
p ublished by a national publisher in March, in
itself a rare event for a Mormon book, The
Mormon Experience had already gone into its second

printing in July with a British edition scheduled for
September. It has also received national attention from
reviewers--and that attention has been consistently
commendatory.

For example, Publishers’ Weekly said, "This superb
history of the Mormons is everything a religious history
ought to be and seldom is." The San Francisco Chronicle
called it "an important book.., not for the casual reader
who wants only a casual treatment." ’ The Los Angeles
Times described it as "an impressive Mormon history,
refreshingly different in its vantage point. Too often
anti-Mormon histories have been biased and pro-
Mormon histories have left out too much." Saturday
Review praised the authors for"not shrink[ing] from the

controversial," then noted, "unfortunately, if under-
standably, they grow noticeably discreet when touching
upon present-day conditions.., blink away the Mormon
patriarchy and say, ’Women work within the Church on
an equal basis with men.’ " (Leonard Arrington,
discussing the kinds of reviews the book has received so
far, called this last mild comment the most negative note
so far and ruefully acknowledged: "He’s right; we
worked awfully hard to make the chapter on women
look as good as it did.")

But that good is very good. That chapter on women,
along with Mormonism’s appeals to its converts,
marriage and family patterns, and the nineteenth
century ward, are my favorites in the book. Written for a
general audience that is not presumed to be knowledge-
able about the Church, the book is divided into three
general time-periods: beginnings, the Utah period, and
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the modern church. Within each division are several
topical chapters that survey the historical events and
probe in greater detail some of the interesting
challenges and problems presented by each period. This
double approach means some overlapping.: plural
marriage is discussed from five different aspects in five
different chapters, but the index helpfully includes
them all with subject annotations. In each chapter, a
wealth of facts is organized into a lucid statement
expressed in a clear and often graceful style.

But the book’s greatest strength for me lay in another
area. It teaches, patiently and carefully, a historical
method. For example, in the chapter on "creative
adjustment" following the Church’s renunciation of
polygamy, a cooperative economy, and isolationism, the
authors single out the interrelated issues of education
and intellectualism as a subject the Church now had the
time and resources to turn itself to. They focus on
Brigham H. Roberts as an advocate of excellent
education and as the author of "perhaps the most
significant product of a Mormon mind in the first half of
the twentieth century." Equally significant is the
information that this work was never published. One
immediately wonders why not, but the reason has
already been discreetly suggested in the previous
paragraph: "He frequently took a broader view of its
[Mormonism’s] place in the heavenly scheme of things
than did some of his colleagues." Roberts’ not-entirely-
welcome theological speculations lead directly to their
discussion of intellectualism below the General
Authority level and the still-painful subject of four BYU
professors educated at eastern universities, three of
whom were fired for teaching higher criticism and the
theory of evolution. After recounting what happened,
the authors summarize: "The trauma could have been
worse; there were no books banned, no excommunica-
tions or schisms. No official Church position was taken
with regard to evolution or higher criticism...The
prerogatives of the Church’s priesthood leaders were
affirmed, but not without adverse repercussions. BYU
gained an anti-intellectual reputation that persisted for
several years. To many Saints the academic world
became suspect; professions in the life sciences,
religious studies, and philosophy were especially
distrusted."

This example shows four consistent characteristics of
the Arrington-Bitton approach: (1) they provide a
context for events--not only what was happening in the
broader secular world (the first two chapters on Joseph
Smith are brilliant in this regard) but alsoon the internal
climate of the Church. (2) They voluntarily bring upand
candidly discuss a conspicuous problem associated with
that topic area including, invariably, reasons why it
might have happened thus (the Mountain Meadows
episode is another brilliant example). (3) They steadily
refuse to sensationalize either the Church’s mistakes or
those of outside entities. (the analysis of mob activities is
a vivid example of tone control) and (4) They evaluate
the significance of an event and its outcome, both
positive and negative. By the time this method is applied
to every time period and major problem of Church

history, the reader has absorbed some principles of
historiography that assume fairness, non-defensive-
ness, and respect for the facts as major. The same
evidence, no doubt, could have concluded in accusation;
it has often enough before now in the hands of others.
But as a committed Latter-day Saint, like the authors, I
appreciate an approach that pays faith the quiet
compliment of linking it unanxiously with the truth.

Here are some of the questions they deal with:
Was Joseph Smith involved in money-digging

activities?
How seriously should his claims about the Book of

Mormon be taken?
What is the theological relationship between

submission and inferiority in the relationships
between men and women in the Church7

Where does the Church get its money and how
much does it really have?

What is’ the relationship between the institutional
Church and the individual member?

Why did early converts find this strange new
religion appealing? What motives prompted them to
leave their homelands?

How serious were the persecutions in New York,
Ohio, Missouri, and Illinois and why did the Saints
arouse such hatred?

How did the doctrine of plural marriage develop?
And how did it work--theologically, institutionally,
and personally--for the men and women involved in
it? How widespread was it and what is its effect
today?
The list could extend indefinitely; and even when I

found myself disagreeing with details, I found myself
satisfied with the approaches and methodology. Are
there things I didn’t like about the book? Yes. The photo
section--though commendably balanced between
historical and contemporary views, between men and
women as leaders, and quite as handsome as the rest of
this beautifully designed volume--did not provide
adequate captions to explain why these particular items
had been chosen and did not identify either the
photographer or the archives in which the photographs
could be found. The authors also had a habit of
identifying a quotation generically rather than
specifically. For instance, one heartrending quotation
shows us Brigham Young, weeping at the frozen feet of
the children and the body of the mother on a handcart
newly arrived in Salt Lake City. It would have gained
added poignancy if the authors had identified the writer
as "Mary Goble Pay, then a twelve-year-old convert
from England" instead of "one of the arriving party."

Those who are historians will need to analyze
whether the body of evidence has been used accurately;
those who are nonmembers will need to discuss how
they, the primary audience, respond to it. But for me, it is
one of a handful of Mormon histories and biographies
that promotes my faith because it honors the truth.

--Lavina Fielding Anderson
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