
With a high birth rate, increasing conversions, and a more visible place in 

todayk pluralistic America, Mormon Fundamentalists are here 

to stay. The author of an acclaimed study shares how a husband and his 
wives relate communally and in pairs. 
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INTRODUCTION 

T HIS PAPER DISTILLS NINE YEARS OF RESEARCH 
on contemporary Mormon polygamous families (fami- 
lies with one husband and two or more wives) that re- 

sulted in a book co-authored by Joseph Ginat and myself. In 
husband-wife and wife-wife relations in plural families, we ex- 
amined: (1) how husbands and wives achieve viable dyadic 
(husband-wife) and communal (family and society) relation- 
ships, and (2) how they manage dyadic and communal issues 
socially and physically through the life cycle of plural family 
relationships. 

Excellent analyses have been made of life in pioneer plural 
families by Kimball Young and Jessie ~ m b r ~ , '  and of the his- 
tory of LDS polygamy by Richard Van Wagoner, Carmon 
Hardy, and  other^.^ Except for Martha S. Bradley's account of 
the 1953 raid on the Short Creek community,3 there have been 
few social science studies of contemporary Mormon polygamy 
To my knowledge, our book is the first comprehensive social 
science analysis of husband-wife and wife-wife relationships in 
modem polygamous families. 

I have been a faculty member at the University of Utah for 
twenty-eight years in the department of psychology and the 
department of family and consumer studies. However, I am 
not an expert on LDS religion or culture, Mormon fundamen- 
talism, or polygamy-or, to use the proper term, polygyny 
(one husband and multiple wives). Rather, I teach and do re- 
search in the social and environmental psychology of interper- 
sonal relationships among friends, couples, and family mem- 
bers. My work deals with how people form and develop close 
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relationships, how they manage relationships, and how social 
bonds deteriorate or involve conflict. I also study environ- 
mental aspects of close relationships-how people design, 
decorate, and use their homes; how they manage privacy, per- 
sonal spacing, and territorial behavior; and what places mean 
to people.4 

Partly coincidentally and partly deliberately, I decided to 
study plural Mormon fundamentalist families. The coinci- 
dental part came from renewed contact with my co-author, 
Joseph Ginat, at a professional conference. Ginat is an Israeli 
anthropologist who teaches at the University of Haifa, Israel. 
He completed a Ph.D. in anthropology at the University of 
Utah in the 1970s, studies Bedouin polygynous families, and 
has had long-term friendships with members of Mormon fun- 
damentalist groups. Given my psychological interest in close 
relationships, and Ginat's anthropological perspective, we 
began to collaborate in 1987. 

The deliberate part of my interest in polygynous Mormon 
families grew from my desire to learn about another family 
structure on the contemporary American scene. We live in an 
era of pluralism and heterogeneity of beliefs and lifestyles-a 
trend that is likely to accelerate in the coming decades as a re- 
sult of changes in the demographic and social landscape of 
America and the western world. One aspect of the changing 
scene is an increasing diversity of types of close interpersonal 
relationships and family forms. The stereotyped ideal of the 
nuclear family-a mother, a father, and their children-that 
pervaded American and western society in the first decades of 
the twentieth century is p i n g  way to acceptance, or at least 
acknowledgment, that the social landscape is now populated 
by a great diversity of close relationships and family types. 
There are single parent families, usually headed by women; 
blended families, in which a woman and man bring children 
from previous relationships into a new family; cohabiting cou- 
ples; same-sex couples; couples who agree to have children 
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and share responsibility but do not marry or live together; el- 
derly people living in group situations; older single or di- 
vorced children (some with their own children) returning to 
live with their parents; unique cultural and ethnic family struc- 
tures; families in homeless shelters or other transient circum- 
stances; immigrant populations with family members sepa- 
rated for periods of time; and others. To this diversity, we add 
the relatively small numbers of fundamentalist Mormons who 
believe in and live in a plural family ~ t ruc ture .~  

As both a scholar and citizen, I am interested in this array of 
close relationships and family structures. As a scholar, I believe 
it is important to study and understand these relationships in 
and of themselves-to see how they work, examine their un- 
derlylng dynamics, describe 
their similarities and differences, 
and identify factors associated 
with their viability and well- 
being. As a citizen of a changing 
world where people with varied 
lifestyles will meet and clash 
over differences in values and 
beliefs, including how they live 
in families and close relation- 
ships, I hope that knowledge 
based on this research may be a 
small step toward mutual toler- 
ance, if not mutual acceptance, 
of our differences. If we can pen- 
etrate the superficial and often 
inaccurate stereotypes about 
others who live differently than 

dyadic and communal values. Our central research questions 
focus on how they manage these opposing values in different 
parts of their lives, how and why they fail to do so, and what 
cultural mechanisms assist them in balancing communal and 
dyadic ideals. These challenges are formidable, but they are 
not so different from the challenges many monogamous cou- 
ples face. Figuring out how to maintain dyadic viability in the 
context of families and kin, friends and work groups, and 
others with whom we must relate is a tension all know These 
challenges confront people in new forms of relationships as 
well. Blended families involve new dyadic relationships be- 
tween a man and a woman, but that relationship must survive 
in the communal and often complex context of children who 

are thrown together by it. Gay 

us, then we may be able to 
achieve a greater degree of social unity, peace, and good will 
amidst the diversity and plurality that will be with us for 
decades to come. 

What is it that Ginat and I wished to understand about hus- 
band-wife and wife-wife relationships in plural families? In 
general, we sought a glimpse into how they cope with their 
unusual life style, especially since we learned that many mem- 
bers of fundamentalist groups are converts with little or no 
prior experience with plural family life. How do they succeed 
in aspects of their lives? Where are the stress points in these 
complex relationships? 

Members of contemporary plural families face a difficult 
and somewhat unusual challenge. On the one hand, they have 
traditional American values about the special nature of the 
dyadic relationships between a husband and a wife; they be- 
lieve in each marital bond as a unique, intimate, and treasured 
dyadic relationship. They share these idealized views about 
marriage with people in monogamous relationships. At the 
same time, their religious beliefs call for the plural family to 
function as a harmonious and unified communal system, with 
wives supporting, loving, sharing, and cooperating with one 
another, and with the family functioning in a constructive and 
unified fashion. 

Polygamous Mormon families face the task of reconciling 

and lesbian couples must 
struggle with their own dyadic 
relationships in the context of 
their parents, co-workers, and 
others. Thus, no close dyadic re- 
lationship exists independent of 
its social contexts. The modem 
plural family's task is more diffi- 
cult because fundamentalists 
live in a larger monogamous so- 
ciety that is hostile toward them 
and their beliefs, and because 
modem fundamentalist culture 
itself is young and offers little 
guidance. Thus individuals and 
families are part of an "experi- 
menting" culture, a culture in 
search of itself, and often they 

must find their own way through the complexities of plural 
family life, which is new for the many participants who are 
converts with monogamous family histories. Life in contempo- 
rary plural families is difficult for all participants-husbands, 
wives, and children-and individuals spend a great deal of 
time and energy figuring out how to cope day by day with 
dyadic and communal needs and goals and to remain steadfast 
to religious values that are criticized by society at large. 
Additionally, cohabitation (unmarried persons of the opposite 
sex living together) and bigamy (marrying or purporting to 
marry more than one member of the opposite sex) are felonies 
in Utah, where many of these families live. 

Ginat and I sought to understand dyadic and communal 
processes in polygynous families by immersing ourselves in 
the lives of our participants. We visited and observed many 
homes, hosted some families in our homes, and participated in 
community dances, church activities, and other events. We did 
not use formal surveys, highly structured interviews with fixed 
questions, or other restrictive techniques. Instead, we used 
open-ended interviews to be sensitive to topics that emerged 
spontaneously in addition to those we had planned to study 
We worked with about two dozen families, a dozen of whom 
were our primary participants. We conducted almost two hun- 
dred interviews/observations, speaking or meeting with about 

MARCH 1998 PAGE 45 



one hundred family members, and we based our analyses on 
fourteen hundred pages of field notes. 

Our focus families belonged to two large fundamentalist 
groups, one in a western urban area that we called 
Metropolitan City; the other in an isolated rural town called 
Redrock. (Understandably, all locations and individual names 
used here are pseudonyms.) Each group has satellite commu- 
nities in other places. Our sample is small, but our information 
about many families is extensive. The families were warm, gra- 
cious, and open, and we appreciated their good will. 

We explored more than a dozen life domains of plural fam- 
ilies: decisions about adding a multiple-wife, courtship, wed- 
dings, honeymoons, adjustment by a new wife to a family (and 
vice-versa), husband-wife and wife-wife socio-emotional rela- 
tionships, conflict resolution, visiting patterns of husbands 
among families, celebrations, naming children, family struc- 
ture, living arrangements, household management, budget 
and resource management, place attachment (privacy, deco- 
rating), management of a husband's clothing, family structure 
and community structure. Fuller details are presented in our 
book. 

We also used archival sources, newspaper and magazine ar- 
ticles, autobiographies, and other writings on the theology and 
history of this unique American religion. Relylng on ethno- 
graphic reports by anthropologists, we examined husband- 
wife and wife-wife relations in other world cultures that have 
historically practiced polygyny 

ADDING A WIFE 
Who decides? The husband, the wives, the wholefamily? 

T HE decision process surrounding the addition of a wife 
to a plural family varies from family to family and from 
wife to wife. In the rural community, or Redrock, mar- 

riages are arranged by the prophet (sometimes with family 
consultation). In the urban community of Metropolitan City, 
there is considerable individual choice, although the initiation 
of a courtship must be approved by the prophet. 

The decision of a plural family to invite a new wife to join it 
may be based on religious, individual, familial, or kinship fac- 
tors. The process is often initiated dyadically, in ways similar to 
monogamous relationships: A man and woman may be mutu- 
ally attracted, and either party may initiate a relationship. They 
may have known each other as children, met at church, or 
been introduced by friends. In contrast, some relationships are 
initiated communally: one or more wives in the family may in- 
dividually or jointly approach a potential new wife, or urge the 
husband to consider a woman they know, like, and feel would 
fit in with the family In some cases, husbands may try to con- 
vince a reluctant wife or wives to consider a new wife; in 
others, wives take the initiative. When a husband suggests the 
idea, he is expected to seek approval from his wives. Similarly, 
if one (or more) of the wives raises the matter, she must seek 
the husband's approval of both the idea and the proposed new 
wife. Sometimes, wives may resist adding a wife on communal 
grounds-e.g., feeling that a particular woman will not fit in 

with the family, or that a new wife will threaten the dyadic re- 
lationship of an established wife with the husband. On occa- 
sion, wives give only grudging approval for a particular choice, 
or other times a husband may be pressured by his wives (or 
others) into a marriage. In the decision of whether to add a 
plural wife, both dyadic and communal factors play a role. The 
process is not uniform across or within families; each decision 
has its unique dynamic. 

COURTSHIP 
As a couple? As afamily? 

C OURTSHIP formally begins when the group's religious 
leadership gives approval for a man and woman to 
pursue their relationship, although in Redrock, there 

is no formal courtship since marriages are theoretically 
arranged by the prophet. Courtship among Mormon funda- 
mentalists and monogamous Americans is similar in its dyadic 
aspects. The couple spends time alone on dates-going to 
restaurants, movies, and favorite places. They explore each 
others' personalities and beliefs and also engage in intima- 
cies-albeit restricted intimacies; these are very conservative 
people. 

The woman fiancee also spends time with the established 
wives. She might visit the family home, attend church, or have 
Sunday dinner with the family, celebrate birthdays, and so on. 
Wives also go on dates with the courting couple-to the 
movies, out to dinner, for walks. The wives' communal role in 
courting is not casual; it is quite important, and it can destroy 
or preserve the relationship. In one case, while a woman's fa- 
ther temporarily halted a courtship for complicated religious 
reasons, the two wives already in the family kept the romance 
alive. They corresponded with the fiancee and counseled the 
husband about his letters. The marriage eventually took place. 

Courtships can be stressful. Lengthy courtships are some- 
times upsetting to established wives, who resent their hus- 
band's time with the fiancee, and feel he neglects them or is 
more attracted to a (usually) younger woman not weighed 
down by children, work, and running a home. Wives may find 
other difficulties in courtship-having to spend time courting 
the fiancee while maintaining their family, jobs, and relating to 
one another. One exhausted and exasperated wife finally said 
to her husband, "Will you please finish courting her and get 
married so that we can get back to a normal life?" Managing 
courtships may be stressful; it often requires much time and 
energy, trial and error, and patience. Courtship, then, requires 
an effort by all participants to maintain a balance between 
dyadic and communal processes. 

WEDDINGS 
The wives "give" their husband his bride. 

T HE wedding ceremony in the Metropolitan City com- 
munity is culturally explicit regarding the interplay be- 
tween dyadic and communal processes. The ceremony 

is conducted by the community's religious leader or his de- 
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signee at a sacred altar or in a home, and it may be attended by 
family and friends. In settings other than at a sacred altar, the 
bride and groom stand before the wedding administrator and 
are dressed in wedding attire or good clothing. The ceremony 
itself generally follows Christian wedding procedures, ad- 
dressing the importance of mutual love between the bride and 
groom, their loyalty to one another, their rights and responsi- 
bilities as husband and wife, and their duties and obligations 
to religious doctrine. 

While much of the ceremony is traditional (dyadic), wed- 
dings also have communal elements. Ideally, but not always, 
the wives, who are also dressed up, stand alongside the bride 
and groom (or if the wedding takes place at a sacred altar, 
kneel alongside the bride and 
face the groom). At one point, 
the wedding administrator asks 
them to publicly give their 
blessing and consent to the mar- 
riage. The wording of the ques- 
tion to them alludes to the bib- 
lical actions of Sarah in the Old 
Testament, who gave Hagar, her 
maidservant, to Abraham, as his 
wife, so that his lineage would 
be preserved. Thus, the wives 
sanction in word the dyadic 
bond of the bride and groom 
and express their endorsement 
of the bride as a sister-wife in 
their communal family But 
there is also a physical dimen- 

different place, and wives often proudly display memorabilia 
from their wedding and honeymoon in their homes. 

Honeymoons are typically short, partly for economic rea- 
sons, but also because it is difficult for a husband to leave his 
other wives and children too long. Honeymoons are often dif- 
ficult times for established wives, who may feel jealous, lonely, 
or rejected. Perhaps in recognition of these issues, some hus- 
bands telephone other wives when they are honeymooning 
with a new wife, in order to check on their other families and 
to show their concern and love. Some established wives spend 
the honeymoon time with one another, providing mutual so- 
cial support if they are under stress because of a new marriage. 
Therefore, while honeymoons have strong dyadic features that 

involve a husband and new 

sion to the wives' ceremonial 
commitment. The most recent wife takes the bride's hand and 
places it in the groom's, essentially "giving" the bride to the 
groom. Then, all the wives place their hands on the couple's, 
symbolizing the joining of the wives with the bride and groom 
in a unified communal family 

There are sometimes tensions about weddings. Some wives 
give approval only grudgingly; some do not participate in the 
ceremony if they strongly disapprove of a marriage. Some 
problems that arise are dyadic, such as jealousy of the bride or 
fear of losing the husband's love. Other problems reflect com- 
munal concerns, such as feeling that the bride will not fit in as 
a sister-wife. Weddings, like courtships, involve an interplay of 
dyadic and communal processes. 

HONEYMOONS 
Each one is short, sweet, memorable-and unique. 

ONEYMOONS are customary among members of 
the urban Metropolitan City group, although they are 
modest and short. They are primarily dyadic, in- 

volving only the newlyweds. As in monogamous relationships, 
the bride and groom celebrate their marriage by themselves, 
away from home, work, and families. Each husband-wife 
couple in a plural family tends to spend their honeymoon at a 

wife, they also reflect communal 
processes. 

LIVING ARRANGEMENTS 
Wives live separately or 

together-it changes often. 

M ANY plural families 
primarily live in 
dyadic arrangements. 

Wives usually have separate 
homes (sometimes in a com- 
pound), or may share a large 
dwelling with separate apart- 
ments. There may also be com- 
munal qualities, such as shared 
gardens, yard entranceways, or 
halls. 

Other plural families primarily live communally, with wives 
sharing a kitchen, living room, yard entranceways, and most 
public pans of a home. Yet, almost all communal arrange- 
ments also have dyadic aspects. Wives almost always have 
their own bedrooms, or sometimes a suite-their own bed- 
room, bathroom, and a sleeping area for their children 

A third type of arrangement is a mixed dyadic and com- 
munal house plan. In one family of eight wives, four wives 
shared a large home. Two wives lived on each side of the 
dwelling and shared a kitchen, living room, etc., but each wife 
had her own bedroom-a mostly communal arrangement. 
But this family's arrangement was also partly dyadic-another 
wife had her own separate home. Three other wives lived in a 
third dwelling, two of them sharing an apartment communally 
and the other having a separate downstairs apartment. 

Many factors enter into living arrangements-finances, 
family size, work locations, child care needs, and so on. 
Psychological and social factors also play a role. For example, 
some wives want their own home in order to live as they see 
fit, raise their children alone and in their own way, and have a 
home for their family and husband. Sometimes wives may not 
get along and want to live apart from one another. 

Some wives, on the other hand, want to live communally in 
order to meet their religious values and share life together and 
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to raise their children as part of a unified patriarchal family. 
And there are economic realities. Because it is sometimes fi- 
nancially difficult to maintain several households, wives may 
live together to cut down on expenses, take care of one anoth- 
er's children, and share household chores. 

Even though families live in many combinations of dyadic 
and communal living arrangements at different times in their 
lives, we did see an overall pattern. In many families, a new 
wife often lives first with one or more established wives. As 
families grow-and they do so rapidly, as a result of a high 
birth rate-homes become crowded, and many wives want 
their own dwelling. Over the years, living arrangements may 
change many times to include any number of dyadic and com- 
munal patterns, as a result of family finances, job require- 
ments, and the interpersonal complexities associated with a 
husband visiting his families. As a result, changes in residence 
are very common during the middle and growing years of a 
family's life. However, when families stop growing, and when 
older children begin to leave home to many or live indepen- 
dently, families tend to settle primarily into dyadic living 
arrangements. 

We also asked some families to describe their ideal hypo- 
thetical living arrangements. They consistently said that their 
ideal was a blend of dyadic and communal plans. One family 
for example, consisting of a husband, four wives, and their 
children, described their ideal as a quadrangular dwelling 
arrangement, each side of which would be a separate apart- 
ment for each individual wife and her children, fully 
equipped and with no sharing of any spaces-a typical 
dyadic configuration. However, they also included a central 
space for the unified communal family to meet, pray, and 
have celebrations. 

ROTATION 
When does each wife and the husband have time alone? 

OW does a husband rotate among wives and chil- 
dren to do what any married couple does-eat, talk, 
solve family problems, interact with children, sleep 

together, have sex? And how do they still manage to preserve 
family communality? 

Modem fundamentalists use three types of rotation sys- 
tems. In the first, rigid rotation systems, a husband visits each 
wife and her children according to a fixed routine, theoreti- 
cally spending equal time with each family in a specific se- 
quence-Monday with one wife, Tuesday with another wife, 
and so on. One family did this from noon of one day to noon 
of the next day, even shifting the seating of wives in the family 
car if they happened to be traveling at noon. Rigid rotation sys- 
tems are rare in the families we studied because they do not 
take into consideration family matters that arise out of se- 
quence-birthdays and anniversaries, work schedules, or 
emergencies. Families also say that a rigd rotation pattern is 
too mechanical and ignores personal and interpersonal needs 
and feelings. 

Laissez faire rotation systems are at the other extreme; they 

provide no particular system for when and how long a hus- 
band spends time with each wife. It is solely up to the husband 
where he spends an evening, a day, or a longer period of time. 
He might follow an irregular sequence of visits to wives. He 
might inform a wife in advance of his visit or simply show up 
unannounced. He might stay for a short time or for a longer 
period. Few families use laissez faire systems; they are unpre- 
dictable and can easily result in a wife feeling that she does not 
enjoy equal time with the husband. 

Most families use some type of flexible rotation system, in 
which a husband visits his wives on a general schedule that is 
predictable but not rigid. In the long run, he will ideally spend 
a roughly equivalent amount of time with each wife. Husbands 
and wives may change a flexible visitation pattern for special 
family occasions. In this system, a husband can attend to the 
(dyadic) needs of specific wives and children. If everyone co- 
operates, a flexible system is "owned" by everyone and can 
function communally 

Rotation systems don't always work, especially when a wife 
feels that she is not being treated fairly and becomes jealous of 
the time he spends with other wives or if she perceives that the 
quality of their interaction is poor when he does visit her. 
Once again, contemporary plural families struggle to achieve 
an acceptable interplay of dyadic and communal processes in 
this important aspect of their lives. 

BUDGET AND RESOURCE MANAGEMENT 
A centrally, locally runfamily economy. 

B UDGETING and management of resources is a crucial 
part of plural family life. Fundamentalist families are 
often in difficult financial circumstances in part because 

of the many children and households to be supported and be- 
cause they often hold jobs in low-paymg or seasonal occupa- 
tions. As a result, many wives work, and children may also 
contribute to family income. Families vary widely in their bud- 
geting systems, and they frequently change those systems de- 
pending on current circumstances. 

Some budgeting systems are dyadic. Wives may separately 
support themselves, for example, with a husband supple- 
menting each wife's income as necessary. In one of our families, 
the husband gives each wife basic funds, and wives who elect 
to work keep their own earnings. In other cases, a wife retains 
a portion of her own earnings and gives any surplus to the 
husband for distribution to other wives who may need assis- 
tance. The key principle of dyadic systems is that co-wives are 
not directly involved in each others' financial affairs or deliber- 
ations with the husband; families essentially budget in a 
monogamous style. 

Purely dyadic practices are relatively rare; many dyadic sys- 
tems also have communal features. For example, in several 
families all of the husband's and wives' incomes are pooled and 
then redistributed to each wife by the husband. Still, this type 
of system is primarily dyadic, because even though funds are 
originally pooled, the husband deals with each wife separately 

Other systems are more communal. One family pools all its 
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earnings, and each wife receives funds based on decisions 
made at a meeting of the husband and wives. In more fully 
communal approaches, wives live together in a single dwelling 
and share home management responsibilities. Money may be 
allocated to the wives collectively for food shopping and other 
joint needs, although a wife and husband may negotiate for 
personal items, thereby adding a dyadic component to this 
communal style of resource management. Plural families use 
different budgeting systems at different times in their lives as a 
result of changes in family status, tensions regarding fairness of 
a particular system, and overall income, as they struggle to bal- 
ance dyadic and communal needs. 

PLACE ATTACHMENT 
Homes are important to 

wives. Not sofor husbands. 

P LACE attachment 
refers to the emo- 
tional bonds that 

people have for places- 
in this case, the feelings 
husbands and wives in 
plural families have about 
their home. A home is 
often important to a plural 
wife because it serves as a 
tangible symbol of her 
role as wife, mother, and 
religious observant. It is 
also a place that she can 

flect the cultural ideal of a harmonious communal family. 
At the same time, husbands show little attachment to any 

particular home. They appear uninterested in home furnish- 
ings and play no role in decorating; they usually do not have a 
place of their own in homes, seem to be quite willing to move 
from home to home, do not display personal items in homes, 
and seem to act as visitors to their wives' dwellings. It may be 
that the principle of a husband being "fair" to all wives and the 
status of the home as a wife's place, combined with frequent 
relocations over the years, result in little overt commitment by 
husbands to any one home. And husbands' low interest in the 
specifics of home furnishings and decoration may help them 
avoid conflict and jealously between wives, and thereby con- 

tribute to family unity 

decorate in ways that 
allow her to display her personality, values and lifestyle prefer- 
e n c e ~ . ~  In many ways, the attachment and bonding of polygy- 
nous wives to their homes is similar to that of many women in 
mainstream American culture. 

One aspect of a wife's attachment to her home is revealed in 
decoration. Plural family homes in our study contained four 
types of decorations, each of which symbolizes a central aspect 
of a wife's life. Personal identity items such as trophies, collec- 
tions, art, or handiwork, reflect a wife's preferences, interests, 
and talents. Personal family attachments, such as photos, 
memorabilia, and gifts, link a wife to her natal family and rela- 
tives. Signs of religious and cultural attachment include photos 
of church leaders, church buildings, and religious objects and 
pictures; and dyadic attachment comprises decorations that il- 
lustrate a wife's unique relationship with her husband and 
their children. These include photographs of the husband and 
wife, wedding and engagement memorabilia, gifts from the 
husband, photos of events in the life of the couple, genealogy 
charts tracing the husband and wife's lineage, and pictures and 
objects associated with their children. 

Interestingly, homes rarely contain photographs of other 
wives or decorations reflecting the communal plural family. 
Homes are used by wives to make salient their unique bond to 
the husband and their children; the home is not a vehicle to re- 

and communality. 

FINAL WORDS 
Understanding is the 
beginning of wisdom. 

FEW general 
closing observa- 
tions. First, 

plural family life is com- 
plex, often stressful, and 
requires a unique bal- 
ancing of dyadic hus- 
band-wife relationships 
with communal family re- 
lationships among wives. 
Working through this - - 
complex set of relation- 

ships is all the more challenging because many participants 
have little previous experience with plural family life. 
Additionally, the fundamentalist culture has not developed 
firm norms about how to live in plural families. As a result, 
plural family members often struggle to find their way and de- 
velop family-specific solutions as they attempt to develop a vi- 
able lifestyle that is compatible with their religious values. Put 
more generally, this is a culture in search of understanding it- 
self. 

Second, some families cope successfully; others do not. 
Some relationships within families are positive; others are not. 
And plural families change in how they cope with their cir- 
cumstances as their lives move into new stages. They are as 
varied in their day-to-day lives as monogamous families-al- 
though they face some unique challenges. 

Finally, plural families and fundamentalist groups are here 
to stay. They continue to grow in number by virtue of a high 
internal birth rate and by conversions. And they join the large 
array of family and household structures now on the American 
scene-traditional nuclear families, foster families, blended 
families, single-parent families, gay and lesbian relationships, 
elderly group-living arrangements, extended kin households, 
and others. 

As a social scientist and a citizen, I believe that it is impor- 
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tant to understand the array of family and household configu- 
rations, including modem plural families. In so doing, I do not 
call for approval or acceptance of a polygynous lifestyle. But I 
also do not advocate condemning and criticizing those who 
choose to live differently I simply plea for understanding, 
hoping that knowledge will translate into civility, an apprecia- 
tion of why and how people live, and constructive exchanges. 
We live in an era of increasing divisiveness, fragmentation, and 
unwillingness to understand one another. If our feelings of dif- 
ference and separation continue to escalate and polarize, the 
effect on American society will be catastrophic. Our work with 
Mormon fundamentalist families is intended to be a step to- 
ward understanding, and I hope that it will contribute in some 
small way to a more peaceful and gentle world. I3 
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NEAR POINT YBEL 
I sit alone in the white silence 
of sand, the blue scent of water lapping. 
Beneath the fronds of palms and palmettos, 
it is easy to forget. 
This morning at dawn I walked- 
one foot on land, one in sea- 
stooping to take up tiny pink coquinas 
and lightning whelks, a lion's paw, 
angel wings. Always 
I've felt a longing for water, 
its movement and motion. 
In the whorled lives of mollusks, 
wounds heal themselves; 
beneath the currents, holes in pockmarked shells 
fill in, recreate what's missing. 
From this tide line, 
I see a pod of porpoise 
weaving a parallel path. 
I do not want to wake from this dream. 
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