


Both descendants of polygamous Manman
familles, Vicky Burgess-0lscn and
husband Eric are strictly menagamous.

i thetrlr plcioup truck are Vicky

with Abraham, 1; Eric with Seth, 3, and
Erioa; 6; mnd, in the tuls, Edan, 7.

IN HER OWN

RIAONR

A FEMINIST
STUDIES MORMON
POLYGAMY AND,
REMARKABLY,
FINDS THAT IT
LIBERATED THE
WIVES

For her Ph.D. thesiz in counsaiing psy-
chology at Northwestarn University,
Utah-born Vicky Burgess-Olsan fel
hersell drawn to an examinalion of her
Marmon roots and the paculiar ingdi-
tution of early Mormon familfes
—polygamy. The greal-greal-grand-
daughter of a man with four wives,

DOy, Burgess-Qizon, 33, studied the
digries kepl by Mormon ploneer wom-
an batwean 1847 and 1885, Sha
falfowed up her ground-breaking re-
search by editing Sister Salnls, a study
af 18th-cantury Mormon womein, pub-
itshed by Brigham Young Unfversity.

A confirmed feminist and mother of
two gong and two daughfers, Burgess-
Qizon recanlly complalod summer
training at Fort Sam Houston as a ma-

for In the ULS. Army Resarve. She [ a
school psychologist In Provo, Uitah,
whare har husband, Erie Qlsan, 34, an
Egypioiogist, teaches at Brigham
Young. Or. Burgess-Ofzon talked with
Linda Witt of PEOPLE about her
resaarch,

The 341 ploneer Mormon women
you studied shared 104 husband's,
Haw many were happy with tholr
siltuation?

Just ke today s Marrisges, Some
were, some weren'l. But the idea that
polygamist wives were necessarily
|ealous of each other Is false, Some 91
percant of the wives | studied gave con-
sant for the second and further
marriages. Often it was the woman who

suggested, “Maybe we'd betier laka
another wile," and sometimeas the first
wile gave the subsequent bride away
at the wedding.

5till, some wives must have objected?

Well, ves. One disgruntled wife
sant all the kids intd the parlor,
whera her husband was courting his
nawast,

What was the role of sex?

We really don't know., Evien in thair di-
aries, these women were sieéreatype
Victorians. They only referred obliquely
to sex—writing how they wished their
husbands were around, or gaying how
cold their bads had gotten. We do know
polygamist wivas had fewer, but
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Birigham Yeung, who sottled the Merman A multiple-wile Monmon lamily posed befor
church in Uiah in 1847, had 58 wives snd 5T thoir sod-thatched cabin in Echo Clty, Utah
children. He died in 1877 at the age of TE. in 1869, Polygamy was not banned until 1880,
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healthier, children than Monogamous
wivies.

How did wives adapt to each other?
Muost women went through a period
of adjustmient 1o having ancther wom-
an share her husband. But then they
would describe how thay had “avar-
come jealousy’ and were happy. There
iz a great deal of evidence thal these
woman genuinely camea to love each
other. Thay celebrated birthdays
together and wrote poeltry to ong an-
gther. One of them talked about the an-
Joyment of being a membar of & farmily
with threes other wives and only
having to deal with the husband one
weak 8 month,

How did polygamy bacoma a Marmaon
practice?

Baslcally through “divine revelation™
in 1843 1o Joseph Smith, who founded
ihe church. Mormans called polygamy
“living the principle” and belleved
that all partners 10 a Marriage wirns
“gaaled” together for eternity. Much
has baen made of Brigham Young's 56
wives. But only 15 of them bore his 57
children. Soma of his marriages Wine
likety made for spiritual convenience.
Unrmarried Marmons cannot entér
the highest degree of the Celastial
Kingdam.

What other factors explain polygamy?

One is history, Joseph Smith grew up
in Mew York State when many religicus
sects, such as the Shakers and Oniei-
das, were trying all soris of different 50-
cial patterna, many of them involving
@ and marrlage,

Wore there more women bhan men in
Liah in those days 7

Na, that's a common misconception.
Palygamy didn’t originate because of
numerical imbalancs. In fact, many
young men lalt bitter that young wam-
@n olten chose lo marry older,
gstablished and already marrked man,

Why did wormen make this cholca ?
Throughout history wormen seem 1o
have bean very calculaling about
wharm they marry. Thay ofien choosa
rich and older man. In theé Same way
Marman girle oftan married the prom-
inent local bishops rather than the
CONTINUED

Execcmmunicated by thi Monmons, Slax Jo-
woph lined up with nine of kis 13 wives in Litah
in 1975, At last count, b had only 10,
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fuzzy-faced young farmers thelr own
age. Bishops even stole the girifriends
af thedr young sons.

You write thal plural marriages wers of-
ten liberating. How?

When the husbands were away vis-
iting other wives in other houses, the
wives thay leit behind ran farms, ranch-
as or silkworm operations, and were [it-
arally heéads of households. If the
families shared the same house, the
women had different assignmenis and
could usually do what they liked bast.
Mot being stuck with $0 much of the
housework freed them for things like
golng o concerts or church. Of the sis-
ter wivaes | studied, 54 percent had full-
time jobs outside the home.

What did they saccomplish?

The first woman state senator in
America was Dr. Martha Hughes Gan-
ron of Utah, Ellis Reynalds Shipp is
another plural wite who bacame a doc-
tor. Her skster wile, Maggie, went East
to meadical schoaol first, but dropped out
temporarily. Since the family had al-
ready pald the tultion, ENlis lell her
children, traveled East and got the da-
gree. Maggie followed, then tha
husband, Finally the three M.D.s star-
ad a public health journal together.

ferr't that an unusual case ?

Mo, other women became poets,
lawyers, businesswomen, Newspaper
publishars. One of tha first Aewspapers
for and by woman west of the Missis-
sippl was the Woman's Exponant,
launchad by Mormaon wamen in Ltah.

Did they back women's Nberation?
Today"s concapl didn't axist for
them. Yat many weara invohvad femi-
nists. One reascn woman got the vole
in Utah as early as 1870 was because
the church hiararchy wanted to
shiow the LS. that Mormons waren't
suppressing women in spite of polyg-
amy. Brigham oung also encouraged
feminiam because he needed women
to bulld the state. He once sald the
church wanted women to run the stones
azs well as swesap the houses,

Were prominent Mormon women among
the activigfs 7

Many ware, Including Brigham
Young's daughter, Zina Young Wil-
liams, who attended the 1878 National
Woman Suffrage Asscclation maating
in Washington and asked Congrass
to legitimlze the childran of polyga-
mious marriages. And Susa Young
Gates, Brigham Young's 415t child, was
a friend of the suffragette Susan B. An-
thany, who journayed to Ulah in 1856
to attend the statehood ceremonies.

Why was polygamy abandoned?

Under prassura from the fedaral gov-
arnment, the Mormaon church had to
give up the principle In 1850 simply to
survive,

What happened to the multiple wives ?

It became terribly difflcult, Mo one
knew who was married and who wasn'l.
Some want undarground. Other man di-
vareed their first wite and married
their second, then divorced her and
rarried thair third and so on, In
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ardar (o make the children legiti-
mata, Families were wrénched apart,
and often husbands and wives

wre jalled,

sooms fohave surfaced again

in Utah. s it accopted by the church?

Mo. Every Marmon is encouraged to
go to the templa frequently, but must
first gat a temple “recammend.” I you
are sympathetic o polygamists, you
ara denled the recommend. If you are
a polygamist yoursalf, you are @xcam-
municated. That's the officlal position.
But In raality, there ks & great deal of
tolerance of polygamy,

Do you know anyone who is praciicing
plural marriage ?

Yas. | found out about one family
when wa got an Invitation (o a daugh-
tar's wedding under a name | didna'
racognize. Tha wife explained, “Didnt
you know wa're polygamistsT The
name | use publicly is just one | picked
out 50 the authorities couldn't trace it."
She added, "We have two other
wives." Later on | learmned how i1 works,
Al the bables are born at the individ-
ual mother's homa with the help of a
clreult-riding dector and a midwile. The
husband consldars himsalf a Morman,
aven though he is axcommunicated;
all the children attend church regularly.
There are no real statistics on how
many polygamous families like this ex-
izt. The chvil authorities saem 1o wani
ta lgnora the situation and not
prosecuta.

Do yout think palygamy will come back
in fashion?

Mo, it's too axpansivae, too campli-
catad. Most modern Mormons ars viry
typlcal, middia-class Americans with
typlcal middle-class aspirations. Palyg-
arny wouldn't work for tham.

Then wiy i= a study of polygamy rele-
v ?

Many modarn COmMMUNEs are &s56n-
tlally polygamist; it I a very real issus
today.

Wouwld you ever consider polygamy 7

Mo, | wouldn't want to shara my hus-
band. But then somatimes | think, well,
maybe—if we could get a good
housakeeper, one who could sew, and
1'waa still the sexy cute wife. O

Basides aditing a histery of Mormon women,
WVicky s & peycholagiat for & Utah school dis-
trict that ls B0 parcent Morman,



