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Polygamy Examined

Mormon Polygamy: A History by
Richard S. Van Wagoner (Salt Lake City:
Signature Books, 1986), 307 pp., $19.95.

Reviewed by Linda King Newell, co-
editor DiALoGUE: A JoURNAL oF Mor-
MoN THouGHT, co-author of Mormon
Enigma: Emma Hale Smith (New York:
Doubleday, 1985).

IN HIS INTRODUCTION To Mormon Polyg-
amy: A History, Richard S. Van Wagoner
correctly reminds us that even though
“many Mormons are descendants of polyg-
amists, most Church members are often no
better informed on the critical aspects of
their polygamist past than non-Mormons.”
Even though the various archives through-
out Mormondom are rich with primary re-
sources on this topic, “there has been no
comprehensive study of polygamy from its
earliest stirrings in the 1830’s to its cur-
rent practice among Mormon Fundamen-
talists [p. vi].” He intends his work to
fill this void and, despite some problems
of sources and interpretations, admirably
succeeds.

Mormon Polygamy is the first book-
length narrative history of this controversial
aspect of Mormon belief and practice to
come from within the Church member-
ship. It thus replaces the earlier, edged
works produced by crusading anti-Mormons
or disaffected members. But Mormon Po-
lygamy is by no means an apologia. In-
stead, it is a hard-hitting factual narrative,
and the author leaves no doubt that the
practice, even at its best, was difficult. Van
Wagoner’s narrative focus on administra-

tive history precludes any in-depth socio-
logical or theological discussion of how po-
lygamy came to be or what polygamous
households were like (although chapter
nine does give a fascinating overview of
various views of living the principle, mostly
by women). It reviews various outside
sources that may have influenced Joseph
Smith’s ideas, looks at Mormon polygamy
from its Kirtland roots to its abolition as a
Church-sanctioned practice in this century,
and finally follows it into today’s illegal
fundamentalist cults.

It documents well the conflicting per-
sonal views of many who practiced polyg-
amy — their public support and their pri-
vate hurt. Some readers will surely criti-
cize what appears to be the author’s some-
times indiscriminate use of early anti-
Mormon sources. But his use of more
“legitimate” diaries, journals, and letters
tells a surprisingly similar story. Particu-
larly well done are the chapters covering
the clash between the Church and the fed-
eral government as Church leaders lobbied
for statehood. The book outlines the strug-
gles of John Bernhisel and later Reed
Smoot working in the nation’s capitol to
establish Mormon respectability in the eyes
of their anti-polygamy fellow legislators.
At home, however, public statements and
promises to the government were privately
disregarded as the practice continued,
sanctioned by Church leaders many years
after the 1890 Manifesto.

The chapters documenting the Church’s
ultimate turning away from polygamy, the
initiation of excommunication to punish



participants, and the rise of groups who
relinquished Church membership to con-
tinue the practice are also absorbing.

While Mormon Polygamy’s ability to
cover more than 150 years of history in
only 300 pages is a strength, such compres-
sion also has weaknesses. One is the au-
thor’s use of an admittedly impressive range
of sources without providing criteria for
determining what is reliable and what may
be malicious gossip. For example, a Mrs.
Alexander’s undated statement (p. 5) re-
peats second-hand information from Polly
Beswick linking Joseph with Vienna
Jacques in the mid-1830’s but failing to
mention that Polly was known as a gossip.
Another example is the Martin Harris
statement on the same page connecting
Joseph Smith with a “servant girl.” The
author’s citation is a secondary source with
no page, no publisher, no date, and, I
might add, no way for the reader to evalu-
ate it. Even though the author tells us
in the preface that he “tried to weigh care-
fully the bias of each source,” he often does
not pass his insights on to the reader.

Occasionally Van Wagoner oversteps
the bounds of his evidence to make a point.
From Anthon H. Lund’s journal entry for
10 January 1900, for example, he takes a
statement attributed to Apostle John Henry
Smith — “President Young once proposed
that we marry but one wife” (p. 249, 7)
and concludes, on that evidence, that dur-
ing 1876 Brigham Young “apparently first
began advising Church leaders to marry
only one wife” (p. 113).

I sometimes found the book’s organiza-
tion distracting and confusing. The chap-
ters dealing with John C. Bennett are par-
ticularly hard to follow, partly because they
detour from the chronological format by
backtracking. Van Wagoner did try to
avoid this problem, for he states in the
preface: “To prevent digression from the
basic chronological sequence I saved the
academic discussion of controversial sources
for the endnotes section” (p. i). In many
places in those chapters, as well as others,
the flow and clarity of the narrative would
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have been enhanced, and confusion or mis-
representation avoided, had the author in-
tegrated into the text much of the material
relegated to the endnotes.

A few readers, no doubt, will be
bothered by some of the conclusions, both
stated and implied, in Mormon Polygamy.
For example, the first two chapters argue
that although Joseph Smith’s introduction
to polygamy came as early as 1831 when
he and Oliver Cowdery were working on
what is now called the Joseph Smith
Translation of the Bible, plural marriage
actually began in Nauvoo when Joseph
Bates Noble performed a ceremony for his
sister-in-law Louisa Beaman and Joseph
Smith on 5 April 1841. The book implies
that earlier documented relationships Jo-
seph had with women such as Fanny Alger
in Kirtland were extra-marital rather than
polygamous. While the Beaman marriage
may be the first plural marriage for which
there is a witness and a reliable record, it
does not necessarily follow that other pre-
Nauvoo associations were not also plural
marriages, whether Joseph performed the
ceremony himself or whether they were
done by a third party lost to the historical
record.

Perhaps the most difficult aspect of the
history of Mormon polygamy is the decep-
tion that accompanied it from its begin-
nings to its present fundamentalist form.
There is no easy or convincing way to ex-
plain this away, and Van Wagoner doesn’t
try. Instead he carefully documents the
deception from Nauvoo to the present,
leading us to question: Where is the hand
of God in a practice that spawned so much
deception, dishonesty, and pain? The author
does not attempt to answer that either.

Those who don’t want to confront the
issues raised by such a history of plural
marriage may insist that such examinations
of historical fact are irrelevant — or even
dangerous — to religious faith. But polyg-
amy is part of our history, an honored and
legitimate part, despite its distortions and
excesses. Flannery O’Conner, Catholic
novelist, speaks most directly to those



156

people who would make acceptance of the
distortions and deception that came with
polygamy into a test of faith: “The [writer]
with Christian concerns will find in mod-
ern life distortions which are repugnant to
him, and his problem will be to make these
appear as distortions to an audience which
is used to seeing them as natural. . . . When
you can assume that your audience holds

Move Over, Fortune “500”

The Mormon Corporate Empire by John
Heinerman and Anson Shupe (Boston:
Beacon Press, 1986), 293 pp., $19.95.

Reviewed by William P. MacKinnon
of Birmingham, Michigan, a Presbyterian
and officer of a large, multi-division manu-
facturing company based in Detroit. His
articles and book reviews on Western
Americana and Mormon affairs have ap-
peared in journals in this country as well
as in the United Kingdom over the past
twenty-five years.

WHEN IT COMES to explaining economic
matters, Americans have difficulty resisting
conspiracy theories and are even more
fascinated with their second cousin, the
exposé. Small wonder, then, that in a
single week last July Fortune and the Wall
Street Journal probed the undisclosed
wealth of the Rockefeller family and the
Palestine Liberation Organization, respec-
tively, while Congress’s Joint Economic
Committee released its long-awaited report
on the concentration of wealth in the
United States. Within this American tradi-
tion and the LDS Church’s own contro-
versial history, one should read and must
evaluate The Mormon Corporate Empire.

John Heinerman, a Mormon medical
anthropologist who directs Salt Lake City’s
Anthropological Research Center, and
Anson Shupe, a Methodist associate direc-
tor of the Center for Social Research at
the University of Texas-Arlington, view
themselves as academics approaching their
task — an examination of the LDS Church

DiALOGUE: A JoURNAL OF MORMON THOUGHT

the same beliefs you do, you can relax a
little and use more normal means of talk-
ing to it; when you have to assume that it
does not, then you have to make your vision
apparent by shock — to the hard of hear-
ing you shout, and for the almost blind you
draw large and startling figures” (as quoted
in Books and Religion 14, no. 5 [6 May/
June 1986] p. 6).

as “a rising, authoritarian, powerful group”
(p. x)—as a public service rather than from
either an anti-religious or anti-democratic
perspective. The result is six chapters of
uneven quality and usefulness focusing on
subjects that range widely from the Church’s
asset value to its heartburn over articles
written by some BYU faculty members for
DiaLoGUE.

Chapter 1 (“The Emerging Kingdom
of the Saints”) sets forth the book’s prem-
ise, i.e., that the Mormon Church is not
what it seems to be (a group of “well-
scrubbed” people who have been assimi-
lated into the mainstream of American life
and values) but rather is a corporate hier-
archy driven to establish over time a Mor-
mon theocracy (kingdom) intended to sup-
plant not only all other religions but also
a collapsing U.S. government.

The driving force behind this thrust, as
the authors see it, is a “post-millennialist”
theology which stresses the need for Mor-
mon political and financial influence to
make appropriate preparations for the sec-
ond coming of Christ. The result: a gross
asset value for the Church estimated by
Heinerman and Shupe at nearly $8 billion
and a chain of events by which “Ronald
Reagan’s administration has employed
more Mormons, particularly in policy-
relevant positions, than any other presi-
dent’s” (p. 4).

What plainly alarms the authors is
their belief that “Mormons are making
important strides behind the scenes toward
fulfilling the promise of post-millennialism.



