joseph Smith, founder of the Mormon religion, but polygamy separates them.  Fundamentalists broke off from the Mormon Church proper shortly after 1890 when the president at the time issued an edict that polygamous marriage would cease in his denomination. For years the issue of polygamy has been virtually ignored by the church and state law enforcement in Utah and Arizona were the biggest fundamentalist sects exists.

I am going to focus on the communities of Hiledale and Colorado City.  These are towns that border Utah and Arizona.  It is where the sects of polygamy reside that have been subject of a lot of news reports lately due to polygamy.  This community has a long history.  It was established in the late 1800’s when in order to become a state, Utah and specifically the Mormon Church had to agree to stop the practice of polygamy immediately.  Many in the church believed that “the church had compromised the doctrine in order to gain acceptance from the world.” (Driggs, 2001) Those people moved to Short Creek and changed their distinction from regular Mormonism to Fundamentalist Mormons.  In the very late 1800s to the early 1900s there was a raid on Short Creek where law enforcement came in and took 243 children away from parents and arrested several of the men.  When everything was returned to normal, the leaders of Short Creek separated the land and changed the name to Hiledale (on one side) and Colorado City on the other, in an effort to leave the Short Creek raid behind them.

Many mainstream Mormons “asked the politicians and law enforcement to leave the people of Short Creek alone as quite a few Mormons believed that when President McKay got up and made that statement that the church was in full harmony with the actions against Short Creek, whether he knew it or not he was testifying to the heaven that the church had rejected the fullness of the everlasting gospel.” (Driggs, 2001)  This was a strong statement by the members of the church, one in which I agree with.  Leaving behind the moral question of “is polygamy good for humanity?” There is this aspect of changing the gospel.  When you change the gospel in order to conform or be a part of a larger more popular group, it would seem to me that you are rejecting the fullness of the heavenly father in doing that.  Regardless, for me it isn’t a strong enough position to sway me but they make a good point and I can see their anger over it.

There are several fundamental problems with polygamy and going into this topic I was sure that I knew a little bit about a lot of them. I read the papers and I know about the forced marriage of young girls to men old enough to be their fathers and, I know about the hotly debated issue of welfare fraud.  The one thing I hadn’t considered was inbreeding and the devastating effects of it on the children.

In Hiledale/Colorado City there is an alarmingly high rate of disease discovered by scientists called fumerase deficiency.  This is a genetic abnormality where your body never completes the Kreb’s cycle, thereby; it never produces energy for growth, brain development, etc.  It is a result of inbreeding.  There are families with 8 or more kids and 6 of them are mentally retarded because of fumerase deficiency.  When scientists approached church elders with their findings, to inform them of this defect and give them knowledge to stop it’s perpetuation, the scientists were informed that if it was God’s will for these children to be born, they would be, deficiency or not.  In my opinion it is absurd to continue to bring profoundly handicapped children into this world and call it God’s will.  

Inbreeding and the biological effects will continue to be a problem as long as polygamy exists in the United States.  Now I am aware that polygamy exists in other cultures, is legalized and not only accepted but also embraced by society.  I am not going to talk about that.  The simple fact is, it isn’t a societal norm in this country and won’t be for the foreseeable future.  When you are involved in something that isn’t embraced by at least a large section of the population, your pool of participants becomes very small and somewhat cloudy.  For the families in the polygamous sects it means that the chances of having a child with this particular fumerase deficiency increases dramatically.  Sooner or later when you are seeking mates solely from one specific group of society, and a comparably small group at that, you will run into genetic problems.  This is what the communities of Hiledale/Colorado City are faced with.  Scientists were able to give them real life ways to solve the problem, which was basically that, the two founding families, the Barlows and the Jessops could not marry or interbreed at all.  The scientists were not making any judgments about polygamy as a whole or asking them to stop practicing polygamy but just to stop the perpetuation of this deficiency.  It is easier to say “no.  Whatever happens is God’s will” than it is to openly admit that due to the very small cross-section of people practicing polygamy in this community and the complete alienation of themselves from society as a whole, to ask these two families to stop mating, is the same as asking them to stop practicing polygamy.  At this point in 100 years of polygamy everyone in the community is related in one way or another.  The ones that are suffering from this are the kids.  The kids suffer and the women are invariably stuck because even if they wanted to leave the sect, it would be very difficult for them to find a support group in mainstream society as this deficiency makes up less than 1 percent of the regular population.  This leads to more dependence on the state offerings of aid and more burdens on the people in regular society not practicing polygamy.  Caring for a profoundly handicapped child is a daunting task that requires a lot of time, effort and financial outlay and I am talking about when you have ONE child with these problems but when you have 5 or 6?  That’s unheard of.  You aren’t going to be able to support that sort of medical need on your own, especially if the main breadwinner had 36 kids with this malady. I am not even talking about the kids without the deficiency.  Not only is there a problem in how to support them but those children that aren’t stricken with a fumerase deficiency would more than likely not receive the attention a child needs from their parents because Mom’s time would be spent caring for the children she has who are ill, and Dad’s time would be spent trying to support all of his children and all of his wives.  So is that a quality environment for kids, setting aside the belief system that polygamy is morally wrong?  No, in the long run you are turning out children that are either going to have no quality of life, or they are going to have no support system in their emotional development and be stunted emotionally and socially because of it.  This is not good for humanity because either way society as a whole will feel the affects of it.  Either by having to eventually house and take care of fumerase babies when their parents eventually die or run out of funds to handle their medical problems, or society will have to deal with a contingent of people emotional and behavioral issues that stem from not having been socialized or taken care of emotionally by their parents.


Another strong argument that I found came from an article written by Bruce Burgett where he illustrates the relationship between racism and polygamy.  "Harriet Beecher Stowe wrote in her preface to Mrs. T. B. H. Stenhouse's 1875 autobiography, Tell It All; The Story of a Life's Experience in Mormonism, that there were great parallels between Mormon polygamy and chattel slavery of the American Blacks.  She referred to the two as the two great evils of the nineteenth century." (Burgett, 2005)  I can see where this parallel could be made.  The original foundation for polygamy was very much like slavery with people, namely women and children, being treated as chattel or property.  The women were the objects needed to populate the congregations and as a result the children helped to grow the religion.  I think this parallel is worth noting but on the other hand I think you are walking on a slippery slope when you make arguments based on comparisons of oppression.  Especially when the oppressions you are talking about compare predominately white people and people of color. 

Originally when I picked this topic, I wanted to address whether polygamy was good for women.  When it became apparent that defining which women I was talking about was going to be Mormon women, the question became hard to address, fairly. Because it was obvious that I wouldn't be able to have a fair input from Mormon women as I didn't know of any polygamist Mormon women, the Mormon women I do know are reluctant at best to even utter the word polygamy let alone have a real conversation about what it means and how it affects women as a whole, I changed my question to whether polygamy should be legalized.  All of the reasons I could come up with for not legalizing polygamy are all the reasons that polygamy is not legalized currently and I realized the legalization of polygamy had no bearing on whether polygamy was going to continue.  When I read about the fumerase deficiencies, I realized I wanted to be able to argue why polygamy is not good for humanity as a whole.  How like a ripple from skipping rocks in a lake, the communities in Utah and Arizona affect us all.

