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George D. Smith, ed., Faithful History: Essays on 
Writing Mormon History. Salt Lake City, UT: 
Signature Books, 1992. iv + 314 pp. $18.95 
(paperback). 

Reviewed by Gary F. Novak 

Faithful History is a collection of essays from Signature 
Books that includes at least some of the recent discussion of the 
relationship of faith and history. Although editor George D. 
Smith deserves credit for publishing essays previously difficult 
of access like D. Michael Quinn's "On Being a Mormon 
Historian," the most noticeable thing about the volume is what 
was not included. Any discuss ion of "faithful history" remains 
incomplete without consideration of important essays by 
Thomas G. Alexander, M. Gerald Bradford, James Clayton, 
Marvin Hill, and Peter Novick. I One can only speculate as to the 
reasons these essays were excluded while essays of marginal 
importance by Paul M. Edwards, C. Robert Mesic, Melvin T. 
Smith, Kent E. Robson, and Edward H. Ashment were in
cluded.2 

Thomas G. Alexander, "Hi storiography and the New Mormon 
History: A Historian 's Perspecti ve," Dialogue 19/3 (Fall 1986): 25-49; M. 
Gerald Bradford , 'The Case for the New Mormon History: Thomas G. 
Alexander and His Critics," Dialoglle 21/4 (1988): 143- 50; James L. 
ClaYlOn, "Does Hi story Undermine Faith?" SUI/slOne 7 (March/April 1982): 
33-40: Marvin S. Hill , "The 'New Mormon History' Reassessed in Light 
of Recenl Books on Joseph Smith and Mormon Origins," Dialogue 21/3 
(AulUmn 1988): 115- 27; Marvin S. Hill, "Afterword," BYU Studies 30/4 
(Fall 1990): 115-24; Peter Novick, "Why the Old Mormon Historians Are 
More Objective Than the New," transcript of a recording made at Ihe 1989 
Sunslone Symposium. August 23- 26. in Salt Lake City. 

2 While Paul Edwards's "The Irony of Mormon History" is not 
quite up to typical Edwardian standards of obfuscation, the essay is now 
dated as a theoretical piece. Here and now its only interest is that it appears 
to contai n the first use of the word "historicism" in the conte,,! of Mormon 
history. C. Robert Mesle's "History, Faith, and Myth" contains all the 
usual confusions of "fact," "truth" and "evidence." Largely an attempt to 
soften some of the traditional language of the foundat ion events, " Hi story, 
Faith, and Myth" prescribes how this could be done. Melvin T. Smith's 
"Faithful History/Secular Religion" is <mother confused apology for objec
tivist history, Kent Robson's "Objectivi ty and Hi story." while more coher
ent than Melvin Smith' s essay, is an attempt to save "truth, objectivity, and 
rationality" from the "re lati vism, .. subjectivity . [andl lack of 



232 REVIEW or BOOKS ON THE BOOK OF MORMON 5 ([ 993) 

The "Editor's Introduction" is a particularl y bad place to 
get an introduct ion to the issues discussed in these essays. 
George Smith sugges ts that the " term ' faithful hi story' has at 
least two meanings: history written to express and support reli
gious fait h, and history that attempts to be fai thful to the past" 
(p. vii) . Smith allempts to drive a wedge between religious his
tory and history "faithful to the past," clearly implying that reli
gious hi story is not or cannot be faithful 10 what he naively calls 
"the past" Richard Bushman, from whom the term "faithful 
history" is borrowed, makes no distinctions between religious 
history and hi story "faithful to the past." Bushman suggests that 
"Mormon historians should at least ask how we might replace 
our convent ional, secular American presuppositions with more 
of the penetrating insights of our faith" (p . 7). When borrowing 
Richard Bushman's words, Smith would have done better to ex
amine carefully the way in which Bushman uses them. 

Smith then discourses on the hi story of "hi storiography," 
but this effort is elementary at best. The reason for the para
graphs on the history of history is to introduce distinctions be
tween "verifiable facts," " factual events," and their relat ionship 
to "a more inclusive past" and "relativ ist methodologies" that 
have "added religious presuppositions to the terms of inquiry" 
(p. viii). Smith clearly sides with the factual, more inclusive past 
since the reexamination of "traditional accounts in the context of 
contemporary American culture [have] challenged some of the 
sources" (p. viii). These "sources" turn ou t to be, in some cases, 
the foundation texts for the Church: the First Vision, the vision 
of rhe three degrees of glory, and the Book of Mormon (p. xi). 
Not surpri singly, Smi th is careful to poin t out that Joseph 
Smith' s "i nspiration cannot be verified; the words of the three 
witnesses express their beliefs but they cannot prove the authen
ticity of the Book of Morrnon" (p. ix) . Smith is not critical of his 

objectivity" (p. 157) he perceives in certain writings of David Bohn and 
Loui s Mid gley. Robso n is seemingl y so concerned about an attack on 
"truth , objectivity, and rationality" that those words occur in various 
co mbinations throughout the essay. Robson al so creati vely misreads 
Midgl ey and Bohn , givi ng their views the worst possible meanin g. He 
would have done beller to examine what historians actually write :lnd how 
they usc words like "objectivity" before beg inning hi s theoreti cal 
di sc ussio n. Edward H. Ashment's ··Hi storiography of the Canon" is 
certainl y the most bizarre essay included :lnd contains the most outlandish 
defense of objectivist history to date. 
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own objectivist ideology and distorts or oversimplifies the posi
tion of those who provide that criticism. 

Smith is correct, however, in focusing his discussion on 
the Book of Mormon. He seems especially sensi tive to 
" traditionalist" critici sm of "the new historiography" and its at
tempts to avoid arguing "whether Joseph Smith was a prophet or 
a fraud" and to "understand Mormonism as a part of the 
American religious experience" (p. ix). Traditionalists, Smith 
claims, "typically reject compromises, such as the view that a 
mythical Book of Mormon can evince religious authenticity as 
'inspired redaction ' ,. (p, IX), But Smith does not begin to report 
the reasons "traditionalists" may have for rejecting such claims. 
Smith does not explain how a "mythical Book of Mormon," 
whatever that is. or perhaps more accurately. the Book of 
Mormon understood as part of Joseph Smith's myth-making , is 
anything but a less strident version of the old anti-Mormon posi
tion of the Book of Mormon as fraud. Less clear is the question 
of whether "religious authenticity" is the religion of Jesus Christ 
or just more of the philosophies of men mingled with scripture. 

Critics of Smith's "New Mormon History" have correctly 
noted that the question of understanding the Mormon past, of 
faithful history, comes to a head on the question of the authen
ticity of the Book of Mormon. If is when examining this ques
tion that the conflict between "new explanations," e.g., natural
istic explanations, and traditional accounts, i.e. , faithful history , 
can be made plain. 

D. Michael Quinn's "On Being a Mormon Historian" is 
Significantly changed from the typescript of his 1981 talk. Not 
only has Quinn added a lengthy apology for his activity since 
leaving BYU, but he has also combined paragraphs and added 
material 10 the 1981 core. I am confident that he would find. by 
the standards of inquiry he applies to others, his own "policy of 
re{roactivc editing," "deleted evidence," and "reversed mean': 
ings" not merely "important," but among the "more essential 
problems" of his essay ) 

3 The quotcd materials are located in n. 25 (p. 125). Thcy are part 
of a long complaint a.bout differences between the History of the Chl/reh and 
the sou rces from which it was compiled. When examining this kind of 
argument . one can begin to sense the frustration someone like Quinn might 
have with Quinn' s own essay. Notice the following sample of changes 
between the typescript of his 198 1 talk and the publi shed version. " In 
add ition to these jaundiced ecclesiaSlical views of Mormon history .. " 
( 19H I. p. 3) and "In addition to these jaundiced views ... " (p. 71). Not only 
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One of the strangest aspects of Quinn '5 essay is the auto
biographical material. Instead of telling his story in the first per
son, Quinn uses the third person. This allows him the luxury of 
referring to himself as "thi s falter ing young hi storian ," " thi s 
young historian" (p. 74) and "the young man" (p. 73). While 
thi s adds a sense of melodrama that might not otherwise be pos
sible, it hardly seems necessary. 

Other oddities also occur. Quinn informs us that as a boy 
"he subjected any religious proposition 10 rigid analysis" (p. 
73). Of course he means rigorous analysis; one can only begin 
to speculate to what "rigid analysis" might refer. By the time he 
was eighteen he "had made a line-by- line comparison of the 
1830 Book of Mormon with later edit ions" (p. 73). While this 
task is no doubt noble, the footno te claims that "the most de+ 
tailed presentation of all changes in the Book of Mormon's pub
lished 1830 text is the non+scholarly study by Jerald and Sandra 
Tanner" (p . to I). Quinn seems unaware of the Critical Edition 
o/Ille Book Mormor! published by F.A.R.M.S. Finally, Quinn 
tells us that he "completed a score of publications in LDS his
tory, several of which have been described as 'controversial' by 
some people" (p . 74). Curiously, the footnote does not mention 
any book or article Quinn had written before 198 1, but instead 
refers 10 reviews of two books written after he had delivered the 
original talk. 

Of course Quinn's personal odyssey ought not to have any 
bearing on his defense of objecti ve hi story , New Mormon 
History, and environmental explanations of the foundation texts. 
Indeed, except for establishing his sincerity and honesty , which 
Quinn clearly thinks are relevant to a defense of New Mormon 
History, it is difficult to establish a clear connection between 
Quinn's personal history and a theoretical discussion of objec+ 
tivity and environmental explanations. 

When historians use the word "objectivity ," it is clear that 
it either functions as a part of a system of rewards and punish
ments or as a way of handling evidence. For example , when 

has the word "ecclesiastical" been dropped. but also part of the sentence. 
"Sain ts who profess to write objective Mormon history" ( 198 1. p. 3) now 
becomes "Saints who profess to write 'fair and objective' Mormon history" 
(p. 72). Not only have the words "fai r and" been added 10 the sentence, but 
they are now contained within quotations. Of course, no one would presume 
thai an "objective" history would not also be "fair." An unfair objective 
history would not. by definition. be "objective." 
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criticizing Fawn Brodie's No Man Knows My History, Marvin 
Hill wonders "whether Brodie was very objective in fonnulating 
her thesis."4 Hill goes on in the next paragraph to expand 
somewhat on his criticism: " It is difficult to understand how 
Brodie could have so badly misjudged Asael unless she formu
lated her thesis before she examined his writings."5 Here Hill 
gives a clear example of one of the functions of "objectivity": 
Brodie is punished for her thesis. Hill also provides a good ex
ample of using the word "objectivity" to evaluate evidence: 
"Furthermore, [historians] have perhaps been sati sfied with 
what Brodie had to say and seem hesitant to deal with Smith's 
visions, his golden plates and his witnesses, all of which are 
awkward to handle objectively."6 In thi s case what Hill means 
by "objec tive" is that hi storians are unable to experience 
Joseph's visions or examine the go ld plates themselves. Of 
course, there seem to be no objective standards of objectivity. 
For Dale L. Morgan, No Man Knows My History was very 
nearly the last word in objective scholarship on Joseph Smith.? 

When Quinn begins to discuss theoretical issues, the essay 
goes from bad to worse. Quinn complains about criticism from 
Boyd K. Packer, Ezra Taft Benson, and Louis Midgley regard
ing environmental explanations of the Church's foundation 
events. Quinn defines the word "environment" so broadly that 
the word loses almost all meaning. "Without environmenta l in
fluence or surrounding significant circumstances," says Quinn, 
" there would be no reve lat ion from God to the prophets" (p. 
77). It would, of course, be silly to say that prophets are un
aware of their "environment" in the sense of being aware of cir
cumstances around them. But thi s is clearly not the sort of thing 
"New Mormon Historians," for lack of a better term, mean 
when they call certain kinds of explanat ions "envi ronmenta l" or 
"naturalistic." 

What is meant when using the term "environmental" to 
explain the foundation text s, especially the Book of Mormon? 
Richard Bushman says, "According to the environmentalists, 
Joseph absorbed images, attitudes, and conceptions from upstate 

4 Marvin S. Hill , "Secular or Sectarian Hi story? A Critique of No 
Man Knowl· My His/ory." Church H is/ory 43 (March 1974): 89. 

5 Hill , "Secular or Sectarian History," 89. 
6 Ibid. , 80. 
7 John Phi llip Walker, cd., Dale Morgall Oil Early MormOlli.tm: 

Correspondence and A New H istory (Satt Lake City: Signature Books, 
1986), 160-65 and passim. 
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New York rural culture and wove Ihem into the Book of 
Mormon,"s The poinl of discovering what parts of the upstate 
New York environment went into the Book of Mormon is to 
demonstrate how Joseph Smith may have fabricated it. When 
George D. Smith discusses the "sources of the Book of 
Mormon," he provides a genuinely environmental explanation. 
For Smith, the sources of the Book of Mormon include "Joseph 
Smith's uwn personal experiences," Ethan Smith's View o/The 
Hebrews, "stories of the mysterious Indian burial mounds," and 
facile borrowings from the Bible.9 Smith's explanation comes 
down clearly on the not-prophet side of the prophet/not-prophet 
dichotomy. 

Whatever else may be said about environmental explana
tions, they are clearly not benign nor merely conditions that 
prophets "observe or experience" (p. 77). To attempt to define 
the word "environmental" so broadly as to include everything is 
merely an attempt at softening the language. Quinn would have 
done better to examine carefully the way Elder Packer and 
Midgley use the word, examine the sorts of arguments to which 
they object, compare their arguments with the examples they 
employ, and then object to their examples if incorrectly used. 
Providing a soft or thin definition of "environmental" serves 
only to cloud the issues. 

After softening the definition of "environmental," Quinn 
introduces a distinction between monistic history and pluralistic 
hi story (p. 79). Pluralistic history is, of course, the good hi story 
because it considers "more than one explanation" (p. 79). 
Pluralist ic history is also preferable because it "acknowledge[s] 
the existence of other reasonable , honest, and conscientious in
terpretations" (p. 80). Although I do not wish to argue solely for 
"monistic histories," if these are the categories in which I must 
work, these personal qualities of the "plurali stic" historian, 
while admirable, do not guarantee true history . 10 

8 Rich;ud L. Bushm;IO, Joseph Smith and the Beginnings of 
Mormonism (Urbana, Illinoi s: University of tll inois Press, 1984). 128. 

9 George D. Smith, "Joseph Smith and the Hook of Mormon, " 
Free Inquiry 4/1 (Winter (983): 21-31. 

lOWe can illustrate the point with a little example , Occasionally 
when driving out of town, my wife will read the map and navigate. She 
certainly does not want to get lost any more than anyone else and provides 
reasonable. conscientious, and honest directions. However. on occasion. we 
still end up lost. Of course. no one has been dishonest. unreasonable. or 
unconscientiou$, just somehow mistaken or just plain wrong. 
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Quinn then illustrates how alternative explanations and dif
fering categories can be employed for the good of pluralistic 
history. According to Quinn, the Book of Mormon suggests that 
the destruction of the Nephites can be attributed to adultery, 
fornication, the Gadianton robbers, secret combinations, unrigh
teous lawyers and judges, and pride (p. 80). He then suggests 
that "secular terms" can be used to describe the same events. 
Those terms include "moral disintegration, social disorganiza
tion, pol itical discontinuity, and socio-economic disparity." 
However, it is not at all clear that these terms can be substituted 
without loss of meaning. Within the laner categories, a strong 
and talented tyrant might be as good a solution as, if not actually 
preferable to, the Book of Mormon solution of repentance. 
Notice also that any suggestion of sin, moral responsibility, and 
alienation from God is absent from Quinn's "secular terms." 
From the point of view of Book of Mormon prophets, any ex
planation that excluded the sins, pride, and follies of the 
Nephites would be a blatant misunderstanding of the situation 
and the only real solution, repentance. 

Quinn's argument borders on the truly funny when he 
claims that Elder Packer's suggestion for seeing the hand of the 
Lord in our history leads to "the Mormon equivalent of the 
Roman Catholic doctrine of papal infall ibility" (p. 81). As if this 
were not enough, Quinn next appeals to the "LOS doctrine of 
free agency" to support his pluralistic history. He then leads us, 
not surprisingly, through "benignly angelic Church leaders," 
"accommodation history" (p. 84), "cushioning evidence," "a 
protective, paranoid approach" to our past (p. 85), and a "public 
relations defense" (p. 86). Quinn's reductio has a flair for hy
perbole, but it does not exceed what follows in his "Aftermath." 

The "Aftermath" recounts the persecution Quinn has suf
fered since delivering the original talk. Although advised against 
publishing "On Being a Mormon Historian," Quinn cannot 
imagine that the reasons could be anything but personal. ll 

Private conversations with deans, apostles, and students, some 
of them clearly based on hearsay, contain quotation marks (p. 

l lOne good reason for not publishing this essay is the amount of 
nonsense it contains. I've indicatcdjust a few of the reasons above: confu
s ion~ over monistic and pluralistic history; misappropriating what is meant 
by the term "environmental;" confusions about "free agency ." These arc 
only a partial list of reasons to withhold this essay from the public: it is 
largely an embarrassment for Michael Quinn. 
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92). Does Quinn possess notes he took of these conversat ions? 
Where is this material coming from? 

Quinn portrays hi s "college dean," the late Martin 
Hickman, as conveying persecution from General Authorities 
and later lamenting that practice. In the early 19805, Dean 
Hickman he ld numerous conversations with those invol ved in 
what was then called "the Mormon hi story dcbate."12 Other re
purts of lfll!SC cunvt:rsutions have alsu bl:r:n published b y "New 
Mormon Historians," sometimes as a defense fo r thei r own ac
tions. sometimes as an attempt to si lence criticism, 13 Although it 
is difficult to determine exactly what mayor may not have taken 
place in these meetings, especially s ince it is no longer possible 
simply to ask Dean Hickman, there is undoubtedly another side 
to thi s story which has yet to be told. 

Quinn points out that the persecution involved attempted 
censoring of various manuscripts and that he li ved in a "climate 
of repression." Of course, "no one ever gave [him] an ultimatum 
orthreatened to fire [him] from Brigham Young University," but 
he resigned anyway (p. 93). The "ext inct ion of free thought" at 
BYU made it " an Auschwitz of the mind" (p. 94) . Quinn cannot 
provide a single example of any censorship other than people of
fering him their advice. But if he cannot see that their advice was 
in his best interest it is not their fault. 14 The hyperbole of 

12 I heard one economics professor refer to it as "the black hole of 
Mormon hislOry." 

13 Sec, fo r example, Hill . "Afterword," 124. Hill assens that I have 
question ed his faith in "Naturalistic Assu mpti ons and the Book of 
Mormon." Says Hill , "There is the problem of questioning the religious 
faith of myself and others which pervades the entire piece. There was a lime 
when the dean of a certai n college said that he would not allow anyone to 
question the faith of another faculty member." That dean was. of course. 
Martin Hickman. 

t 4 Most of the advice appears. from my point of view, to have been 
sound . Quinn would have suffered less embarrassment if he had not pub
li shed "On Bcing a Mormon Historian" and Early Mormonism and the 
Magic World View (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1987). In Early 
Mormol/ism Quinn builds his argument from ev idence which is ten uous at 
best (could Joseph, or anyone else for that matter in the I 820s, ha ve had 
access to all the rare books from which Quinn draws?). Those interested in 
tru ly bizarre readin gs of the Book of Mormon should consult Quinn' s 
chapter on "Mormon Scriptures and the Magic World View." For example: 

Substituting the synonyms "occult" fo r "hid" (including 
"hidden" and "secret") and "sorcery" for "work of darkness" may 
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Quinn's statements is obvious, but, at least as far as Auschwitz 
is concerned, Quinn should be careful not to trifle with serious 
matters. 

Quinn makes it appear as though all attempts at censorship 
have been directed at historians and that they are merely the good 
guys represent ing free inquiry, scholarship, and firs t amendment 
rights. Thomas G. Alexander suggests the same thing. 15 There 
is another side to thi s question in which I have played a small 
part and which bears tell ing here. 16 

In May 1986, I delivered a paper at the meetings of the 
Monnon History Assoc iation titled ''The Function of Naturalistic 
Terms in Environmental Explanations of the Book of Mormon." 
After the session, Lav ina Field ing Anderson, then associate edi
tor for Dialogue, requested that I submit the paper for publica
tion, which I did. To make a long story short, for the next two 
years, Dialogue stalled and delayed publication. The most inter
esting comments came from the "blind referees." Although the 
paper had been delivered to them withou t an author's name, one 
came back wi th my name pencilled in at the top. One of the 
comment sheets referred to me by name. After the two years 

help to bring into sharper focus for twenticth-century readers the 
mcaning of many possibly euphem istic passages in the Book of 
Mormon. For example, su bstilUting "occu lt" for "secret" is 
certainly truer 10 the parallel structu re and contextual meani ng 
of 2 Nephi 30: 17: "There is nothing which is [occult] save it 
shall be revealed; there is no [sorceryJ suve it shall be made 
manifest in the li ght; and there is nothing which is [magically] 
sealed upon the earth save it shall be loosed." Even though it 
can have bOlh positive and negative connotations, "occult," in 
present usage. is a better paralle l than "secret" to "work of 
darkness." whi le the meaning of "occul t" also correlates better 
with the magic dimensions of "sealed" in this verse. (p. 160) 

Who in the 1 830s read the Book of Mormon this way? Is it not cu
rious that no one seems to have left a record in which this understanding of 
the Book of Mormon is plain? If I am a llowed to substitute any words J 
want in the Book of Mormon text. it is easy to make it say what I want and 
easy to support any thes is. Qui nn goes on to say that some of his word 
substitut ions provide "a more precise readi ng in the language of the 1830s." 

t 5 Alexander, "Historiography," 44-45. 
16 This is the Story that I know best. There are, not surprisingly. 

other tales of censorship instigated by those who champion "New Mormon 
History .. · 
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without a commitment 10 publish, I finally gave up on publish+ 
ing the essay in Dialogue. I? 

in 1990 BYU Studies agreed to publish my essay, now li ~ 
lied "Naturalistic Assumptions and the Book of Mormon."18 
Well after the essay was refereed and accepted for publication, it 
once again ran into trouble. Apparently, in the view of some, the 
essay contained "controversial material." Since a portion of the 
essay dealt with some of the work of BY(J History Professor 
Marvin Hill , he was permitted to read the essay and apparentJy 
made attempts to block its publication. After some delay, I was 
informed that it had "been clear to the board of trustees and 
back." After the BYU board of trustees (the Quorum of the 
Twelve Apost les) had approved the essay for publication, there 
was st ill a mailer of language being added to the essay to soften 
my criticism of Hill 's position. Fortunately, the editors of BYU 
Studies were very flexible and we were able to work through all 
the arcas of difficulties. It seems "New Mormon Histori ans," 
whatever their vi rtues, are not above attempting censorship 
when it is in their self-interest to do SO.19 

The issue of censorship is largely a smokescreen and has 
li ttle to do with the theoretica l issues involved with objective 
Mormon history. The real point of Michael Quinn's story is to 
let readers know who the good guys (historians. mostly) and 
bad guys (apostles, mostly) are in his story. In my story I' ve re
versed the good guys and bad guys. The good guys (apostles, 
the BYU board of trustees) allow publication of my paper; the 
bad guys (historians) attempt censorship. One of the troubling 
aspects of Quinn's story is that things always appear to be "just 
happening to him." He does not appear to view anything Ihat 
happens as the consequence of hi s own actions. 

Although Malcolm R. Thorp's "Some Reflections on New 
Mormon History and the Possibilities of a 'New' Traditional 
History" is a more sophist icated defense of the "New Mormon 
History" than Quinn's, it suffers many of the same faults. Thorp 
attempts to soften criticism of environmental explanations of the 
founding events (p. 267) and praises what he call s "historical 

17 I have, of course, saved all the correspondence from this small 
adventure and wi ll no doubt make all of the malerials available to a univer
sity archive somelime in the future. 

1 g Gary F. Novak, "Naturalistic Assumplions and the Book uf 
Mormon ," nyU SrI/die!. 30/3 (Summer 1990): 23-40. 

19 Marvin Hill 's response to my essay can be found in his 
'·Aflerword." 1 17-24. 
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plura li sm" Cp. 270). Thorp also attempts 10 deal with some of 
the hermeneut ical literature and its seeming relevance to histori· 
cal interpretation. 

Like Quinn, Thorp softens what is usually meant by 
"environmental explanations." For Thorp, "Mormonism did not 
arise ill vacuo. It has always been seen as part of the American 
re ligious experience" (p. 267). As I have already explained, 
placing Mormonism in some kind of historical context does not, 
by itself, constitute an environmental explanation. Accordi ng to 
Thorp, "To argue that Mormonism can be understood only 
through its own language, categories, and lrllth claims denies all 
possibi li ties of rational discussion" Cp. 267). Like Quinn, Thorp 
suggests that categories like "millenari anism, seeker, identity 
crisis, myth, primitivism and even magic are not indigenous to 
Mormonism but are used by a wide variety of scholars, includ
ing trad itionalist" (p. 267). While some of these terms are bor
rowed from some of the early Saints (seekcr and primitivist), 
ce rta inly neither Joseph Smith nor Wilford Woodruff saw them
selves as being involved in mysticism or as having an ident ity 
crisis. This does not begin 10 gel at the argument that identity 
crises can serve as an explanation fo r revelation.20 Again we can 
see the scholarly categories subtl y changing the meaning of the 
language of revelation and the texts in which it is found. 

Like Thomas G. Alexander, Thorp attempts to dcnect crit
icism of the objectivist (or pos itivist) strain ru nn ing through 
New Mormon History by appealing to historicism)l His strong 
historic ist in fl uence can be seen in some of his generalizations. 
Accordi ng to Thorp, the wri ti ngs of Wil ford Woodruff, Orson 
F. Whitney, B. H. Roberts, and others, " like all hi storical writ
ings, ... renect the age in which they were written ... " (p. 
269). This is a fi ne example of the historic ist assumption that all 
texts are the product of [heir time and therefore-at least to the 
degree [hey are historically conditioned-simply nOl true. Part of 
the ca lling of a prophet, it seems to me, is to stand outside of 

20 For arguments in which the stress of an identity crisis serves as 
an explanation of revelation. see Thomas G. Alexander. "Wilford Woodruff 
and the Changing Natu re of Mormon Religious Experience:' Church 
Hisrory 45 (March [976): 57- 58. and Leonard 1. Arrington and Davis 
Bi tton, The Morlllon Experience (New York: Knopf. 1979). 16-19. If 
Joseph's revelations :Ire sim ply his response to some deep emotional or en
vironmental stress or contlict. then they reveal folly. though perhaps sin
cere, and not God's words 10 tn:lII. 

21 Alexander, ·'Historiography." 31-36. 
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and apart from his culture and time and proclaim God' s word. 
The hi sto ri cist assumption that no onc is able to be freed fro m 
hi s own culture begs an important question. Everything that oc
curs during an "age," a "period ," is held to be lypical of that 
period. By defin ition , nDlhing is allowed to be atypical. One 
clearly sees thi s kind of question begging demonstrated in the 
claim that the Book of Mormon is a typical product of it s culture. 
If that were the case, we ought to be ab le to produce othe r 
similar texIs of its kind from the [8305. 

Tho rp 's claim that "all language is essentially naturalistic 
(evolutionary) and hi storically s ilUutcd" is al so problematic (p. 
272). When hi s lOr i,1I1S or their c rili cs call an e xplanation 
" natural istic" they are referring to a ce l1ain kind of ex planation. 
one in which di vine involvement III human affairs is eXl:l lIded 
from the expbnatioll while p~ychologi(;al , soc ial sciem:c. and 
economic exp1:tnations :m.:: ind\lded. ThOll' is confused when he 
el:.! ims til :!! "the U"C' of secular vocahul;II'Y' docs no t ncccssMi\y 
presuppo"e any nnto \(It; ic;1I ground ..... f(lr belief or disbel ief' (p. 
172). Naturali~tic c,p!anar i0Ih of the foundation event ". the 
Bonk o r Mormon or h'"cph'" prophetic clmristlls. arc pn:c!sl'l~ 
t h o~c which cx..:l lI(](· the' dlVlnl' from the explanation. The lan
guage of natundi:-.tic l'xpi:tn<llinn" clearly provides an ()nt olo~ i cal 
ground for belief tHO unhe ll ef. depend ing on ho w the story i:-. 
IOld. with what :t~sum plinns. and in what categories and tcnn..; . 

Part of Thorp's confusion clearl y ari~c"" frolll the way in 
whieh he reads texi s. c\s it footno te 10 the paragraph from which 
I have drawn the ubove lunguagl\ Thorp claims: 

A good ex<trnp lc of sUl,;h thinking i~ prov ided by 
Ga ry F. Novak, who in assessing Marvin S. Ili ll's 
studies on carly Mormon ori gi ns, has "di . ..;covered" 
hidden sou rces of "atheism" in Hil l's re marks .. 
Rather til;Jn atheism. such li lies o r reasoning can onl y 
be described as a I /Olt seqllitl/r. (pp. 278-79) 

Marvi n Hill would al so agree with muc h of Thorp's as~ 
scssment. 22 But did I actually cl aim to "d iscover" anything in 
Hill 's essays? I am not s life why Thorp pluced the word 
"discover" in quotations since the word nevcr occurs in my es~ 
say . As for accLlsing Hill o f "athe ism," the word "atheist" occurs 
but once and then when I quote Dule L. Morgan 's assessment of 
hi s own posi tion in a sect ion of the essay that deals so lely with 

22 Hill. "AhcrworJ." 117-24. 



SM ITI-I . ED .. PAITf/PUL HISTORY (NOVAK) 243 

Morgan's discussion of naturali stic explanalions. 23 In fact i was 
careful to indicate the ways in which Hill distinguished his work 
from the kind of history done by Morgan and Brodie.24 I did 
suggest that Hill 's work shared some of the naturalistic vocabu
lary of Morgan and Fawn Brodie and therefore shared some 
part iculars of the question-begging involved in that language. 
But as for "hidden sources of 'atheism,' .. go figure! 

Thorp grants that "Bohn is correct in hi s assertion that 
New Mormon Historians use the vocabulary of secular hi stori
ography and the underlying language of modern social sciences. 
But what other possibilities are there?" (p. 273). Certainly Thorp 
can think of other possibilities. History has not always been 
wrilten using the "language of modern social sc iences." Indeed, 
most of the really good history is wriHen without borrowing the 
language and categories of the soc ial sc iences. The sc riptures 
themse lves, as Richard Bushman suggests, could provide one 
such model. Bushman also suggests other poss ibilities (pp. 8-
15) . Only a hi storicism lapsed into forgetfulness could suggest 
that the modern social sciences can provide the only competent 
model for writing history. 

Clearly the worst portion of Thorp's essay is hi s attempt to 
deal with recent hermeneutic literature, particularly that by Hans
Georg Gadamer. One example wi ll suffice, though others could 
be added. Accord ing to Thorp, "the purpose of hermeneutics is 
to make dialogical discussions possible between scholars of dif
fe ring interests and approaches" (p. 274). This mistaken under
standing of hermeneu ti cs is almost as bad as Thomas 
Alexander' s mjsappropriation of Gilbert Ryle's "category mis
take. "25 According to David E. Linge's introduction to 

23 "Naturalistic Assumptions." 25. 
24 Ibid ., 3 1. 
25 See Alexander, ""Historiography and the New Mormon Hi story," 

26. Alexander complains about critics of the "New Mormon History" using 
the word "positiv ist" to describe "New Mormon Hi storians." "In so doing," 
clai mcd Alexander, "they have . . . fallen into what Briti sh philosopher 
Gilbert Ryle callcd a ' category mistakc.' " Has Alexander correct ly 
understood Rylc's "category mistake"? Alexander quotes Ryle scveral limes, 
bu t docs not seem to understand that Ryle is c riticizi ng the Cartesian 
conception of mind-the "ghost in the machine." The "facts of mental life" 
which Alexandcr quotes. do not refer to intcllectual categories li ke 
"posi tivism," but rather to the Cartesian mind-body dualism. Ryle gives 
several good examples of category mistakes. One will suffice: 
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Gadamer's Philosophical Hermeneutics "the task of hermeneu· 
tics ... is ontological rather than methodological. It seeks to 
throw light on the fundamental conditions that underlie the phe
nomenon of understand ing in all it s moctes."26 Hermeneutics 
seeks 10 uncover and make plain the ontological grounds and 
fundamental conditions of understanding, nol to "make dialogi 
cal di scussions possible between scholars." Thorp 's narrow un
derstanding of philosophical henneneutics mars his entire essay. 

Whatever the faults of QUinn's and Thorp's attempts to de
fend the "New Mormon History," they are positively bullet
proof when compared to Edward H. Ashment 's "Historicity of 
the Canon." Those who would defend "New Mormon History," 
objectivity , hi storicism, environmental explanations, or natural
istic assumptions will have to find ways to divorce and di stance 
themselves from Ashment's views. This essay, easily the worst 
in the en tire book, may go some way toward haiting the 
progress of the discuss ion. 

Ashment 's essay begins quaintly enough as an attempt to 
examine Joseph Smith' s efforts to correct and en large the canon 
of scripture (pp. 281-83). But any issues Ashment identifies in 
Ihis connection are cleariy ancillary to his main purpose, which 
is to provide a defense of objecti vism and hi storicism. as he un
derstands them, against the criticisms of Loui s Midgley, Alan 

The same mistake would be made by a child witnessing the 
march-past of a division, who, having had pointed out to him 
such and such battalions. batteries. sq uadrons. etc., asked when 
Ihe division was going to appear. He would be supposi ng that a 
division was a counterpart to the units already seen, partly 
simi la r to them and partly unlike them. (Gi lbert Ryle, The 
Concept of Mind [Chi cago: University of Chicago Press, 
19841 0 16.) 

Apparently all Atexandcr mcant to indicatc was thaI critics of thc 
"New Mormon History" are mistaken in applying the label "positivism" 10 
some of the "New Mormon History:' Whatever else it may be. it is clearly 
not a catcgory mistake. Oddly. a few pages later, Alexander identifies a 
"secularist" strain of the "New Mormon History" which has attempted to 
move it "toward positivism"; Alexander, "Hisloriography." 31, 

26 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Philosophical Hermelleuticl', trans. and ed. 
by David E. Lingc (Berkeley: UniversilY of Californ ia Press. 1977), xi, 



SMITH, ED., FAITHFUL HISTORY (NOVAK) 245 

Goff, and mysel f. Curiously, David Bohn. usually a target of 
such attacks, is not even mentioned.27 

According to Ashment, 

The apologetic formulation of the relevant ques
tions frames the issue in an impossible way. It re
quires presuppositions which would automatically 
disquali fy any historical inquiry and thereby nullify 
conclusions that historical analysis might arrive at. As 
one scholar has explained, it represents "an attempt to 
resolve a noncmpirical problem by empirical means" 
by "framing ... a question which cannot be resolved 
before the researcher settles some central metaphysical 
problem." In other words. one must first answer the 
question "Was Joseph Smith a prophet of God?" be
fore historical research can proceed. (p. 283) 

Has Ashment understood the critique of objectivism suffi 
ciently and the insights into understanding and explanation of
fered by hermeneutics? If he had. hi s objectivist objections 
would have largely disappeared. I have argued elsewhere28 that 
all understanding involves preunderstandings of one kind or an
other. These preunderstandings include not only our formal as
sumptions that we can clearly articulate, but also informal as
sumptions that we often cannot articulate-assumptions bu ilt 
into our language and the very way in which we view the world. 
Given this, then the categories and assumptions, even the very 
way we frame and tell our story of Joseph Smith, will in some 
way answer the question "Was Joseph Smith a prophet of 
God?" That question mayor may not be prior to the historian 's 
research. but it absolutely cannot be avoided very far along in 
the process. 

27 Ashmen! is d earl y upsct ahout Louis Midgley's review of The 
Word of God; Louis Midgley, "More Revisionist Legerdemain and the Book 
of Mormon, " Review of Book.f 0/1 the Book of Mormon 3 ( 199 1): 26 1-
311. Midg ley poi nted out many of Ashment's s in s: hi s naive use of 
sources, his silly attack on the Book of Abraham, his poor attempts at an
swering Nihley's arguments supporting the Book of Abraham, and his un
sophisticated underslanding of historical method. At least some of the lone 
of Ashment's essay may be attributed 10 his ann oyance at Midgley. 
Midgley's commcnts on Ashmen! can be found on pages 282- 95 of "More 
Revisionist Legerdemain." 

28 "Naturalistic Assumptions," 23- 24. 
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Ashment's warhorse positivism pervades the examples he 
brings to suppo rt his case. He complains that " many believers 
doubt the historicity of such 'stories of floating axes, ... blood 
raining from heaven .. .' " etc., "but insist absolutely that the 
unique event of the resurrection of Jesus is a histo rical 'fact' " 
(p. 284). According 10 Ashment, "that ' fact' is really a conclu
sion which does not follow from the usual hi storiograp hic 
methodology," whatever that is, "of collecting data and arguing 
from generalizations based on consistently observed data" (p. 
284) . I wonder what "consistently observed data" Ashmen! is 
thinking of? I suppose he has some generalization in mind like 
"dead bodies do not come back to life," but he sti ll needs to ex
plain the texts which witness that Jesus was dead but rose agai n. 
This is not, as he says, a "un iq ue even t, " but o ne which has 
over a dozen witnesses in the Gospels alone and more witnesses 
outside of the Gospels. 

Ashment's problem with the resurrect ion , however, is not 
his real target. His real complaint is with the Book of Mormon. 
Mormons, he clai ms, may "doubt the hi storicity of such claims 
as non-tarnishing, forever incorruptible brass plates anachronis
tically representing an already established Old Testament canon; 

. . shining stones in ancient semi-submarines; a magic com
pass," and my personal favorite, "botanically unve rifiable ani
mals" (p. 284). Botanically unverifiable an imals? Ashment him
self is probably botanically unverifiable. Although after reading 
thi s essay , perhaps there are good reasons to believe that 
Ashment himself docs not really exist. 

Ashment's read ing of the Book of Mormon text is crude at 
best. Ashment claims to find in it an "al ready establi shed Old 
Testament canon." Has he read the Book of Mormon? The list of 
prophets known to Book of Mormon prophets was larger than 
our current Old Testament. Where did they get the writings of 
Zenos and Zenock if not from the brass plates? What makes 
Ashment think the brass plates are "forever incorruptible?" There 
are many ancient examples of brass, copper, and bronze that 
have survived to modern times. Ashment 's anti-Mormon bias 
more than clouds hi s reading of the relevant texts. 

Ashment's understanding of hi sto rical methodology is 
simi larl y nai ve. He quotes Van Harvey say ing that the histori
an 's " method should be complete ly free from any value judge
ment" (p. 285). As sho uld be clear from the above samples, 
Ashment 's own attempts at hi story possess more than a few 
"value judgements." In any case, it is surpri sing to see anyone 



SMITH, ED .. FAITHFUL H/~TORY (NOVAK) 247 

give li p service 10 value-free history anymore, Can even 
Ashment really believe in value-free history? 

Ashment goes on to quote my claim that the scriptural 
chronicles do not contain anything like an appeal to "facts" (p. 
286). My reason for so doing was to point out that appeals to 
"facts," "the evidence," "the record," and the like are symptoms 
of objectivism (positivism) and historici sm. The scriptures 
themselves can provide alternative models for doing history 
which avoid the problems of objectivism and historic ism, How 
well does Ashment read the text? He begins, "In other words," 
which should indicate that he is paraphrasing what I said. Read 
carefully: 

In other words, by submitting the Book of 
Mormon and the Book of Abraham to historical in
quiry, historiography reduces their claims of unique
ness to the same level on which Mormons have al
ready placed the unique claims of the rest of 
Christianity and other world religions, which they do 
not consider to be inspired. (p. 286) 

" In other words"? How does Ashment draw this out of my 
argument'! "Claims of uniqueness"'! Ashment has once again 
found his favorite straw man punching bags, the Book of 
Mormon and Book of Abraham, and has something called 
"historiography" reducing their claims of uniqueness, whatever 
that means. How does historiography reduce or even do any
thing? 

But the very next sentence really takes the cake. It begins, 
"For an Objectivist apologist such as Midgley, . ," Midgley an 
apologist for objectivism? Quinn and Thorp have made no mis
takes about this question. As evidenced from the very first days 
of the new "crisi s in Mormon historiography," Midgley has al
ways been and been perceived as a criti c of objectivism, 
Ashment 's statement is no one-time mistake , for on the very 
nex t page Ashment describes what he calls Midgley's 
"objectivist view" (p. 287). 

According 10 Ashmenl, "because they have objectivisti 
cally," whatever that means, "identified their own perspective so 
completely with what is 'True' " (do not miss the capitallelter 
because it must be very important), "they sometimes regard al 
ternati ve perspectives as attacks against that truth and their advo
cates as deluded and enemies of God" (p. 287). More hyper
bole, The only note close to thi s quotat ion identifies Midgley's 
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"Morc Revisioni st Legerdemain" as the source. But it is impos
sible to find anything like this on page 291 of Midgley 's review, 
nor, for that matter, in his entire essay. Ashment is apparently 
upset that Midgley mocked his handling of historical method. 

Ashment proceeds to provide a summary of Van Harvey's 
old arguments, which he thinks answers the critici sm of objec
tivism and hi storicism in Mormon history. But since Ashment's 
handling of texts and positions does not improve, there is little 
sense in continuing. One more laughe r, however, is in order. 
Near the cnd of his essay, Ashmen! claims: 

After basing thei r case against historiography on 
relativism, apologists argue positivistically that thei r 
own perspective " is the true one because it enables us 
to see the facts as they really are," and their conclu
sion is not based on empirical argument but on faith 
and revelation. (p. 292) 

The note is again to Harvey. But what is the "case against 
hi storiography?" Who has ever argued against historiography? 
Who has ever argued "that their own perspecti ve 'is the true one 
because it enables us to see the facts as they really are'?" And 
who based hi s argument on " faith and revelation?" Does 
Ashment even read those he criticizes? 

In the spirit of the list Ashment provides on page 290, I 
would like to offer the foll owing observat ions of Paul 
Feyerabend: 

First thesis: Rational discourse is on ly one way of 
presenting and examining an issue and by no means 
the best. Our new intellectuals are not aware of its 
limitations and of the nature of the things outside. 

Second thesis: Although our new intellectuals ex-
101 the virtue of a rational debate they only rarely con
form to its rules. For example, they don't read what 
they criticize and their understanding of arguments is 
of the most primitive kind. 

Third thesis: Historical studies are treated in a 
summary fashion or are altogether neglected even 
when they constitute the core of an argument. 

Fourth thesis: Confronted with a challenge to ba
sic beliefs (such a<; the belief that science excels above 
all other ways of understanding and mastering the 
world) our new intellectual s usually rec ite standard 
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phrases from the rationalist breviary without argu
ment. The more fundamental the challenge, the more 
sonorous the recitation.29 
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Most of these can be applied to Ashment's essay without modi
fication and to Quinn and Thorp with only slight modification. 

The very best essays in the book are those by Richard 
Bu shman, Martin Marty, Louis Midgley, and David Bohn . 
Marty identifies a "crisis in Mormon historiography" which "has 
to do with the challenge of modern historical consciousness and 
criticism" (p. 169). He identifies the sources of that crisis and 
begins to explore the ways in which some Mormon historians 
and historians of Mormonism have made accommodations to 
that crisis. Louis Midgley's "The Acids of Modernity and the 
Crisis in Mormon Historiography" is a response to Marty' s es
say. Midgley builds and expands on the foundation laid by 
Marty. These essays, when carefully and sympathetically read, 
provide an excellent introduction to the debate concerning objec
tivity , objectivism, historicism, and naturalistic and environmen
tal explanations of Mormonism's founding texts. 

David Bohn ts "Unfounded Claims and Impossible 
Expectations: A Critique of New Mormon History" is a combi
nation of "No Higher Ground," "The Burden of Proof," and 
"Our Own Agenda." In addition, Bohn has also responded to 
Malcolm Thorp's criticisms of his earlier work. Bohn's essay is 
usefu l, if for no other reason, for reading what the most criti
cized and maligned critic of New Mormon History actually has 
to say. 

One of the most frustrating things about Faithful History is 
that, wi th the exception of Louis Midgley's essay, references to 
art icles published in the book arc always to the original article. 
With modern computer technology, it should have been easy for 
Signature Books to provide the correct references to articles 
published in th is vo lume. With a few exceptions, Signature has 
performed a service by collecting these essays in a single loca
tion.lfyou are interested in the current debate about historiogra
phy, you should probably purchase your copy of FaithfuL 
History quickly. Il is not likely to remain in prinL for long. 

29 Paul Feyerabcnd, Science in a Free Society (London: Verso 
EditionslNLB. 1978): 184-90 (emphasis in original). 
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