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It has for a long time been a standard trope in the history of the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints to emphasize that the
forty years or so overlapping the turn of the twentieth century were
a time of “transition” or “assimilation.” A church that had, in the
half-century preceding, grown resistant to popular American norms
about marriage, the marketplace, and democratic government be-
gan to embrace those ideas, and even to—in the case of monog-
amy—make them central to their faith’s identity. In 1890, the
Church officially abandoned polygamy; the next year, church lead-
ers encouraged the disbanding of the People’s Party, the church-
backed political party that dominated politics in the Utah territory,
and encouraged church members to join the national political par-
ties; in the last two or three decades of the nineteenth century, it
surrendered its attempts to formulate economic communalism and
separation from the national market economy.
Historians since the 1980s have pointed to this process as a

major—perhaps the major—turning point in the Church’s history,
and a number of fine studies, including Jan Shipps’s Mormonism:
The Story of a New Religious Tradition (1985), Thomas G. Alexan-
der’s Mormonism in Transition: 1890–1930 (1986) and Kathleen
Flake’s The Politics of American Religious Identity: The Seating of
Senator Reed Smoot, Mormon Apostle (2004) have explored it
through various interpretive lenses. The books under consideration
here, though, show that the debate about the relationship between
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the Mormon religious tradition and American politics extends well
before and after that critical point of transition.
One book here, Hansen and Paulos’s edited volume, focuses on

this period of assimilation, and Flake receives a deserved discussion
in the introduction Hansen has authored. The debate over the seat-
ing of Reed Smoot, elected to the Senate from the new state of Utah
in 1903, generated profound controversy because Smoot was a Mor-
mon apostle, and although he himself was not a polygamist, there
was much (justified) suspicion that some members of the LDS
Church were continuing the practice in secret, abetted by Church
leaders. The Senate proceeded to have a multi-year hearing as to
whether Smoot’s religious loyalties rendered him unable to serve in
his office.
The fundamental argument of this volume somewhat follows

Flake: in his introduction and opening essay, Hansen maintains that
late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century America was moving to-
ward a society that perceived itself as “secular,” in the sense that re-
ligious organizations and specific creeds were not to be privileged
in the public square. At the same time, though, the United States
was still nonetheless defined by Protestant assumptions: real reli-
gion was about belief; it should be internal and private; religious
organizations that owned large amounts of property and wealth
were suspicious; religious leaders who claimed authority over their
followers were not to be trusted. The concessions leaders of the
LDS church made during the Smoot hearings (including a firmer re-
nunciation of polygamy) marked the church as bending to certain
Protestant assumptions about what a religion should be.
Many of the essays in this volume explore this struggle. Both Han-

sen and his co-editor, Michael Paulos, make multiple contributions
offering bird’s-eye views of the hearings. Their work delineates the
reasons Protestant Americans found the LDS Church unacceptable,
while the Church’s allies sought to make arguments about religious
toleration and pluralism. I found particularly valuable some of the
studies of the individuals involved in the hearings (which itself gets
very thorough coverage here; there are recapitulations of the events
throughout the essays, some more useful than others). Kathryn
Smoot Egan, a descendant of the senatorial hopeful, sketches out
his relationship with his wife Alpha, showing how the senator
sought to model Victorian domesticity. This was perhaps less a po-
litical stratagem than an illustration that even members of the
Church were not so far distant from Protestant norms as they were
perceived to be. Gary James Bergera’s evaluation of the agonized
faith crisis of Smoot’s secretary, Carl Badger, shows how individual
members of the LDS Church might experience the wrenching trans-
formations in their faith. Other contributions don’t feel quite as
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connected to these major ideas, even if they may be useful in their
own right. The late historian D. Michael Quinn, a towering figure in
Mormon historiography, contributes a lengthy chronology of polyg-
amous marriages between 1890 and 1907; this is valuable informa-
tion, to be sure. More, one is grateful that Quinn, who died in 2021,
was able to publish the data but it does not seem to contribute
much to the volume’s stated intentions, particularly given that it is
twice as long as most of the essays in the book.
In total, though, this volume is a welcome contribution to our un-

derstanding of the jarring shifts the Church was making in the early
decades of the twentieth century, particularly as it offers windows
into the Smoot family and other spaces where the Church’s reli-
gious evolution has often been understudied.
The other volumes here show us that the grapple between the

faith and the state, though, long preceded Smoot. In his lively narra-
tive history of Joseph Smith’s ill-fated 1844 campaign for president,
Spencer McBride zeros in on the reason Smith felt compelled to
run. At a time when the clauses on religion in the First Amendment
were widely assumed to bind only the federal government, and
even then conditioned by Protestant assumptions, Joseph Smith
was increasingly and repeatedly frustrated as it became clear many
other Americans did not seem to believe that the notion of
“religious freedom” should apply to his faith.
Throughout the 1830s and early 1840s Smith watched as the

members of his Church endured clashes with the communities
around them in Ohio, Missouri, and Illinois. In particular, the Mis-
souri affair haunted him. It erupted from years of tension that de-
veloped as Mormon settlers in western Illinois proclaimed the land
the home of their promised Zion, proceeded to exhibit skepticism
about slavery, and proved themselves generally clannish neighbors,
preferring to trade among themselves rather than with local Mis-
sourians. They kept moving to Missouri in alarmingly large num-
bers, and in 1838 violence broke out when a mob attempted to stop
a Mormon voter from casting his ballot. After several weeks, nearly
two dozen people, both Mormon and not, were dead, and Joseph
Smith was in prison.
Upon his release, Smith was furious enough at the events in Mis-

souri that he went to Washington, DC and arranged a meeting with
the president, Martin van Buren. Smith hoped to gain some redress
and recompense for his followers, who were then straggling across
state lines to a hopefully more hospitable Illinois. Van Buren
expressed vague sympathy but told Smith that he could do nothing
to help. The president did not believe his powers extended to inter-
ference in the affairs of the state of Missouri. Smith erupted, de-
nouncing Van Buren in letters in furious terms, and after learning
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that few other presidential candidates seemed committed to the
cause of religious liberty, determined to run himself.
McBride paints the story of Smith’s doomed presidential cam-

paign (doomed because he could not win, and because he was as-
sassinated five months before the election) as an expression of
frustration with the ideological and structural incentives that
existed in American politics to uphold what McBride calls
“systematic religious inequality” (p. 207). He does downplay Mor-
mon difference (for instance, the furor surrounding Joseph Smith’s
practice of polygamy) in order to make the point, but it is nonethe-
less well-taken. Just as Hansen and Paulos argue, when Americans
hear “religion,” they have tended to assume “Protestantism,” and
the structures of law and power in the United States tend to follow
that assumption. As McBride points out, those politicians in Mis-
souri and Washington, DC who failed the Mormon cause did so not
necessarily because they were personally bigoted, but rather, in a
state and nation in which the Mormons were desperately unpopu-
lar, because it was politically advantageous to do so.
James Simeone is a political scientist, and as one might expect,

his book is theoretically more systematic than McBride’s; Simeone
has traded McBride’s narrative verve and sense for anecdote and
rhythm for rigorous analysis. Nonetheless, the two scholars come
to similar points. McBride illustrates through anecdote and case
study the reasons why the myth of religious freedom failed Joseph
Smith; Simeone instead hopes to construct a model for future anal-
ysis of similar democratic crises. He picks up the story in Illinois,
where Joseph Smith founded the city of Nauvoo in 1839 and turned
it into a thriving Mormon enclave. Nonetheless, the Church’s peace
there did not last for long. Repeatedly Smith went into hiding to
avoid warrants from Missouri, and eventually he and his brother
were killed while awaiting a hearing in a prison in Carthage, Illinois.
A mob gathered, whipped into a rage by Illinoisans like newspaper
editor Thomas Sharp, who incessantly warned of the dangers of the
seeming city-state Joseph Smith had founded. They stormed Car-
thage Jail and assaulted the room where Smith was held; he vaulted
from a second-floor window and died near a well below.
Simeone charts a collision between several ideologies of democ-

racy, or “societal cultures,” as he puts it, at work in frontier Illinois,
which he identifies as a “settler state,” with a democracy that was
yet unfinished. For Simeone, the Mormon story is not simply about
something so easily summarized as religious freedom. Rather, it is
about the inevitable tensions and clunkiness inherent in democracy
as a form of government, particularly the age-old questions as to
how minorities might be treated fairly under majoritarian rule.
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Illinois, he argues, was riven among moralists, who hoped to use
government to promote idealistic, public-spirited goals (of which Jo-
seph Smith might be read as a variant); traditionalists, who sought
to maintain hierarchies of power; and individualists, those who pre-
ferred a more laissez-faire society. Ultimately, individualists found
Joseph Smith particularly threatening. Each of these groups sought
to promote their own worth, their ability to participate in govern-
ment; each had a great deal of difficulty talking to the others.
Thomas Ford, the governor of Illinois, was one of the few univer-

salists Simeone identifies. He seems to have believed that states can
indeed be impartial and that rigorous state neutrality should be
possible. Joseph Smith’s death, which Ford attempted to avert,
marks for Simeone a failure of that sort of politics. Ultimately, he
points out, one of the great lessons of the Mormon story is that a
democratic society cannot be truly neutral—it must therefore recog-
nize that and work instead for fairness.
Though Simeone’s analysis is the most thorough and strives the

most for broad applicability, each of these books marks a happy
state in Mormon studies: we are no longer studying the Mormon tra-
dition simply to know more about it. Rather, as these authors indi-
cate, the life and death of figures like Joseph Smith and Reed Smoot
can tell us a great deal about the nature of religion in America. In
particular, we can learn here that in order to understand the center,
we must first understand the peripheries.
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