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Re-visioning Mormon History 
GRANT UNDERWOOD 

The author is director of the LDS Institute of Religion, Los 
Angeles, California. 

In 1985, the Mormon History Association celebrated 
its twentieth anniversary. While nonpolemical, scholarly 
works had been written before that period, the organization's 
birth provides a convenient milestone in Mormon historio- 
graphy.' Greater access to church archives, professional or- 
ganization and activism, new documentary discoveries, a rap- 
idly proliferating body of practitioners, and the rise of a 
number of new publication outlets have all combined to mark 
the past two decades as a period which might be character- 
ized as "the explosion of Mormon history."2 Many incidents 

1. The founding of the Mormon History Association is detailed in Leonard J. 
Arrington, "Reflections on the Founding and Purpose of the Mormon History As- 
sociation," Journal of Mormon History, X (1983), 91-103. Significant scholarly work 
produced before this period is outlined in Marvin S. Hill, "The Historiography of 
Mormonism," Church History, XXVII (1959), 418-426; and Leonard J. Arrington, 
"Scholarly Studies of Mormonism in the Twentieth Century," Dialogue, I (1966), 
15-32. Also valuable but more specialized are Rodman W. Paul, "The Mormons as a 
Theme in Western Historical Writing," Journal of American History, LIV (1967), 
511-523; and Thomas G. Alexander and James B. Allen, "The Mormons in the 
Mountain West: A Selective Bibliography," Arizona and the West, IX (1967), 365-384. 

2. These developments are discussed at greater length in Leonard J. Arring- 
ton, "The Writing of Latter-day Saint History: Problems, Accomplishments, and 
Ambitions," Dialogue, XIV (1981), 119-129; and Davis Bitton, "Ten Years in Cam- 
elot: A Personal Memoir," ibid., XVI (1983), 9-33. The results of the "explosion" 
have yet to be comprehensively detailed, but a good place to start is with the sixty- 
three-page bibliography at the back of James B. Allen and Glen M. Leonard, The 
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404 Pacific Historical Review 

and individuals needing reassessment were lifted beyond the 
distorting confines of polemical or propagandistic history by 
an impressive array of scholarly articles and monographs. 
Riding the crest of this wave of scholarship were two signifi- 
cant new surveys of Mormon history-The Mormon Experi- 
ence, by Leonard Arrington and Davis Bitton, and The Story of 
the Latter-day Saints, by James Allen and Glen Leonard.3 A 
glance at their notes and bibliography reveals how much 
these now standard works have profited from as well as typify 
the "new Mormon history." That a reliable retelling of the 
entire span of LDS history is now available will be disputed 
by few. 

Yet if within the past generation Mormon history has been 
permanently placed on the map of scholarly study, it may now 
be time to redraw and refine that map. What this article seeks 
to do is suggest how an application to Mormon historiography 
of recent methodological trends in the broader historical 
profession might correct some of the distortions and allow a 
rethinking of some of the guiding principles of historical in- 
quiry now dominant in that field. Specifically, a greater sen- 
sitivity to trends in the "new" histories, especially social and 
intellectual history, is urged in order to correct the institu- 
tional bias and refine the monolithic interpretations that un- 
dergird even much of the "new Mormon history." As an illus- 
tration of the promise of such an approach, this essay first 

The Story of the Latter-day Saints (Salt Lake City, 1976), which was comprehensive at 
the time of publication. From that point on, readers should consult the "Mormon 
Bibliography" published annually in BYU Studies and "Among the Mormons: A Sur- 
vey of Current Literature" published periodically in Dialogue. A recent historio- 
graphical article which is selective but which also discusses earlier literature is 
Thomas G. Alexander, "Toward the New Mormon History: An Examination of the 
Literature on the Latter-day Saints in the Far West," in Michael P. Malone, ed., Histo- 
rians and the American West (Lincoln, 1983), 344-368. Historians should not overlook 
Armand L. Mauss and Jeffrey R. Franks, "Comprehensive Bibliography of Social 
Science Literature on the Mormons," Review of Religious Research, XXVI (1984), 
73-115. 

3. Leonard J. Arrington and Davis Bitton, The Mormon Experience: A History of 
the Latter-day Saints (New York, 1979); James B. Allen and Glen M. Leonard, The Story 
of the Latter-day Saints (Salt Lake City, 1976). 
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Re-visioning Mormon History 405 

reexamines a popular feature of LDS historiography-the 
turn-of-the-century transformation of Mormonism-and 
then shifts to the larger question of how best to conceptualize 
Mormonism as a historical construct. In the brief compass of 
an article, more questions will necessarily be raised than an- 
swered and more research strategies suggested than demon- 
strated, but the value of more extensive application to Mor- 
mon historiography of certain professionwide trends should 
be apparent. 

For Mormonism, so the argument goes, the decision to 
cease contracting plural marriages, along with the various 
economic, political, and cultural concessions made to achieve 
statehood, marked the 1890s as a watershed in LDS history. 
The earlier period, largely because of its economic commu- 
nitarianism, political theocracy, and polygamous marriages, 
is often portrayed in countercultural, even radical terms, 
while the later dissappearance of these elements supposedly 
facilitated, as it documented, the "Americanization" or "bour- 
geoisification" of the twentieth-century church. Mark Leone, 
for example, in his recent book, Roots of Modern Mormonism, 
views nineteenth-century Mormondom as a "socialist com- 
monwealth predicated on a radical critique of the American 
economy and class structure" that by the turn of the century 
"was endorsing an ideology of acceptance of American soci- 
ety." In Mormonism and the American Experience, Klaus Hansen 
concurs. "Within a generation," he writes, "a people that had 
been the very epitome of an antibourgeois mentality became 
one of the mainstays of the American middle class culture." 
In fact, he argues, Mormonism "has experienced a social and 
intellectual transformation of such magnitude that a resur- 
rected Joseph Smith, returning to earth today, might well 
wonder if this was indeed the same church he had founded."4 

While not all interpreters are as dramatic or stark in their 
contrasting characterizations of "before" and "after" Mor- 

4. Mark P. Leone, Roots of Modern Mormonism (Cambridge, Mass., 1979), 27; 
Klaus Hansen, Mormonism and the American Experience (Chicago, 1981), 205, 147. 
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monism, and while they differ on exactly what was changed, 
most seem to agree that nineteenth-century Mormonism was 
fundamentally countercultural in both aspiration and aspect 
and that polygamy, communitarianism, and theocracy were 
the prime examples of such cultural deviance.5 Even in novel 
approaches, such as Jan Shipps's recent book applying bound- 
ary maintenance theory to explain the transformation as a 
shift from institutionally to individually maintained "chosen- 
ness," the "pioneer" peculiarity is still made to rest primarily 
on the same economic, social, and political experiments that 
other transformationists feel infused nineteenth-century 
Mormonism with its uniqueness and countercultural quality.6 
But what if these assumptions were reexamined following 
the methodological lead of studies elsewhere in the historical 
profession. Testing transformationist characterizations from 
a sociohistorical perspective, for example, would require us 
to explore the degree to which ordinary Latter-day Saints 
were actually affected by plural marriage, theocratic politics, 
and economic communalism. In turn, this would tell us some- 
thing about how fundamental to Mormon life these facets 
really were, as well as how alike or unlike their contempo- 
raries the Saints have generally been. 

5. Among the important studies which employ a transformationist model in 
more moderate and subtle fashion are Allen and Leonard, Story of the Latter-day 
Saints; Arrington and Britton, Mormon Experience; Nels Anderson, Deseret Saints: The 
Mormon Frontier in Utah (Chicago, 1942); Gustive O. Larson, Americanization of Utah 
for Statehood (San Marino, Calif., 1971); and Richard D. Poll, et al., eds., Utah's History 
(Provo, Utah, 1978). 

6. Jan Shipps, Mormonism: The Story of a New Religious Tradition (Urbana, Ill., 
1985), 109-129. Shipps admits "how very difficult it is to find out from the second- 
ary literature what really happened during these critical years of transition" (p. 118), 
but then, like other commentators, she attempts it anyway, employing the usual 
transformationist scaffolding to construct her unique interpretive edifice. Another 
important essay which discusses these years within the framework of Peter Berger's 
notion of "world maintenance" is Thomas G. Alexander, "'To Maintain Harmony': 
Adjusting to External and Internal Stress, 1890-1930," Dialogue, XV (1982), 44-58. 
Alexander's Mormonism in Transition: A History of the Latter-day Saints, 1890-1930 
(Urbana, Ill., 1986), which appeared after this essay had been turned over to 
the printer, provides the most detailed and sophisticated treatment of this period 
to date. 
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Re-visioning Mormon History 407 

Even a cursory reading of recent scholarship pertaining 
to Mormon communitarianism, whether the quantitative 
analyses of Larry Wimmer, Jim Kearl, and Clayne Pope, or 
the definitive survey of Leonard Arrington, Feramorz Fox, 
and Dean May, reveals sufficient behavioral evidence to allow 
a view that at any given point in the nineteenth century, most 
Latter-day Saints seem to have imbibed the prevailing ethos 
of economic liberalism a little too fully to fit the description 
of being "antibourgeois" or "radically communitarian." 7 Just 
as recent studies of seventeenth-century New England village 
life have severely shaken the much vaunted consensus that 
only a decade ago supposedly characterized Puritan life as 
communitarian, the Mormon record can also be read from a 
different angle that makes individualism and liberalism more 
apparent.8 In the 1830s, for example, one is struck not by the 
abortive attempt to live the utopian Law of Consecration, but 
by the typically American acquisitiveness displayed in Kirt- 
land by mid-decade Mormons.' In the 1840s, Joseph Smith 
seems to have been merely echoing the conventional wisdom 
when he sermonized against the "folly" of "the common 
stock principle," and Nauvoo, the "City of Joseph," certainly 
followed the contemporary midwestern pattern of boosterism 
and boom.'0 As for the informal cooperation found among 
westering Mormons in the later 1840s and 1850s, such mutu- 

7. J. R. Kearl, Clayne L. Pope, and Larry T. Wimmer, "Wealth in a Settlement 
Economy: Utah, 1850-1879," Journal of Economic History, XL (1980), 477-496; J. R. 
Kearl and Clayne L. Pope, "Wealth Mobility: The Missing Element," Journal of Inter- 
disciplinary History, XIII (1983), 461-488; and Leonard J. Arrington, Feramorz Y. 
Fox, and Dean L. May, Building the City of God: Community & Cooperation Among the 
Mormons (Salt Lake City, 1976). See also Michael S. Raber, "Religious Polity and 
Local Production: The Origins of a Mormon Town" (Ph.D. dissertation, Yale Univer- 
sity, 1978). 

8. On recent studies of Puritan village life, see Gary B. Nash, "New England's 
First Company Town," Reviews in American History, XII (1984), 193-197. 

9. The best treatment is Marvin S. Hill, C. Keith Rooker, and Larry T. Wim- 
mer, "The Kirtland Economy Revisited: A Market Critique of Sectarian Econom- 
ics," BYU Studies, XVII (1977), 391-472. 

10. See Robert B. Flanders, Nauvoo: Kingdom on the Mississippi (Urbana, Ill., 
1965). 
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ality was not unheard of among other pioneers. In his mag- 
isterial study, The Plains Across, John Unruh notes that "the 
crucial role of cooperative assistance" provides one of "the 
key factors in understanding the antebellum overland emi- 
grations."" In the 1860s, the Saints' program of community 
cooperatives looks at least as pragmatic as it does ideological. 
And in the 1870s, while we note that, in theory, the United 
Order movement was explicitly linked to the biblical commu- 
nitarianism first attempted as the "Law of Consecration," the 
reality was that where groups did not resist communalism al- 
together, most opted for a significantly less formal arrange- 
ment than was found in the legendary Orderville.'2 

Even this brief review, then, points up problems in allow- 
ing communitarian rhetoric to represent behavioral reality. 
In addition, it can be argued that to talk of "Mormon" eco- 
nomics as if it were singular and uniform distorts more than 
it clarifies. Among nineteenth-century Latter-day Saints, as 
Arrington notes, there were "many men with many minds," 
and none exemplify this better than the apostolic colleagues 
and successive prophets, Brigham Young and John Taylor. 
Young was a thoroughgoing communitarian and considered 
the communal "gospel plan" as the most "advanced" form of 
human association. Taylor, on the other hand, was an in- 
dividualist and favored a legally incorporated form of co- 
operatism at best. Young was the champion of union; Taylor, 
the defender of liberty. After 1877, when Taylor acceded to 
the presidency, "the church increasingly gave its sanction to 
economic individualism restrained only by a proper respect 
for the rights and welfare of others."" Furthermore, a re- 
view of rank-and-file behavior suggests that almost from the 
beginning it was probably the more mainstream "Taylor" 
stripe of Mormon rather than the communitarian visionary 

11. John D. Unruh, Jr., The Plains Across: The Overland Emigrants and the Trans- 
Mississippi West, 1840-1860 (Urbana, Ill., 1979), 390. 

12. Arrington, et al., Building the City of God, 79-294. 
13. Ibid., 311; see also 151-154, 311-335. 
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that predominated. Since the less communitarian individu- 
als cannot be merely discounted as "backsliders" or "apos- 
tates," it becomes necessary to question the degree to which 
nineteenth-century Mormonism was in reality "a radical cri- 
tique of the American economy," as Leone has argued, or 
"antibourgeois," as Hansen has claimed. Perhaps to the com- 
mon Mormon, Adam Smith and Joseph Smith were not anti- 
thetical after all. 

Nor does it appear that communalism was any more 
successful in the marital arrangements of nineteenth-century 
Latter-day Saints. As is well known, despite impassioned 
pulpit-pounding and the frequent recruiting crusades 
launched by church leaders, Mormons "voted with their feet" 
and declined to enter polygamous relations in significant 
numbers. Though recent demographic studies are revising 
upward earlier estimations of plural marriage participation, 
it still seems that most Latter-day Saints lived in monogamist 
families." For this monogamist majority, then, to what extent 
did the 1890 Manifesto "transform" their lives? Especially 
since most polygamists were church leaders or otherwise 
prominent Latter-day Saints-individuals classified as "elites" 
by the social historians-a sociohistorical emphasis on ordi- 
nary people would demand that before one can speak con- 
vincingly of the "transformation" or "metamorphosis" of 
nineteenth-century Mormonism, much more must be known 
about monogamist mind-sets and lifestyles.'" An intriguing 

14. Lowell "Ben" Bennion, "The Incidence of Mormon Polygamy in 1880: 
'Dixie' versus Davis Stake," Journal of Mormon History, XI (1984), 27-42; Bennion, 
"Patterns of Polygamy Across Mormon County in 1880" (Unpublished paper deliv- 
ered at the 1984 annual meeting of the Mormon History Association); and Larry M. 
Logue, "Belief and Behavior in a Mormon Town: Nineteenth-Century St. George, 
Utah" (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Pennsylvania, 1984). Chapter 3 of the pre- 
ceding dissertation has been published as "A Time of Marriage: Monogamy and Po- 
lygamy in a Utah Town," Journal of Mormon History, XI (1984), 3-26. These studies 
push the percentage of participation closer to 30% overall, with a statistical variation 
from 6% to 66% depending on locale. 

15. Though it needs updating in places, currently the best overview of schol- 
arly literature dealing with plural marriage is Davis Bitton, "Mormon Polygamy: A 
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analogue is provided by the nonslaveholding yeomanry of 
the antebellum South. "No irony in the study of the South," 
remarked Eric Foner, "is more profound than the distortion 
caused by historian's disregard of this unstudied majority." 16 

Is not the same true of Mormonism and its monogamists? 
As for testing the cultural deviance of those who were po- 

lygamists, extant studies indicate that their morals and mores 
were sufficiently close to those of Victorian America that they 
entered plural marriage only amidst the most profound psy- 
chological anxiety and practiced it more as a multiplication 
of monogamy than as a radical new social arrangement. "The 
Mormons," remarks Lawrence Foster, "were considerably 
closer to the family ideals and practices of the larger society 
than either the Shakers or the Oneida Perfectionists. In fact, 
Mormon literature of the polygamy period, whether for 
internal or external consumption, frequently sounds more 
Victorian than the writings of the Victorians."" Following 
Eugene and Bruce Campbell's study of divorce in nineteenth- 
century Utah, Foster concludes that "there is much evidence 

Review Article," Journal of Mormon History, IV (1977), 101-118. A new survey which 
incorporates some of the recent research is Richard S. Van Wagoner, Mormon Polyg- 
amy: A History (Salt Lake City, 1986). Important for both methodology and detail is 
Lawrence Foster, Religion and Sexuality: Three American Communal Experiments of the 
Nineteenth Century, (New York, 1981). A forthcoming collection of essays edited by 
David J. Whittaker and Lorie Winder Stromberg promises to contain both an up- 
dated bibliography and much of the latest research. Understandably, polygamy 
research has overshadowed studies of monogamist Mormon families during the 
territorial years. The only such examinations to date are P. R. Kunz, "One Wife 
or Several? A Comparative Study of Late 19th Century Marriage in Utah," in 
Thomas G. Alexander, ed., The Mormon People: Their Character and Traditions (Provo, 
Utah, 1980), 53-74; and Kenneth W. Godfrey, "The Mormon Monogamous Family, 
1853-1890" (Unpublished paper delivered at the symposium, "A Mosaic of Mor- 
mon Culture," Brigham Young University, Oct. 2, 1980). What can be gleaned from 
Jan Shipps, "The Principle Revoked: A Closer Look at the Demise of Plural Mar- 
riage," Journal of Mormon History, XI (1984), 65-77, is that even among polygamists 
commitment and experience varied sufficiently that sweeping generalizations about 
"transformation" must be carefully qualified. 

16. Eric Foner, "Reconstruction Revisited," Reviews in American History X 
(1982), 93. 

17. Foster, Religion and Sexuality, 239. 
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that plural marriage never became fully institutionalized dur- 
ing the relatively brief period when it was publicly practiced." '8 

The last of the three pillars upon which transforma- 
tionists rest their view of nineteenth-century Mormonism is 
the church's domination of local politics. While it is true that 
in exercising the franchise nearly all Latter-day Saints fol- 
lowed their leaders, too much can be made of this fact. To 
begin with, no real political alternatives existed for faithful 
Mormons during the territorial phase of Utah history. Be- 
fore 1870, unanimous elections of single slates were charac- 
teristic and, after that date, the newly formed Liberal Party 
was so rabidly anti-Mormon that it rarely provided a viable 
recourse for a loyal opposition. On the other hand, when the 
shift to the national two-party system did take place, the very 
fact that so few Latter-day Saints were traumatized to find 
their leaders clashing over issues and competing in elections 
suggests that, psychologically at least, they had never really 
been in the thralldom of theocracy in the first place.'" 

In assessing how "American" the political influence of 
church leaders was, it is important to distinguish between 
covert cultural imperatives and overt political huckstering. 
Here the insights of the "enthnocultural school" of political 
history are helpful. Though they are disputed on some points, 
at the very least, the ethnoculturalists make it clear that reli- 
gion influenced the ballot-box decisions of many more people 
than just the Mormons.20 Even overt dictation can be seen as 

18. Ibid., 219. See also Eugene S. Campbell and Bruce L. Campbell, "Divorce 
Among Mormon Polygamists: Extent and Explanation," Utah Historical Quarterly, 
XLV (1978), 4-23; and "The Mormon Family," in Charles M. Mindel and Robert W. 
Habenstein, eds., Ethnic Families in America (New York, 1976), 379-412. 

19. For an introduction to Mormon involvement in politics after settling in the 
Great Basin, see the works cited in notes 4 and 5, as well as Jan B. Shipps, "The 
Mormons in Politics: The First Hundred Years" (Ph.D. dissertation, University of 
Colorado, 1965); and E. Leo Lyman, "The Mormon Quest for Utah Statehood" 
(Ph.D. dissertation, University of California, Riverside, 1981), now published as Po- 
litical Deliverance: The Mormon Quest for Utah Statehood (Urbana, Ill., 1986). 

20. For detailed discussions as well as discriminating critiques, see Richard L. 
McCormick, "Ethno-Cultural Interpretations of Nineteenth-Century American 
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profoundly American. In one recent wave of revisionism, 
historians have sought to rehabilitate the reputation of the 
political bosses of the Gilded Age. Machine politics are now 
viewed to have met real needs and provided leadership and 
assistance when it was nowhere else to be found. By this view, 
the political patriarchalism of Brigham Young is no less be- 
nignly American than that of "Big Tim" Sullivan.21 

Thus far it has been suggested that, upon closer exami- 
nation, the nineteenth-century attitudes and behavior of most 
Latter-day Saints may prove to be less countercultural and 
the influence of communitarianism, plural marriage, and 
theocratic politics more superficial than transformationists 
generally assume. Indeed, it may be that plural marriage and 
the Law of Consecration, for example, were doomed from 
the start precisely because Mormons had always been too 
"American" at heart. Then what of the twentieth century and 
the other half of the transformationist formula? Mormon 
"American-ness" continued, of course, but even here the 
generalizations inherent in transformationist history over- 
state the degree to which LDS and U.S. became synonymous 
in this century. Admittedly, some Latter-day Saints undoubt- 
edly became more "bourgeois" as whatever restraints there 
were in economic corporatism, plural marriage, and theoc- 
racy were removed. Moreover, in some ways mid-twentieth- 
century Mormonism was as much subject to criticism for 
being a "culture religion" as were Protestantism, Catholicism 
and Judaism. Still, the evidence is clear that countercultural 
elements were also present in Mormonism. 

This reality is too often obscured in the transformationist 
portrait of twentieth-century Mormonism "in a gray flannel 
suit." One need only look, in the 1980s, at the size of the Mor- 

Voting Behavior," Political Science Quarterly, LXXXIX (1974), 351-377; and Richard 
Jensen, "Religion, Morality, and American Politics," Journals of Libertarian Studies, VI 
(1982), 321-332. 

21. See, for example, John M. Allswang, Bosses, Machines, and Urban Voters: An 
American Symbiosis (Washington, N.Y., 1977). 
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mon family, at the Mormons' health code, at their participa- 
tion in a churchwide welfare system, and at contemporary 
politics in Utah to see that Latter-day Saints continue to be a 
"peculiar people." Despite their educational status and rela- 
tive affluence, the Mormon birth rate is now twice the na- 
tional average.22 The LDS death rate and the low incidence 
of a variety of diseases appear to be linked to their now 
strict adherence to the "Word of Wisdom" which, among 
other things, proscribes tobacco and prescribes temperance.23 
Regular assignments on welfare projects ranging from pick- 
ing oranges to canning meat keeps the communitarian spirit 
alive in a sea of individualism.24 And as Richard Poll has 
commented, "majority opinions [in Utah] on welfare stat- 
ism, right-to-work, feminism, liquor-by-the-drink, right to 
life, anti-Communism," the MX missle, and the equal rights 
amendment reflect "the still powerful influence of the Mor- 
mon Church when the leadership obliquely or directly de- 
fines a Mormon position."25 

In attempting to correct exaggerated characterizations of 

22. Dean L. May, "A Demographic Portrait of the Mormons, 1830-1980," in 
Thomas G. Alexander and Jessie L. Embry, eds., After 150 Years: The Latter-day Saints 
in Sesquicentennial Perspective (Provo, 1983), 39-69; Judith C. Spicer and Susan O. 
Gustavus, "Mormon Fertility Through Half a Century: Another Test of the Ameri- 
canization Hypothesis," Social Biology, XXI (1974), 70-76. 

23. Howard M. Bahr, ed. Utah in Demographic Perspective: Regional and National 
Contrasts (Provo, Utah, 1981); J. E. Enstrom, "Cancer Mortality Among Mormons in 
California During 1968-1975," Journal of the National Cancer Institute, LXV (1980), 
1073-1082; and Joseph L. Lyon and Steven Nelson, "Mormon Health," Dialogue, 
XII (1979), 61-69. 

24. Arrington, et al., Building the City of God, 337-358. 
25. Richard D. Poll, "An American Commonwealth," in Richard D. Poll, et al., 

eds., Utah's History, 678. See also J. D. Williams, "The Separation of Church and 
State in Mormon Theory and Practice," Dialogue, I (1966), 30-54; 0. Kendall 
White, "Overt and Covert Politics: The Mormon Church's Anti-ERA Campaign in 
Virginia," Virginia Social Science Journal, XVIII (1983); Steven A. Hildreth, "Mor- 
mon Concern over MX: Parochialism or Enduring Moral Theology," Journal of 
Church and State XXVI (1984), 227-253; and, from a journalistic perspective, 
Robert Gottlieb and Peter Wiley, American Saints: The Rise of Mormon Power (New 
York, 1984). 
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twentieth-century Mormon conformity to society, a socio- 
logical perspective may do for Mormon history what it has 
done for American church history generally. With its sen- 
sitivity to eddies in the mainstream it has downplayed the 
older emphasis on acculturation and Americanization and 
produced studies which discern a different pattern in the 
data. Whether in immigrant ethnic Catholicism or in African 
slave religion, accommodation to the Protestant hegemony is 
now often perceived as being little more than a veneer and 
emphasis is placed upon strategies of resistance that pre- 
served traditional ways.26" This, however, is not to simply re- 
verse the transformation thesis, for it seems to me that the 
bulk of Latter-day Saints in either century have been well 
within the mainstream of American culture. Nonetheless, the 
sharply contrasting charaterizations created by the transfor- 
mation thesis do not appear to be accurate even for the twen- 
tieth century. Part of the difficulty is the implicit dependence 
on modernization theory, which with its teleological assump- 
tions and cultural biases often overlooks diversity or counter- 
vailing forces in a procrustean tendency to fit the facts to a 
preconceived model." Monolithic Mormonism on either side 

26. Recent surveys of American religious history which reflect a socio-historical 
perspective are Mark A. Noll, et al., eds., Eerdman's Handbook to Christianity in America 
(Grand Rapids, 1983); Edwin S. Gaustad, ed., A Documentary History of Religion in 
America (2 vols., Grand Rapids, 1983); and Martin E. Marty, Pilgrims in Their Own 
Land: 500 Years of Religion in America (New York, 1984). Specialized studies dealing 
with acculturation include Albert J. Raboteau, Slave Religion: The Invisible Institution 
in the Ante-Bellum South (New York, 1978); Gayraud S. Wilmore, "Reinterpretation in 
Black Church History," Chicago Theological Seminary Register, LXXII (1983), 25-37; 
Randall M. Miller and Thomas D. Marzik, ed., Immigrants and Religion in Urban 
America (Philadelphia, 1977); Jay P. Dolan, The Immigrant Church: New York's Irish and 
German Catholics, 1815-1865 (Baltimore, 1975); Martin E. Marty, "Ethnicity: The 
Skeleton of Religion in America," Church History, XLI (1972), 5-21; and Timothy L. 
Smith, "Religion and Ethnicity in America," American Historical Review, LXXXIII 
(1978), 1155-1185. 

27. Critiques of the modernization theory include Raymond Grew, "Moderni- 
zation and Its Discontents," American Behavioral Scientist, XXI (1977), 289-312; 
Dean C. Tipps, "Modernization Theory and the Comparative Study of Societies: A 
Critical Perspective," Comparative Studies in Society and History, XV (1973), 199-227; 
and James A. Henretta, "The Study of Social Mobility: Ideological Assumptions and 
Conceptual Bias," Labor History XVIII (1977), 170-176. 
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of 1900 needs to give way to a more fine-grained analysis. 
When that is done, a continual process of change and adap- 
tation, of reformation and recidivism will likely be discovered 
in every decade of the movement's history. This, in turn, 
should mitigate the exceptionalism of the turn of the century 
and undermine the exaggerated view of the 1890s as a pe- 
riod in which a Mormon metamorphosis occurred whose 
"suddenness" and "completeness," according to one trans- 
formationist, was "nothing less than a modern miracle."28 

The root of the problem, however, for any period in 
Mormon history is conceptualization. After surveying Mor- 
mon history for his magnum opus on religion in America, Syd- 
ney Ahlstrom concluded that "one cannot even be sure if the 
object of our consideration is a sect, a mystery cult, a new 
religion, a church, a people, a nation, or an American sub- 
culture.""29 In part, such confusion reflects the fact that a 
sustained attempt at defining Mormonism has yet to be under- 
taken. For years, historians have done little more than clarify 
that they were dealing with the Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints as opposed to the Reorganized LDS church 
or some other institutional division of early Mormonism. 
Definitional imprecision, however, promotes a simplified 
vision. Were the Latter-day Saints really so homogeneous 
that further characterization is unnecessary? Can one speak, 
for example, of leadership Mormons and lay Mormons as a 
single uniform entity? This introduces the distinction be- 
tween elite and popular culture. While such a division may 
not have the same characteristics within Mormonism, com- 
mon sense as well as this brief review of the varying beliefs 
and behaviors of nineteenth-century Latter-day Saints sug- 
gests that it should not be assumed that church leaders and 
laymen always thought alike or that the only "true" Mor- 
monism was that which LDS Apostles propounded from the 
pulpit. Then, too, there were other kinds of distinctions: 

28. Hansen, Mormonism and the American Experience, 205. 
29. Sydney E. Ahlstrom, A Religious History of the American People (2 vols., New 

York, 1975), I, 613. 
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recent-convert Mormons and life-member Mormons, female 
Mormons and male Mormons, native-born Mormons and 
foreign-born Mormons. The list could be multiplied. Did all 
of these groups experience or influence Mormonism in the 
same way?3o 

Consideration of only the latter category-immigrant 
Saints and their native counterparts-raises a number of 
questions. Had foreign-born Latter-day Saints, for example, 
been more or less involved in polygamy? Had wards (con- 
gregations) with a preponderance of foreign-born members 
been in the forefront of communitarian implementation or 
had they lagged behind? And what effect, especially in the 
later years, did separate ethnic meetings, auxiliary organiza- 
tions, and newspapers have on immigrant perceptions of 
Mormonism? More needs to be known about Mormonism as 
it was incorporated into ethnic group consciousness and 
culture. Though Leslie Tentler's observation that "a fuller 
understanding of ethnic Catholicism in the parish may lead 
to a dramatic revision of the history of the American [Catho- 
lic] church" is probably exaggerated for Mormonism, it none- 
theless points a direction for further promising research." 

30. Of all the social groupings within Mormonism, the female component has 
thus far been the most carefully documented and the most subtly analyzed. For in- 
troductions to this body of literature, see Carol Cornwall Madsen and David J. Whit- 
taker, "History's Sequel: A Source Essay on Women in Mormon History," Journal of 
Mormon History, VI (1979), 123-145; and Patricia Lyn Scott and Maureen Ursen- 
bach Beecher, "Mormon Women: A Bibliography in Process, 1977-1985,"Journal of 
Mormon History, XII (1985), 113-127. 

31. Leslie Woodcock Tentler, "Who Is the Church? Conflict in a Polish Immi- 
grant Parish in Late Nineteenth-Century Detroit," Comparative Studies in Society and 
History, XXV (1983), 243. The story of the immigration to Utah of various foreign 
nationalities is well told in William Mulder, Homeward to Zion: Mormon Migration from 
Scandinavia (Minneapolis, 1957); P. A. M. Taylor, Expectations Westward: The Mormons 
and the Emigration of Their British Converts in the Nineteenth Century (London, 1965); 
Gustive O. Larson, Prelude to the Kingdom: Mormon Desert Conquest-A Chapter in 
American Cooperative Experience (Francestown, N.H., 1947); Douglas D. Alder, "The 
German-Speaking Immigration to Utah, 1850-1950" (M.A. thesis, University of 
Utah, 1959). Despite the promising chapter titled "Immigration and Diversity" in 
Arrington and Bitton, Mormon Experience, diversity receives only passing mention 
(pp. 141, 143, 217-218). The Utah Historical Quarterly has also devoted a number of 
entire issues to ethnic studies which might profitably be reviewed: XXXVIII (1970), 
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Recent demographic studies make it clear, for example, that 
at almost any given point in the history of territorial Utah, 
the majority of adult residents were foreign-born.32 While it 
is also true that the bulk of such immigrants were British, 
who presumably assimilated more rapidly, significant ethnic 
enclaves are discernible well into the twentieth century, par- 
ticularly as the proportion of Scandinavian and other Euro- 
pean immigrants increased. 

Moreover, should not geographical as well as social divi- 
sions be expected? Just as Ira Berlin recently urged practi- 
tioners of black American slave history to move beyond a 
"singular vision" of slave societies and incorporate a greater 
sensitivity to regional variations, so, too, should historians in- 
quire into how "Mormonism" may have differed in rural San- 
taquin and in urban Salt Lake City, or in "gathered" Logan 
and in outlying Liverpool.3" It is obvious, for example, when 

100-203, on Greek immigrants; XXXIX (1971), 90-200, on Native Americans; XL 
(1972), 210-296, on ethnic minorities; LII (1984), 3-104, on ethnic folklore; and LI 
(1984), 303-416, on German immigrants. In the same genre is Helen Z. Papanikolas, 
ed., The Peoples of Utah (Salt Lake City, 1976). Unlike this essay's concern with defini- 
tions and conceptualizations, the above studies are generally more concerned with 
the impact of Mormonism on ethnic groups rather than with those groups' varying 
perceptions of Mormonism. More attuned to the latter concern are recent studies 
analyzing the post-World War II internationalization of the LDS church, such as 
L. Lamond Tullis, ed., Mormonism: A Faith for All Cultures (Provo, Utah, 1978); and 
an entire issue of Dialogue, XIII (1980), 1-127. Their sensitivity to the nuances of 
present-day Mormonism needs to be emulated in historical studies of LDS ethnics 
in the Intermountain West. A step in this direction is Helen A. Papanikolas, "Eth- 
nicity in Mormondom: A Comparison of Immigrant and Mormon Cultures," in 
Thomas G. Alexander, ed., Soul-Butter and Hogwash (Provo, Utah, 1978), 91-135. 

32. May, "A Demographic Portrait," 59-65; and Wayne L. Wahlquist, "Popula- 
tion Growth in the Mormon Core Area: 1847-1890," in Richard H. Jackson, ed., 
The Mormon Role in the Settlement of the West (Provo, Utah, 1978), 124-129. May, how- 
ever, argues for "the great power of Mormonism to 'traditionalize' (to use Brigham 
Young's term) the convert population into identification with the Saints even above 
national loyalties and to adopt values and points of view taught by significant others 
sent out from Church headquarters-whether missionaries, mission presidents, or 
General Authorities" (p. 65). 

33. Ira Berlin, "Time, Space and the Evolution of Afro-American Society 
on British Mainland North America," American Historical Review, LXXXV (1980), 
44-78. Relevant to Mormon studies is Jerald R. Izatt and Dean R. Louder, "Periph- 
eral Mormondom: The Frenetic Frontier," Dialogue, XIII (1980), 76-89. Their ap- 
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one reads the diary of Charles Lowell Walker, an articulate 
Mormon who neither belonged to the church hierarchy nor 
lived in Salt Lake City, that his understanding of Mormonism, 
while not particularly unusual, was drawn largely from local 
discourse and discussion. In important ways nineteenth- 
century Mormonism was still an "oral culture" where visiting 
speakers and local authorities influenced the shape and tone 
of Mormon doctrine as it was actually believed by the people.34 
Like many Mormons before and since, Walker accorded the 
hearsay recollections of teachings of the prophet Joseph 
Smith, as passed on by local old-timers, at least the same 
status as firsthand doctrinal statements from contemporary 
church leaders. Such a folkloric dimension with its localistic 
flavor has not been sufficiently integrated into the history of 
Mormon thought and behavior."5 

This leads to a consideration of methodological caveats 
for approaching Mormonism on a theological or intellectual 

plication of the "center-periphery" concept to modern-day Mormonism may prove 
helpful in historical studies as well. Likewise, "community study" approaches to 
Mormon history shed light on this matter. See Dean L. May, "The Making of Saints: 
The Mormon Town as Setting for the Study of Cultural Change," Utah Historical 
Quarterly, XLV (1977), 75-92; Charles S. Peterson, "A Mormon Village: One Man's 
West," Journal of Mormon History, III (1976), 2-12; Thomas G. Alexander and James 
B. Allen, Mormons & Gentiles: A History of Salt Lake City (Boulder, 1984); and Mark R. 
Grandstaff, "The Impact of The Mormon Migration on the Community of Kirt- 
land, Ohio, 1830-1839" (M.A. thesis, Brigham Young University, 1984). 

34. A. Karl Larson and Katharine Miles Larson, eds., Diary of Charles Lowell 
Walker (2 vols., Logan, Utah, 1980). Historians of "oral culture" have all been influ- 
enced by the seminal work of Walter J. Ong, especially his The Presence of the Word: 
Some Prologomena for Cultural and Religious History (New Haven, 1967). Exemplary 
implementations of his insights are found in Harry S. Stout, "Religion, Communica- 
tions, and the Ideological Origins of the American Revolution," William and Mary 
Quarterly, XXXIV (1977), 519-541; and Rhys Isaac, The Transformation of Virginia, 
1740-1790 (Chapel Hill, 1982). 

35. An imaginative effort at such integration from outside of Mormon studies 
is Lawrence Levine, Black Culture and Black Consciousness (New York, 1978). On Mor- 
mon folklore, see William A. Wilson, "A Bibliography of Studies in Mormon Folk- 
lore," Utah Historical Quarterly, XLIV (1976), 389-394; and "Mormon Folklore," 
in Richard M. Dorson, ed., Handbook in American Folklore (Bloomington, 1983), 
155-161. 
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level. The comments of Darrett Rutman illustrate one prob- 
lem with monolithic interpretations of any belief system: 
It is a truism to say that what one who speaks (or writes) intends to 

convey is not necessarily what the man who hears (or reads) under- 
stands .... The idea that filters past the preconceptions, values, 
and particular concerns of the imparter, travels the sound waves or 
light rays to the recipient, filters past the recipient's own preconcep- 
tions, values and concerns, mixes in the melting pot that constitutes 
the recipient's mind with all the other notions and impressions 
stored there and finally moves out again to be conveyed to a third 
party or to be transformed into action-such an idea (and all ideas 
follow this track) cannot retain its purity.36 

An illustration from LDS history dates to the 1840s. Toward 
the end of his life, Joseph Smith began talking of hell in sym- 
bolic terms.37 Perhaps his clearest statement of the matter 
came in 1844 just a few months before his martyrdom. "I 
have no fear of hell fire that doesn't exist," he announced, 
"but the torment and disappointment of the mind of man is 
as exquisite as a lake burning with fire and brimstone."'38 
Throughout this period, John Taylor was closely associated 
with the prophet, both as editor of the church's Times and 
Seasons and as a member of an inner circle known as the 
Anointed Quorum. He was thus well exposed both to Smith's 
public and private teachings. Nonetheless, in a Times and Sea- 
sons editorial published less than a year after Smith's death, 
Taylor declared that hell is literally "in the midst of the earth, 
and when Sodom and Gomorrah were destroyed they sunk 
down to hell, and the water covered up the unhallowed spot. 

36. Darrett B. Rutman, American Puritanism (New York 1970), 32-33. 
37. Since church historians in the 1850s occasionally fleshed out contemporary 

accounts of Smith's Nauvoo speeches, it is preferable to consult, for accurate report- 
ing of his words, Andrew F. Ehat and Lyndon W. Cook, eds., The Words ofJoseph 
Smith: The Contemporary Accounts of the Nauvoo Discourses of the Prophet Joseph (Provo, 
Utah, 1980). In this case, see pp. 183, 206, 211-212, 213-214, 240, 244, 319, 
330-331, 335, 342-361, 367-272, 381. 

38. For this quotation I have followed Stan Larson, "The King Follett Dis- 
course: A Newly Amalgamated Text," BYU Studies, XVIII (1978), 205. 
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No wonder we have earthquakes, hot springs and convulsion 
in the earth," he continued, "if the damned spirits of six 
thousand years . .. have gone down into the pit. . . . No won- 
der the earth groans and is in pain to be delivered as saith 
the Prophet."" If as intelligent and as committed a believer 
as John Taylor could misunderstand or be unconvinced by 
Smith, then it is easy to believe how the finer doctrinal sub- 
tleties propounded by prophets over the years have taken a 
variety of forms as they settled into the conscious under- 
standing of more typical members. As doctrines and beliefs 
are traced to their ultimate refuge in the mind of the com- 
mon individual, there may be found, even within the institu- 
tional boundaries of the LDS church, a kaleidoscopic pattern 
of Mormonisms. 

Here a cue might be taken from New Testament scholar- 
ship where the notion of "orthodoxy" (which undergirds 
such adjectives as "Christian" or "Mormon") has been seri- 
ously challenged. The nuanced analysis that has emerged 
provides an important corrective to the Eusebian myth of a 
monolithic early Christianity.40 Instead of a single, universally 
accepted "orthodoxy," various "trajectories" of thought and 
tradition are felt to have coexisted. The Johannine school, 
for example, is contrasted with the Pauline circle. Paul John- 
son goes so far as to claim that "before the last half of the 
third century it is inaccurate to speak of a dominant strain of 
Christianity."41 While the analogy with Mormon history is 
not exact, in certain areas of theological discourse-such as 
whether God is static, absolute being or dynamic and "in pro- 
cess"-one can trace differing LDS trajectories of thought 
from Brigham Young through B. H. Roberts toJohn A. Widt- 

39. Times and Seasons (Feb., 1845), 792. 
40. Walter Bauer, Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earliest Christianity (Philadelphia, 

1971); James D. G. Dunn, Unity and Diversity in the New Testament (Philadelphia, 
1977); and Helmut Koester, Introduction to the New Testament, Volume Two: History 
and Literature of Early Christianity (Philadelphia, 1982). 

41. Paul Johnson, A History of Christianity (New York, 1976), 52. 
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soe and from Orson Pratt through Joseph Fielding Smith to 
Bruce R. McConkie.42 

An adequate conceptualization of Mormonism must also 
be sensitive to "lay lag," for as one historian of religion has 
remarked, "even when theological foundations are altered or 
eroded, habitual ways of thinking and feeling persist and 
continue to give form and structure to the common life."43 
Despite the fact, for instance, that church leaders long ago 
explicitly abandoned the equation of Utah and "Zion," de- 
fining the latter as any locale where righteous Saints live, 
Mormons still sing this popular refrain from a nineteenth- 
century hymn: "O Babylon, O Babylon, we bid thee farewell, 
we're going to the mountains of Ephraim to dwell."44 

Then, too, Mormon studies could profit from the insights 
of Quentin Skinner and J. G. A. Pocock in the history of po- 
litical thought.45 "Republicanism" certainly looks different 
if defined from the perspective of the eighteenth century 

42. The example can be derived by comparing Gary James Bergera, "The Or- 
son Pratt-Brigham Young Controversies: Conflict within the Quorums, 1853-1868," 
Dialogue, XIII (1980), 7-49, with Sterling M. McMurrin, The Philosophical Founda- 
tions of Mormon Theology (Salt Lake City, 1959). On the notion of "orthodoxy" within 
Mormonism, see also Thomas G. Alexander, "The Reconstruction of Mormon Doc- 
trine: From Joseph Smith to Progressive Theology," Sunstone, V (1980), 24-33; 0. 
Kendall White, "The Transformation of Mormon Theology," Dialogue, V (1970), 
9-24; "Mormon Neo-Orthodox Theology," Journal of Religious Thought, XXVI 
(1969), 119-131; and G. M. Vernon, "An Inquiry into the Scalability of Church Or- 
thodoxy," Sociology and Social Research, XXXIX (1955), 324-327. An important new 
study discussing the "transformation" theme by analyzing across time the official 
rhetoric of church leaders is Gordon Shepherd and Gary Shepherd, A Kingdom 
Transformed: Themes in the Development of Mormonism (Salt Lake City, 1984). 

43. Winthrop S. Hudson, Religion in America (3rd ed., New York, 1981), 9-10. 
44. "Ye Elders of Israel," Hymns: The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints 

(Salt Lake City, 1972), 344. Another hymn still popular is "O Ye Mountains High" 
(p. 145), the first stanza of which concludes with this chorus: "O Zion! dear Zion! 
land of the free. Now my own mountain home, unto thee I have come, All my fond 
hopes are centered in thee." 

45. Quentin Skinner, "Meaning and Understanding in the History of Ideas," 
History and Theory, VIII (1969), 3-53; and The Foundations of Modern Political Thought 
(2 vols., Cambridge, 1978); and J. G. A. Pocock, Politics, Language, and Time: Essays on 
Political Thought and History (New York, 1971). 
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rather than the twentieth. Applied to LDS intellectual his- 
tory, such insights suggest that one can fully capture the 
meaning of a doctrinal treatise or even a revelation only by 
recreating the religious idiom of the day, since meaning is in- 
extricably bound up in time and language, and is not some- 
thing which moves unchanged in and out of minds across the 
decades. Greater attention to such notions would make the 
use of the term "Mormon" more subtly nuanced and less sub- 
ject to anachronism and reductionism. It would also necessi- 
tate much closer attention to the general religious milieu 
within which Mormonism existed. Many years ago, Perry 
Miller declared that what one finds in seventeenth-century 
New England is one-tenth Puritanism and nine-tenths a cul- 
ture common to all English people. As with Puritanism, most 
studies of Mormonism attribute everything that the Saints 
said or did to the fact that they were Mormons. "Their atti- 
tudes towards all sorts of things are pounced upon and ex- 
hibited as peculiarities of their sect, when as a matter of fact 
they were normal attitudes of the time.""4 Both in trying to 
define "Mormon" and in trying to relate it to the broader 
context of American history, such sensitivity to setting and 
influences is clearly essential. 

The more that is known about the "host culture," more- 
over, the more one's views of the religion become three- 
dimensional. Earlier in this century, it was popular to speak 
of the "Hellenization" of early Christianity much as it has 
been popular to speak of the "Americanization" of Mormon- 
ism. By this view, Christianity was originally an exclusively 
Jewish sect until "Hellenized" by contact with the Graeco/ 
Roman world. The latest studies, however, have documented 
a massive interpenetration of Hebraic and Hellenic thought 
that had actually been taking place for several centuries be- 
fore Christ. It no longer makes much sense to speak of a her- 
metically Hebraic phase of Christianity.47 Similarly, as more is 

46. Perry Miller and Thomas J. Johnson, eds., The Puritans (Rev. ed., 2 vols., 
New York, 1963), I, 7. 

47. Perhaps the most important refutation of the old "Hellenization" theory is 
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learned about the crosspollination between "Mormon" and 
"American" thought, it will doubtless affect theories of Mor- 
monism's transformation. Furthermore, if culture is defined 
as the totality of perceptions, practices, beliefs, traditions, 
and values through which individuals express their religion, 
then one must also be careful not to mistake the inevitable 
shifts in the cultural matrix for transformations within the 
faith per se. 

Conceptual concerns only highlight the need to also ap- 
proach Mormon history "from the bottom up." Though the 
"institutional bias" is understandably present in the early 
phases of all historiographical endeavor, perhaps the time 
has arrived for historians of Mormonism, like those examin- 
ing other religious movements, to make a sustained effort at 
illuminating the "people's" religion. A plethora of primary 
sources and a host of new methodologies make it unneces- 
sary and unwise to persist in telling the story almost exclu- 
sively from the vantage point of ecclesiastical elites or other 
prominent persons." Some may question this emphasis on 
the rank-and-file in a movement so often perceived as per- 
vasively authoritarian, but, as has been already noted, that 
image seems considerably overdrawn. Furthermore, Peter 
Stearns reminds us that the "litmus test for the success of so- 
ciohistorical inquiry is whether it adequately conveys the ex- 
periences of the people being characterized, independently 
of (though not necessarily in opposition to) the activities of 
dominant institutions or the canons of high culture.""49 Too 
great a stress on Mormon authoritarianism paves the way for 
the same pitfalls inherent in histories which employ the theo- 

Martin Hengel, Judaism and Hellenism (2 vols., Philadelphia, 1974). See also I. H. 
Marshall, "Palestinian and Hellenistic Christianity," New Testament Studies, XIX 
(1973), 271-287; and E. Earle Ellis, "Dating the New Testament," ibid., XXVI 
(1980), 487-502. 

48. Jon Butler levels a similar criticism against American religious history gen- 
erally in "The Future of American Religious History: Prospectus, Agenda, Trans- 
atlantic Problmatique," William and Mary Quarterly, XLII (1985), 167-183. 

49. Peter Stearns, "Toward a Wider Vision: Trends in Social History," in 
Michael Kammen, ed., The Past Before us (Ithaca, N.Y., 1980), 213. 
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retical models of "social control" or "hegemony" to approach 
the past-a tendency to obscure rank-and-file autonomy, ad- 
aptation, and variety. 

Within Mormonism, though, as within few groups, the 
perspective from the pew is as readily obtainable as the per- 
spective from the pulpit. This is not to suggest that the activi- 
ties of 47 E. South Temple should be excluded, only that ac- 
tivities of 4700 E. South Temple should, to a much greater 
degree, be included. A fuller understanding of LDS religious 
life at a local and even personal level promises to modify 
some of the established truths about Mormon history, in- 
cluding the transformation thesis. Ronald Walker's work-in- 
progress on Salt Lake City's thirteenth ward spans the turn of 
the century. His detailed examination of patterns of worship, 
relief systems, and community rituals led him to conclude, in 
a preliminary report, that persistence was noticeably more 
important than transformation and that the rhythms of re- 
ligiosity among rank-and-file Saints seemed little affected 
by theocratic politics, plural marriage, or even the United 
Order.50 Also revealing is the experience of Charles Walker. 
While the issuance of the Manifesto, the activities of the local 
United Order, and governmental harassment of the Saints 
are all dutifully noted in Walker's diaries, the real substance 
of his Mormonism, that which occupies, by far, the most space 
in his journals and that which persists as an unbroken conti- 
nuity through all the "transforming" events of the time, is his 
interest in theological speculation and his devotional piety.5" 

Finally, therefore, a "re-visioning" of Mormon history 
would shift focus from the public sector to private spheres 
where day-to-day religion, rather than denominational con- 
cerns, takes priority. Mormon spirituality, including such fac- 
ets as personal and family devotions, the exercise of spiritual 
gifts, and the morphology of conversion, would then be stud- 
ied as assiduously as Mormon ecclesiastical development. In 

50. Reported in Mormon History Association Newsletter, No. 53 (June 1983), 5. 
51. Larson and Larson, Diary of Charles Lowell Walker, II, passim. 

This content downloaded by the authorized user from 192.168.72.222 on Fri, 16 Nov 2012 20:09:58 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


Re-visioning Mormon History 425 

the process, the needed full-scale histories of practical or ex- 
periential Mormonism would be produced. Moreover, a bur- 
geoning and increasingly sophisticated literature in family 
history begs to have its insights on the history of childhood, 
childrearing, adolescence, and old age incorporated into the 
story of the Latter-day Saints. Though in some cases such 
lines of inquiry have been taken up in preliminary fashion by 
historians of Mormonism, only the tip of the iceberg has yet 
been explored.52 

In conclusion, let us return to the transformation thesis. 
Several years ago, Howard Lamar remarked that nineteenth- 
century Mormons "were handicapped more than they knew 
by the tyranny of the analogy between Utah and the South." 53 
It now seems appropriate to ask if Mormon historians have 
not also been handicapped more than they realized by the 
tyranny of the analogy between Dixie after 1877 and Deseret 
after 1890. For decades, scholars accepted C. Vann Wood- 
ward's thesis of a "New South" distinguished sharply from 
the Old by the rise of bourgeois parvenus bent on taking 
Dixie down the road of industrialization and channeling 
them into the American mainstream. Parallels to the Mor- 
mon transformation thesis should be obvious. Recently, how- 
ever, the initiative has passed to proponents of continuity be- 
tween Old and New South. Reconstruction is now seen as 

52. Studies of Mormon religiosity from the standpoint of current social science 
are listed in Mauss and Frank, "Comprehensive Bibliography of Social Science 
Literature on the Mormons," 78-82. Unfortunately, such approaches have gener- 
ally not yet been integrated into historical studies. Important conventional historical 
treatments include Linda King Newell, "A Gift Given, A Gift Taken: Washing, 
Anointing, and Blessing the Sick Among Mormon Women," Sunstone, VI (1981), 
16-26; Thomas G. Alexander, "Wilford Woodruff and the Changing Nature of 
Mormon Religious Experience," Church History, XLV (1976), 55-69; and Mark 
Leone, "The Mormon Temple Experience," Sunstone, IV (1978), 10-13. A step away 
from strictly institutional concerns toward a type of social history is Kenneth W. 
Godfrey, "The Nauvoo Neighborhood: A Little Philadelphia or a Unique City Set 
Upon a Hill," Journal of Mormon History, XI (1984), 79-97. 

53. Howard R. Lamar, "Statehood for Utah: A Different Path," in Marvin S. 
Hill and James B. Allen, eds., Mormonism and American Culture (New York, 1973), 
132. 
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conservative and superficial, and the "New South" as not so 
new after all. Planter persistence and the continuity of south- 
ern culture tend to dominate recent historiography.54 Fur- 
thermore, in one of those ironic historiographical inversions 
still in process, antebellum planters are coming to be viewed 
as bourgeois protocapitalists who, after the war, merely ex- 
panded their earlier efforts to "develop" the South, while the 
yeomen "are now emerging as the fierce defenders of... 
anticapitalist tradition.""5 

Similarly, though this essay has only provided hints, it 
seems that when different methodologies and conceptualiza- 
tions are brought to bear on the study of LDS history, post- 
Manifesto Mormonism, particularly from the perspective of 
the ordinary Latter-day Saint, may seem less drastically dif- 
ferent from earlier forms. Moreover, those earlier forms, at 
least in their social, political, and economic outlooks, also 
may seem less drastically different from the society around 
them than is often supposed. If such perspectives are con- 
firmed by future research, if in Mormon historiography in 
the years ahead the initiative passes to proponents of conti- 
nuity, then, it is hoped that this will not represent the mere 
swinging of a pendulum, but the upward curve of a spiral. 

54. See Numan V. Bartley, "In Search of the New South: Southern Politics After 
Reconstruction," Reviews in American History, XIX (1982), 150-163; and James T. 
Moore, "Redeemers Reconsidered: Changes and Continuity in the Democratic 
South, 1870-1900," Journal of Southern History, XLIV (1978), 357-378. 

55. James Oakes, "The Politics of Economic Development in the Antebellum 
South," Journal of Interdisciplinary History, XV (1984), 314. Studies which modify in 
one way or another Eugene Genovese's view of the nonbourgeois, premodern ethos 
of southern slaveholders include James Oakes, The Ruling Race: A History of American 
Slaveholders (New York, 1982); J. Mills Thornton III, Politics and Power in a Slave So- 
ciety: Alabama, 1800-1860 (Baton Rouge, 1978); Steven Hahn, The Roots of Southern 
Populism: Yeomen Farmers and the Transformation of the Georgia Upcountry, 1850-1890 
(New York, 1983); and William J. Cooper, Jr., Liberty and Slavery: Southern Politics to 
1860 (New York, 1983). 
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