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Abstract

This study examines the 1943 FBI investigation of the Musser Group, a fundamentalist
polygamous sect, to determine whether federal actions reflected legal enforcement or
religious persecution. Through qualitative analysis of declassified F'BI case files, this research
1dentifies key figures, investigative rhetoric, and external influences—including the LDS
Church’s unexpected role in supplying evidence. Findings suggest a complex interplay

between federal priorities and religious institutional power, highlighting broader

implications for state intervention in minority religious communities. Future research will
explore legal case outcomes, media influence, and comparative studies of religious
suppression.

Background & Introduction

The Musser Group, led by Joseph Musser, was a fundamentalist polygamous sect
that continued the practice of plural marriage despite the LDS Church’s official
renouncement 1in 1890. By the early 20th century, polygamous sects, including the
Musser Group, operated largely 1n secrecy due to increasing legal and social
opposition. In 1943, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) launched an
Investigation into the group, marking one of the earliest direct federal
interventions into fundamentalist Mormon sects.

The White Slave Tratftic Act (Mann Act)—a law primarily aimed at combating
human trafticking—was frequently leveraged 1n federal efforts to prosecute
polygamists. While polygamous sects had faced periodic crackdowns 1n prior
decades, the F'BI's specific tocus on the Musser Group raises broader questions
regarding the intersection of religious freedom, government intervention, and
legal justification.

Research Gaps & Rationale

* No prior systematic analysis of the FBI's investigation into the Musser Group.

* Limited research on the extent ot the LDS Church’s cooperation with federal
authorities.

* Lack of comprehensive indexing of individuals involved 1n the investigation.

This study seeks to determine whether the federal inquiry into the Musser Group
was primarily a legal enforcement action or whether external religious and
political influences played a role 1n 1ts initiation and execution. By analyzing
declassified FBI records, this research aims to clarity the motivations behind the
federal investigation and the role of the LDS Church 1n supplying evidence.

Resources

Federal Bureau of Investigation. (1943, November 26). Musser Report (File No. 31-3459). U.S. Department
of Justice. (Physical archive).

Christopher Campanella and Paul Anthony

Joseph Musser, leader of the Musser Group, a fundamentalist
polygamous sect that remained under federal scrutiny in the 1940s.

Methods

This study utilizes qualitative content analysis and manual indexing ot declassified FBI case
files obtained through the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA). The analysis seeks to 1dentity
key individuals, assess investigative priorities, and examine patterns of surveillance and legal
rhetoric employed by federal authorities.

Data Sources & Collection

* Primary Source Material: FBI case files, which contain unredacted names, investigative
notes, and federal correspondences related to the Musser Group.
* Manual Indexing Process:
* Over 75 individuals identified within the files.
* Individuals categorized based on their roles within the Musser Group, affiliations with
the investigation, and external connections.

Analytical Approach

* Content Analysis:
* Examines FFBI investigative rhetoric, evolving priorities, and legal strategies.
* Tracks chronological developments in federal interest and intervention.
* Identifies the extent to which the LDS Church facilitated or influenced the federal
Investigation.
* Scope & Limitations:

* This study focuses exclusively on FBI records and does not incorporate media or legal
proceedings at this stage.

* Ongoing research aims to expand the analysis to other federal documents and legal
case records.

Results

The preliminary findings of this research reveal a multifaceted relationship between federal authorities,
the LDS Church, and the Musser Group. The FBI's investigation was not purely a federal initiative—it
was significantly influenced by evidence and testimonies provided by LDS Church leadership, which
played an unexpectedly active role in shaping the case against the Musser Group.

Key Findings

* The LDS Church supplied substantial evidence to federal authorities, despite 1ts ofticial renouncement
of polygamy.

* The FBI’s primary targets included Musser Group leaders, alleged victims, and external attiliates.

* No prior research has systematically documented the degree of LDS involvement in federal
investigations of fundamentalist sects.

Preliminary Conclusions

* The investigation was both politically and legally motivated.
* The LDS Church’s influence in Utah likely played a role in prompting and shaping the FBI’s focus.

* TFederal actions reflect a combination of legal enforcement efforts and external religious pressures.
Limitations & Next Steps

* Categorization of individuals remains discretionary, as no standard framework exists for indexing
individuals in federal case files.

* This study does not yet assess legal outcomes, as it focuses solely on FBI surveillance and
investigative records.

* Further research is necessary to determine whether these findings align with broader federal trends
in policing religious sects.

Discussion & Future Directions

The findings of this study provide new insight into federal intervention in religious movements,

particularly in the context of the relationship between law enforcement agencies and external religious
institutions. While the FBI formally pursued the Musser Group on legal grounds, the LDS Church’s
active role 1n facilitating the case suggests a more complex interplay between state and religious power.

Significance of Findings

* First systematic study of declassified FBI records on the Musser Group.

* Contributes to broader discussions on religious freedom, legal enforcement, and federal intervention
In minority religious groups.
Highlights the role of religious institutions in shaping tfederal investigations.

Future Research Directions
Expand beyond FBI case files to examine legal proceedings, media coverage, and internal Musser
Group documentation.
Compare federal investigations of other polygamous or religious minority groups to determine
patterns of intervention.
Assess long-term legal and social consequences of the Musser Group investigation.
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