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criticism of the Traditional manner of writing Mormon 
history.' Interestingly, much of the attack comes from within 
Mormon circles as well as from historians who have close ties 
to the Mormon community. While there are considerable dif- 
ferences among these historians, most would agree with 
Lawrence Foster in finding Traditional accounts deficient and 
primitive, suitable for Sunday School classes rather than for 
tough minded  scholar^.^ 

These Revisionist historians argue that Traditional accounts 
are biased and do not give full play to the facts. They fault them 
for not implementing the latest theories and methods of the 
social sciences and for wasting their time with dull and unim- 
portant questions, questions akin to arguing over how many 
feathers there are on an angel's wings. Revisionists are impa- 
tient to move on to a better and more interesting history, one 
which would deal with the real men and women who made 
the Mormon past.3 

I have dealt elsewhere with the first two criticisms-bias and 
method-and would now like to focus on the problem of defin- 
ing what are the relevant, important, and interesting questions 
a historian dealing with the Mormon past should seek to 
answer.' Of course, it is not altogether possible to separate 

6 this problem from the foregoing issues, and, in a way, a full 
treatment of what is interesting and what is dull in Mormon 
history brings us back full circle to the other points. But it is . precisely this linkage which clarifies the problem and exposes 
the weakness of the Revisionist position. 

To many people the question itself may seem foolish. Is it 
not obvious that the story of the Mormon past should be the 
story of what actually took place? Is it not merely a question 
of bringing the documents together and letting the facts speak 
for themselves? 

Unfortunately, the matter is not so simple. Of course, 
historians should do their best to bring together and review 
the actual historical record, that is, the traces of the past pre- 
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served in texts and text analogues.' But the actual historical 
record will always be incomplete. It can never contain more 
than fragments from the past. So the historian necessarily creates 
what we might call the probable historical record, that is, the 
historical facts that were not actually preserved, but given 
historians' current way of understanding, are assumed to have 
existed. 

Finally, the ideal of most historians would be to obtain the 
total historical record, absolutely everything which occurred, 
existed, or is thought to be relevant to the Mormon past. Such 
a record would secure even that which was not written down 
or somehow preserved as an analogue. It would contain all of 
the facts that the people living at the time had no interest in 
or had no way of knowing were important, but which each 
future generation with its preferred theories would later judge 
essential to the understanding of the past.6 

Not only would such a record be impossible to amass, but 
even as an ideal it is wrong-headed.' Still were we to assume 
the possibility of such a record, it could not answer the ques- 
tion, what should Mormon history be about? This is because 
information does not interpret itself, it does not fall- of itself- 
into some obvious and true order. The historian cannot simply 
uncover the facts and let them speak their truth, for they could 
only speak in a voice of cacophony and confusions. Indeed 
the facts do not speak at all until the historian has organized 
them and given them body, structure, and direction. 

Even when researchers use the most elementary set of 
categories to order their material, the mass of data is altered 
as the historian draws together into a whole bits and pieces 
which otherwise were not conne~ted.~ And this is precisely 
the point. As historians begin to ask questions of the past, as 
they begin to craft their story, the very questions they ask and 
the very tools they use will in part determine how the past 
will be understood. As they introduce or accept an already exis- 
tent chronology-cross-cutting categories of psychology, econ- 
omy, politics, religion, culture, etc., and the related theories 
which map out those categories-the historian becomes more 
and more the creator of the past which will be remembered 
and not the midwife who lets the past tell its own story. 

JUNE 1990 PAGE 45 



For this reason, the question of what should be the prin- 
cipal theme of Mormon history-what is the core around which 
the story should be told-cannot be answered by simply allow- 
ing the historical record to tell its truth. As Paul Ricoeur has 
shown, the writing of history is much akin to the writing of 
f i c t i~n .~  It involves narrative, a projection of time, and a plot 
which cannot wholly be justified by the historical record itself, 
but are rather the inventions of the historian. The plot itself 
is a quasi-causal model which seeks to define and give an 
account of the many disparate "facts" as it draws the story to 
a c l i m a x . ' ~ n d  of course, this brings us full circle to the 
categories and theories the historian uses to identify the rele- 
vant facts and to give structure to the historical record. 

The point is that what is interesting or is not interesting in 
the Mormon past is decided before the historical record is even 
touched. It is a part of [he pre-understanding that the historian 
brings to the historical record. So when Revisionist historians 
tell us that Traditional accounts of the Mormon past are not 
interesting, they are telling us much more about them- 
selves than about the past. They are telling us what they are 
interested in. 

Ar this juncture, some might throw up their hands and 
say, "Then is it all a question of subjective judgment!" 

No! This would be too facile an answer. While it is true that 
individual taste does play a role in what a writer or reader of 
historical accounts may prefer, it would be false to say that the 
dominant themes of Mormon historical research are merely the 
function of individual whim and fancy. Rather, in one way or 
another, every putting together of the Mormon past ties into 
a much larger set of prejudices which reflect the prior com- 
mitments of a whole movement of writers and consumers of 
accounts of the Mormon past. 

History is not written in a vacuum. Because history is itself 
historical, it will bear the stamp of its age. The writing of history 
will inevitably reflect the diversity of opinion and conflict about 
how the historical record should be read and what its focus 
and direction should be. These convictions will be shared by 
constituencies who have a clearly defined interest in and com- 
mitment to given readings of the historical record. 

Revisionist historians who demand a different kind of 
Mormon past, and who find the Traditional themes and sub- 
ject matter of interest to the believing Mormon community to 
be trivial and inconsequential, are really calling for a wholesale 
abandonment of categories of self-understanding internal to the 
community in favor of a new set of standards external to the 
faith. 

HISTORY AND THE COMMUNITY OF FAITH 

W ITHI* the Mormon community, the story of the 
Mormon past has been framed around the central theme of the 

restoration of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, the mission of the 
Church in the present dispensation of time, and God's power 
to unfold his purpose on earth. 

There are many sub-themes which have typically been a 
part of such a story. One has been the account of the trials 
and tribulations of God's people. We have traditionally drawn 
stories of courage and self-sacrifice from the experiences of the 
Saints. We have been buoyed up by lives of people who set 
aside wealth, power, and honor to devote themselves to the 
search for holiness. 

On the other hand, we have not lost sight of the conse- 
quences of failing to fully commit oneself to the Lord's work. 
We learn that even those called to high places can fall prey 
to pride and the carnal world. Our history then becomes a wam- 
ing that as individuals and as a people, we can fall short of 
God's expectations. Indeed, we can take revealed principles and 
turn them from their proper end in order to satisfy our own 
worldly desires. 

This is why writing a believing history need not be a public 
relations job in which the weaknesses of the Saints and their 
leaders are carefully hidden and everything turns up rosy. The 
very possibility of individual and collective transgression is 
inherent in the believer's language and categories of understan- 
ding. The scriptures themselves are a testament to the many 
shades of self-deception which color human activity, and our 
general unwillingness to adhere to a moral life. Our sacred 
writings disclose a very complex view of human possibilities, 
and of the way that they get worked into historical 
outcomes." 

In the final analysis, the language of Holy Writ ties human 
conduct back to our individual and collective agency. It can- 
not remain morally aloof. It demands accountability from the 
most powerful to the most humble. Scripture attributes fun- 
damental human failure not only to conditions arising from 
the finitude of mortal existence, but to an unwillingness to 
choose the good. It sees the powers of good and evil at work 
in human events not only in the sense of individual motives, 
but in the sense of larger historical forces. History is seen as 
the stage upon which the power of God will pour forth to 
abolish in one last and final conflagration the confines of mor- 
tality and the forces of darkness. 

It is clear then that histories written from within the com- 
munity of belief will find the foregoing themes of compelling 
interest. The community will read them in ernest for an 
understanding that places in clearer relief the duties and obliga- 
tions of the present. And it will see in the commitment of past 
saints the same sense of spiritual confirmation that modern- 
day Mormons themselves feel in their own hearts. 

Of course, actual accounts of Mormon history written within 
the community of belief could stress many other themes and 
sub-themes. The point, however, is that the nature of the history 
is led by the community of belief in which faithful Mormons 
share. It will necessarily reflect their individual and collective 
encounters with the Spirit. Indeed, for the faithful Mormon, a 
geneml account of their past worked out from within some other 
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framework would be a story robbed of its substance. Such a 
past would appear as something alien, distant, and trivial. 

SECTARIAN VERSIONS OF THE MORMON PAST 

ALMosr since the inception of the Church, other versions 
of the Mormon past have been scripted. The most inflammatory 
are the sectarian Christian attacks on Joseph Smith and Mor- 
mon religious practice. The reader has no difficulty discerning 
the underlying motivation of these narratives. They seek without 
apology to refute the historical truth claims of the Mormon 
church to be the restored church of Jesus Christ and of the 
Book of Mormon to be ancient scripture. Again, the theme and 
plot of the sectarian polemic is arrived at before any systematic 
examination of the record, though even the sloppiest of these 
histories will claim merely to be providing the reader with the 
incontrovertible and objective facts of the historical record. 
Clearly, it is in the interest of these histories to depict Joseph 
Smith and the Restoration as a fraud which distracts religious 
people from true Christian worship and leads them into evil 
and immoral practices. Indeed, for many sectarian historians, 
Joseph Smith and the Church are the fulfillment of biblical war- 
nings concerning false prophets and wolves in sheep's clothing. 
Even the most liberal of these tales could not represent Joseph 
Smith as much more than a sincere man given to a lively 
imagination, one who may have made some contributions to 
Christian understanding, but at the same time was led astray 
and finally corrupted in his pursuit of true religion. 

THE NEW MORMON HISTORY 

T H E  New Mormon Historians would probably be 
offended by sectarian histories. By New Mormon Historians, 
I am referring to believing and non-believing historians who 
use the vocabulary of secular historiography and the underly- 

.1 ing language of modem social science to create their version 
of the Mormon past. 

Without going into unnecessary detail, these historians are 
r( likely to have received their training at well known American 

universities whose graduate programs are characterized by a 
growing concern for the professionalization if not the bureau- 
cratization of the discipline. The well trained historian is seen 
to be one who strives to produce a rational and objective ver- 
sion of the past rooted in a naturalistic understanding of human 
behavior with a strong bent toward environmental explanation. 
The last thirty years have seen a growth in the popularity of 
positivism and the use of the methods and theories of the social 
sciences which have somehow been made to cohabit with a 
more ingrained historicism." The entire orientation seems to 
be pervaded with the ideology of humanism and at least the 
faint hope of progress." Although this professional orthodoxy 

has been challenged on many fronts and can no longer be said 
to unify American historians, it remains at home and well among 
New Mormon ~istorians." 

This might explain a certain prejudice against traditional 
accounts among those who consider themselves professional 
historians, for to make progress and to advance professionally 
they must necessarily challenge even sound historical inter- 
pretations. This prejudice deteriorates into retrograde debunking 
when faced with faithful accounts not based on the secular 
historian's objectivist assumptions. Religious history is quickly 
categorized as myth as the historian rescripts its content in the 
language of naturalistic explanation. In all of this, there is a 
strange fascination with the "new" as opposed to the traditional, 
and a tendency to exaggerate the importance of recently 
discovered material against a preponderance of "evidence" in 
the established record; thus, a line in a letter here, or a rumor 
written down there become the justification for a radical revi- 
sion of traditional accounts. And when there are no documents, 
it is sufficient to invoke theories and conjecture to fill in the 
cracks. In view of this, it is not altogether surprising that New 
Mormon Historians were easily taken in by the Hofmann 
forgeries. Hofmann knew how to invent the kind of documents 
such historians longed to find in order to flesh out their 
naturalistic speculations about Mormon origins. So strong was 
their conviction of the authenticity of the Salamander letter and 
other counterfeit documents that the prosecution in the Hof- 
mann case found it difficult to persuade them to "give up their 
attachment to the Hofmann forgeries," despite all of the foren- 
sic evidence.I5 

In any case, it is this audience of professional historians who 
share the same kind of training and prejudice about historical 
understanding that the writers of Revisionist history have in 
mind when they craft their stories about the Mormon past. This 
of course can create difficulties for believing historians. By apply- 
ing the methods, using the theories and language, and appeal- 
ing to the standards and criteria of naturalistic history, believing 
historians may be able to meet the expectations of prevailing 
fashion found in certain academic circles. Nevertheless, they 
will find themselves ill equipped to write meaningfully about 
those most fundamental aspects of the Mormon past to which 
they are committed. This is because the language of the pro- 
fane in which secular historiography is written has no 
vocabulary for authentic spiritual experience and no words for 
the genuinely divine.'' 

The word profane itself means before [outside] the temple. 
Here, the temple is understood as the link between heaven and 
earth, the hallowed ground where God is present to and com- 
municates with humanland. Otherwise, no matter how exquisite 
its design, it remains merely a building. The thick walls of the 
temple constitute an opaque boundary which excludes the 
unholy from God's presence. To be outside the temple is not 
to have access to that which is most sacred. From the outside, 
then, the temple is just a building and that which is most essen- 
tial to its meaning cannot be encountered. 

This imagery gives insight into why secular accounts can 
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only represent the sacred-the temple-from the outside and 
as something merely human. It also helps us understand why 
the believing historian who uses the language of secular 
historiography faces a frustrating dilemma." It is not only that 
the language of secular historiography is insensitive to the sacred, 
but that the underlying methodology and theory which give the 
language meaning raises a wholly d#erent set of questions. As 
Ricoeur has shown, a narrative's plot is a quasi-causal model 
which seeks to draw together various elements of the story. 
It is based on a theory of why or how things happen. The theory 
defines in advance what information in the historical record 
is important and what is not. It then shows how those rele- 
vant facts should be put together in order to achieve a coherent 
explanation. Finally, implicit to the theory being used are stan- 
dards of proof which pretend to show whether the historian's 
account can be accepted as valid or not. 

It is critical to understand that what is seen as important 
and interesting in history depends on the language and theories 
that the historian brings to the historical record. More broadly 
said, what is interesting depends on the tradition of historical 
scholarship and interpretation that the writer uses to script his 
or her account of the past. Because the secular historian uses 
language which can only portray the spiritual as a human artifact, 
believing accounts of the Mormon past will necessarily seem 
strange, irrelevant, and above all, uninteresting. They are irrele- 
vant because they do not follow the standard implicit in the 
naturalistic theories of secular explanation. They do not select 
out the right "facts" or focus on the right "underlying social 
forces." 

Thus, what it selected out as relevant is not a matter of whim 
or caprice, nor can it be traced back to some imaginary stan- 
dard of objectivity or proven methodology. What is interesting 
and important will depend on the tradition of understanding 
that historians bring to the past and use to craft their story. 

Tm leads us to a decisive question: On what grounds 
can Revisionist historians claim that their accounts are inherently 
more interesting than accounts worked out from within 
categories of belief? What reasons can they advance to sup- 
port the contention that their histories raise the right questions, 
the important questions about the Mormon past, and that their 
methods allow them to provide real answers to those ques- 
tions, thereby bringing the New Mormon Historian closer to 
the "real human beings" who lived the Mormon experience? 
Can the New Mormon History actually justify the claim that 
somehow its plot line is inherently more interesting and salient 
and should serve as a model for the rewriting of the history 
of the Mormon past? 

Aside from rhetoric, 1 can find very few arguments that speak 
convincingly to the question.'Vndeed, the question has not 
even been asked by most New Mormon Historians because the 
answer has simply been assumed. The fact that objectivist 
history and positivist methodology are fashionable among 
American historians does not seem to get to the heart of the 

problem. History itself records that what is fashionable in one 
generation quickly falls out of fashion in the next. Nor should 
we be talked too quickly into believing that Mormon historians 
must use secular language in order to bring their secular counter- 
parts to an understanding of Mormonism and its past. It seems 
obvious that if scholars do not come to understand us in our 
own terms, then they will never come to understand us at all. 
On the other hand, if popularity and acceptance or professional 
advancement and recognition are the fundamental justification 
for revising the way we put together our past, then, frankly, 
who cares? 

Whatever the case, there is a real danger to writers operating 
within the community of belief. The danger is not that secular 
approaches to the past will somehow disestablish the truth 
claims of the Restoration. Rather, it is that the challenge of secular 
historiography will distract us from our central concern and 
will place the writing of Mormon history on the defensive. 
Indeed, if Mormon historians allow secular historians to set the 
agenda, to define what questions are relevant and what infor- 
mation is salient, if as a community we turn our attention away 
from the Restoration as the organizing principle of our self- 
understanding, we will end up arguing the issues of impor- 
tance to secular historians, defending our terrain with their 
language, and trylng to justify our beliefs by satisfying their 
standards and meeting their criteria. By doing so we assume 
a burden of proof which should be legtimately theirs to 
shoulder. Indeed, it is for them to show that the traditional and 
accepted language used in the telling of the Mormon past should 
be discarded. They should give reasons satisfying to us why 
the Mormon past should undergo a wholesale revision and be 
retold in a naturalistic language which denies a priori the claims 
of the Restoration. 

Until that time, Mormon historians should strive to produce 
an intelligent and carefully researched account of our past: one 
of high quality and safeguarded by an honest effort to meet 
demanding internal standards, but above all one directed by 
the interests and concerns of believing Mormons as they seek 
to better understand the unfolding of the Restoration. G 
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