
Federal Investigation of Polygamous 
Mormons Under the White Slavery Act

Methods

• FBI files were requested to do with the subject at 
hand. These documents are under classification 31, 
which has to do with the White Slave Traffic Act.

• We sorted through scanned files of the requested 
documents and filled out an excel sheet to better 
organize them. This was done by making different 
columns for the box number (the box the files were 
in), the file numbers and names, dates, mentioned 
people, etc.

• We kept track of interesting findings via a notes 
column in the excel sheet, as well as by taking 
pictures of interesting things within the documents 
and independently organizing them.
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Background

 In the 1890s, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter 

Day Saints, known colloquially as the Mormon 

Church, publicly discontinued its practice of plural 

marriage. This occurred after pressure from the United 

States government. The practice continued in private, 

and those who participated in it via entering into new 

plural marriages or performing new plural marriages 

were eventually excommunicated. This led to the 

formation of the FLDS, or the Fundamentalist Church 

of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints. The Mann Act, or 

the White Slave Traffic Act of 1910, which made it a 

felony to transport women for “immoral purposes” 

across state lines, has also been used to prosecute 

members of the FLDS.

Analyzing FBI documents from primarily the 

1930s-40s, which include information from leads the 

FBI was using to newspaper clippings, our research 

asks the question of how members of the FLDS were 

historically surveilled by the government under this 

act, as well as how they were perceived.

Discussion

References

Clippings of newspapers tend to follow figures 

mentioned in documents, indicating media as a method 

of how the FBI would keep up with people and leads. 

For example, one document goes over a series of 

“undeveloped leads” that include people that come up 

later in the legal cases and, subsequently, in the news.

 These newspapers and photos have brought light to 

the key findings of this federal investigation. At the 

heart of the investigation lie prominent men being 

tracked by the government, including John Barlow, 

Joseph Musser, Herber Kimball Cleveland, Louis 

Kelsch, and Charles Zitting. Although further 

investigation into federal files is likely necessary, the 

discoveries made so far represent a pivotal moment in 

the ongoing debate over religious freedom, individual 

rights, and the role that law enforcement plays in 

regulating religious factors.
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