Review of Books on the Book of Mormon 1989–2011
Volume 9

Number 2

Article 11

1997

The Strength of the Mormon Position
Neal W. Kramer

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/msr

BYU ScholarsArchive Citation
Kramer, Neal W. (1997) "The Strength of the Mormon Position," Review of Books on the Book of Mormon
1989–2011: Vol. 9 : No. 2 , Article 11.
Available at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/msr/vol9/iss2/11

This Study Aid is brought to you for free and open access by the Journals at BYU ScholarsArchive. It has been
accepted for inclusion in Review of Books on the Book of Mormon 1989–2011 by an authorized editor of BYU
ScholarsArchive. For more information, please contact scholarsarchive@byu.edu, ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu.

Title The Strength of the Mormon Position
Author(s) Neal W. Kramer
Reference FARMS Review of Books 9/2 (1997): 55–67.
ISSN 1099-9450 (print), 2168-3123 (online)
Abstract Review of The Viper on the Hearth: Mormons, Myths, and
the Construction of Heresy (1997), by Terryl L. Givens.

Terryl L. Givens. The Viper on the Hearth:
Mormons, Myths, and the Construction of Heresy.
New York: Oxrord University Press, 1997. x + 205
pp., with index. $35.00.

Reviewed by Neal W. Kramer

The Strength of the Mormon Position
In 1859, John Stuart Mill published his great essay On Liberty.
Chapter 4, "Of the Limits to the Authority of Society over the
Individual," concludes with a brief discussion of how the principles of liberty apply to even the most vexing case of intolerance
Mill has encountered: religious persecution, "a belief that God
not only abominates the act of the misbeliever, but will not hold us
guiltless if we leave him unmolested. tt l Especially troubling is
"the language of downright persecution which breaks out from
the press of this country (Great Britain] whenever it feels called on
to notice the remarkable pheno menon of Mormonism. tt2 Mill
makes no attempt to respect Mormonism, a form of "barbarism"
that countenances marital practices that are no more nor less than
a "riveting of the chains of one half of the community, and an
emancipation of the other from reciprocity of obligation towards
them."3 But he stops short of proposing, as a "recent writer" has,
"not a crusade, but a civilisade, against this polygamous community. to put an end to what seems to him a retrograde step in civilisatio n. "4 Mill's own sense of probity will allow him only to agree
that Mormonism is indeed "retrog rade " while never admitting
that "any community has a right to force another to be
civilised."5
John Stuart Mill, Utilitarianism ; On Ubury; Essay on Bentham (New
York : Meridian Books, 1974).223,
2
Ibid ,
3
Ibid .• 224.
4
Ibid.
l
Ibid.
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Terryl L. Givens, associate professor of English at the University of Richmond, has written an important new book about a significant aspect of this nineteenth-century civilisade, the attempt 10
use fiction to force the Mormons to become civilized. Givens's
book is noteworthy for many reasons. However, r will pay special
attention to three aspects of the work that shed new light on the
strategies used by anti-Mormon writers to represe nt Mormons.
The first of these is Givens's usc of scholarl y methodology more
typical of literary historians than social or political historians. Derived from the theoretical work of Michel Foucault, this "New
Historicism" explores how language is used to establish power
relations, especially as an organized group uses language to exclude "Others" from the social order. Mormon historians have
generally avoided new historicist methods-preferring a literalist
revisionism that has come to be known as the New Mormon History. The second aspect is Givens's idemification of two competing narrative forms that attempt to represent the identity of Mormons: the conversion narrative and the captivity narrative. Givens
focuses our attention on themes of bondage and emancipation in
captivity narmtives, and themes of gathering and separation in
conversion narratives, to show how Mormon identities were constructed in various nineteenth-century texts. The third aspect is
Givens's identification of heresy as the means whereby Mormonism is politicized and vilified in fiction and the press. Rather than
hide from the reality of religious persecution, Givens demonstrates
that even writers who studiously avoid mention of religion as the
basis of their hatred for Mormons rely on the rhetoric of heresy to
condemn Mormon politics or culture.

The New Historicism
The Viper on the Hearth is about representations and images
and the conOict they engender. It exp lores the process whereby
selves and identities are fashioned by forces inside and outside of
communities. Givens exp lains that "the sources of soc ial con fli ct
and religious strife are invariably fraught with images. impressions. anxieties. and fears, none of them easily reducible to hi storical 'facts'" (p. 14). The New Hi storic ism supplies the historian
with psychological and rhetorical tools that can illuminate more
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potential causes of confli ct than the literal "fa cts" alone. This
collection of methods assumes that facts and the documents that
contain them never simply speak for themselves and that writers
often hide their motives of conquest and domination beneath the
subterfuge of objective reporting. Hence, thi s book operates under
the assumption that "images of entire peoples do not take shape
unhindered and unfiltered. like the form s in reflecting pool s.
They are constructions that are shaped by impass ioned political
rhetoric and by media portrayals, by pulpit bombast and b y
travelers' narratives" (p. 14).
Careful ex.amination of representative texts allows Givens to
demonstrate that "The decisive factor in the way Mormonism is
perceived and depicted has to do with its emerge nce from indi ge·
nous origins into a community with cultural autonomy" (p. 17).
That is, Mormons see themselves as more than just another Prot·
estant denomination. And their enemies see them the same way.
Mormons see their uniqueness as something to champion and
celebrate. Their enemies see Mormon culture as so different as to
be perverse ly peculiar and finally worthy of violent extermination.
Mormons see their gospel as purifying a fall en world. Anti·
Mormons see this same gospel as a Satanic perversion of truth that
must be opposed and destroyed. Givens notes that Alexander
Campbell. for examp le. "accused Mormonism of being a Satanic
imitation of hi s own version of primitive Christianity" (p. 68).
Givens's discussions of the Missouri persecutions and the pseudo·
sc ientific discussions of Mormons as a new race illustrate the
point.
The persecutions of Mormons in Missouri , characterized by
violence and death and culminating in the impri sonment of
Joseph Smith and the ex.pulsion of the Mormons from the state,
have been the object of many sCholarly studies . A variety of mo·
ti ves fo r these brutal persecutions has been brought forward.
Some have claimed that Mormons were abolitionists and therefore
automatically targets of Missouri wrath. Others have pointed to
Mormon clan ni shness and voting patlerns as legitimate causes for
frontier alarm. In genera l, though, as Gi vens doc uments, " rece nt
studies ... have attempted to downpl ay or dismiss altogether the
rel igious com ponent to the Missouri persecuti ons" (p.45).
Givens is not persuaded by these studies . "To discount religious
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motivations. . is to ignore the mechani sms by which ideo logy
and acts of self- fashioning work to conceal inhere nt tensions and
inconsistenc ies that arise when espoused values and political imperatives collide" (p. 45).
As Givens sees it, the Missourians took great pains to hide the
re ligious aspect of their persecution of Mormons. They did so
because they knew religious persecution violated their sense o f
themselves as advocates of Jeffersonian and Jacksonian re ligious
toleration. But even though their subterfuge seems to have worked
with some contemporary historians, Givens will not give in to the
temptation to view the conflict in pure ly secular or political te rms.
" An exaggeration of the Mormons as radically. threate ningly
Other was the rhetorical foundation on which the anti-Mormons in
Missouri based Iheir collective dec ision to ' raze 10 the g ro und '
the Mormons' printing office , confi scate the ir prope rty, and expel
their me mbers" (p. 46). But the use of certain rhetorical ploys
should not be so construed as to avoid the importance of und e rstanding "that religious diffe re nce of a particular kind agg ravated, if it di d not generate, the conflict" (p. 46).
The Missouri ruffians' brutal treatment of Mormons mi ght
possibly be attributed to their relati vely unc ivilized or uneducated
background . More difficult to compre hend, though, are the efforts to marginali ze Mormons by describing them as a new a nd
inferior race. This effort is consistent with atte mpts by ma ny writers to "orientalize" Mormons; that is, marginali ze them by co mparing them with Muslims rather than with othe r Christians. Polygamy would seem to be the most obvious source of suc h comparisons, but Givens is quic k to show that a fun dame ntal tenet o f
Mormonism is the more like ly cause. As early as 1834 Joseph
Smith was compared by E. D. Howe " with ' the great prince of
deceivers, M ohammed'" (p. 13 1). Givens therefore argues that
"it was apparently not hi s marital practices, but his claim to prophetic authority and patriarchal rule th at occasioned that appe ll ati on" (p. 131). The fe licity of such comparisons, of course, is that
Joseph 's claims to revelation may be dismissed because he is so
radically different. He simpl y can not be a true prophet. He must,
the refore, resemble a seductively alien deceiver.
Through their association with the Prophet Joseph and his
teachings, all Mormons became tarred with a similar brush. As
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Givens says, "What all such representations share is the function
of throwing into stark relief the un-Christian, un-American, unWestern nature of the Mormon religion" (p. 132). Nothing could
be more un-everything than a new race. Warren Foote, whose interesting diary is an important source of Mormon experience for
Givens, reports the following advice from a woman he met on the
way west in 1846: "If the Mormons would scatter around
amongst the white folks, they could live in peace" (p. 136). The
fascination with Mormon "whiteness" led to some remarkable
discoveries. Perhaps the most outrageous was presented at the New
Orleans Academy of Science in 1861. Based on the report of
Assistant Surgeon Roberts Bartholow of the U.S. Army, Dr.
Samuel Cartwright and Professor C. G. Forshey concluded that a
"new race, the production of polygamy" had emerged. "The
older men and women present all the physical peculiarities of the
nationalities to which they belong; but these peculiarities are not
propagated and continued in the new race; they are lost in the
prevailing type" (p. 137). Givens rightly refers to such "science"
as "inventive literary ethnography," but he also recognizes the
success of this rhetorical strategy in further marginalizing Mormons. This separation of Mormons from other white folks
effectively recategorizes them as non-Americans, opening the
door 10 further attacks and persecution.

Convert or Captive?
Since its organization, the LOS Church has been aggressive
in its attempts to proselyte new members. In fact. it is possible to
see the new convert as the lifeblood of the church. Proselyting
zeal alone, however, cannot effectively account for the church's
phenomenal growth. That growth. in fact. may have been a significant cause of persecution. As Givens acknowledges, "the
Mormons, with their aggressive and phenomenally successful
proselytizing, presented a serious threat to contemporary preachers" (p. 47). The most obvious threat is loss of members. But the
less obvious threat is that Mormonism might be true in just the
ways Joseph Smith proclaims it to be. Givens offers three examples of doctrines that were both fundamental and objectionable. "First, Joseph Smith 'claims to associate with spirits and
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angels.' ... Second was the publication and promulgation of the
Book of Mormot! itself. . . . Soon, Smith's claim to prophet ic
authority was added to the list of offenses against respectable
Christian notions" (p. 58).
Solid evidence of Mormonism's possi ble truthfulness is found
in the narratives of conversion written by new Mormons in the
nineteenth century. A brief ex.ample from a convert's journal
illustrates the typical challenge to "respectable Christianity."

I never had a lighter heart in my life ; indeed, I
mi ght say I never knew what joy was till I became a
Mormon. It appeared to me that I had been blind and
had suddenly received my sight. My mind was enlightM
eoed. everything seemed perfectly plain and natural,
and I was not ashamed to bear testimon y to the truth,
for the Spirit of God bore witness with my spirit that
the Kingdom of God was once more established on the
earth with all its power and authority, even the Holy
Priesthood.6
Anti-Mormons had to find ways to counte r the fervent testimony of such converts that the gospel had been restored. "Cri ti cs
... had a vested interest in framin g their o bjecti ons to Mo rmonism in nonreligiou s terms" (p. 42). But Givens emphasizes th at
the reasons for opposing Mormonism were anything but no nre ligious.
As late as 1898, the multidenomi natio nal League for
Social Service published its manifesto of anti-Mormonism, Ten Reasons Why Chril"tians Cannot Fellowship the Mormon Church. Their major objections? Belief in modern prophets, continuing revelation, a n
authority vested in the priesthood, and a repugnant
doctrine of de ity . (p. 59)
Attackers of Mormonism developed sophisticated responses to
accounts of conversion, constructin g narratives of coerci on and
captivity to ex plain away the proselyting success of Mormons .
6

Frederick William Hurst. Diary of F. IV. Hum, typescript in possession

of the au thor. 13.
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Mormons bore testimony of their choice to leave the world behind
and gather to Zion. Anti-Mormons countered with novels
masquerad ing as memoirs filled with lurid tales of kidnapping.
captivity, and de viance. Givens describes these narratives as
"facilitating a kind of unpoliced rhetorical violence" (p. 108).
Such "memoirs" carried with them "the force and credibility of
the personal account" (p. 110) and so provided a fictional
cou nterbalance to the ongoing actual migration of Americans and
Europeans to Mormon Utah.
Deep anxiety that nearly anyone might be seduced by Mormonism is a possible psychological explanation for such de meanin g fi ctions . "Watching kinsmen and neighbors fall prey to
what was thought to be at a safe remove is downright di sturbing"
(p. 129). Mormon ism thus must be cast as a kind of secret conspiracy which deprives poor innocents of their free will and thei r
virtue. Such capti ves must be taken far away and then carefully
guarded: "se ntries are even posted to keep gentiles out side-and
to keep, as per the usual bondage theme, the Mormon maidens
in" (p. 133). "In this realm of moral desolation. brutality and
depravity know no bounds" (p. 134) . Popular images of new
Mormon converts portray them as victims of powerful forc es inimical to truth, justice, and the American way, who must be taken
far away where they can continue to be mesmerized by their
radicall y Other captors.
Givens defines this anxiety as "the dread of ass imilation"
(p. 138), the fear that anyone even slightly careless could fall under the seducti ve charm of the nex i Mormon missionary to pass
through town. Coping with this dread requires "the insistence that
participation in the alien system cou ld never be the result of consc ious choice. Conversion, in ot her words, was rewritten as coercion" (p. 138). Women are especially vulnerable to the forces of
seduction. Givens reports that Maria Ward 's heroine Ellen explains her "seducti on" by Joseph Smith: "he exerted a mystical
magical influence over me-a sort of sorcery that deprived me of
the unrestricted exercise of free will" (p. 139). She later tries to
break the spell another Mormon has cast over her, but in her
feminine weakness she fail s. " In vain I struggled to break the
spe ll. I was like a flutterin g bird before the gaze of the serpentcharmer" (p. 139). The rationales of these authors are obvious.
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Givens explains that "these mythologies of menial and physical
coercion avoid the unsettling specter of countrymen voluntarily

affiliating themselves with Mormonism. Whm would seemingly
be Mormonism' s vindication thus turns out to be its condemnation- its reliance on converts to the system" (p. 142), One must
somehow account for the steady fl ow of converts by the "magnetic attraction, compulsion, captivity, enslavement, kidnapping"
(p. 138), which ultimately make more sense than the alternative o f
genuine conversion . "Given a choice, the writer of anti -Mormon

fiction does not hesitate. Captivity, not conversion, defines the
narrative structure" (p. 142),

Heresy
The most important contribution of The Viper on the Hearth
is to demystify the rhetoric of heresy. the collection of literary
genres and modes of reporting used to characterize Mormons as
radically different from other Americans. Givens locates the
source of heresy in conflict ing choices. "with competi ng. and
mutually exclusive, options. Heresy is the choice that loses"
(p.77). For there to be heresy, there must also be orth odoxy.
While Givens never says so directly, the implication of his work is
that American orthodoxy is mainline Protestant. Mormonism's
heresy, therefore, lies in its rejection of the basic tenet of Protes·
tanti sm: reformation.
Unlike the reformers who preceded him, Joseph Smit h
insisted that his role was to usher in a new dispensation,
a full restoration of Christianity in its pristine purity.
He proclaimed the apostasy from authentic Chri stianity
complete, the apostolic succession long broken, and
authority to act in God's name completely removed
from the earth. A reinauguratio n, not merely a refo r ~
mation, of Christianity was called for. New scriptures
and new doctrines rapidl y followed, effecting furth er
differentiat ion from contemporary Christ ian faiths.
(p.61)
Joseph Smith's announcement that this was not a mere refor~
mation was also his announceme nt that traditional Protestantism
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was inadequate for salvation . The Book of Mormon is even more
direct. "Beh old there are save two ch urches only; the one is the
church of the Lamb of God. and the other is the church of the
devil; wherefore, whoso bclongeth not to the church of the Lamb
of God belongeth to that great church. which is the mother of
abominations; and she is the whore of all the eart h" (1 Nephi
14:10). Protestants had early recognized the Roman Catholic
church as this whore. Mormons, however, were teaching that God
told Joseph Smith that "all their creeds were an abomination in
hi s sight; that those professors were all corrupt" (Joseph SmithHistory I: 19). And Joseph had asked specifically about Baptists,
Methodists, and Presbyterians. This Mormon announcement of
the essential inadequacy of reformation necessari ly initiates an
inqui sition.
For Givens. heresy "marks the limits of religious freedom
which anyone particular community will tolerate" (p.77). The
limits of religious freedom for Protestants willing to tolerate other
Protestants found definition in the existence of Catholicism on the
one hand and Mormonism on the other. "By general nineteenthcentury consensus, Mormonism was self-evidently beyond the
pa le of mere difference, a fit candidate for the label of heresy"
(p.77). For Protestants, toleration has often meant recogni zi ng a
new sect as appropriate ly Christian. Appropriately Christian typi ca ll y means a willingness to recognize the spiritual effi cacy of
Protestantism. Therefore, a sect which denies spiritual efficacy to
Protestantism is intolerab le. Mormons have understood tolerance
differentl y. While Mormons clai m to be the one true ch urch , they
allow all people the privilege of worshiping as they choose, under
whatever name they choose. Nineteenth-century Americans were
not so ge nerous.
Givens suggests a number of ways in which Mormonism
crosses the line between the barely tolerable and the heret ical. One
of the most interesting is the idea that Mormonism amounts to " a
rehistoricizing of Christ ian ity" (p. 85). The problem with Mormonism is not a part icular doctrine so much as its ann ou ncement
that God speaks to real people in the here and now. For Givens,
"reli gions seem to carry as part of their own sel f-conceiving the
means of obscuring seminal moments of their history, there by
creatin g an opening for the divine, the transcendent, the eternal, to
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intervene a nd create the rupture with historical reality (hat is the
root of the sense of the sacred" (p. 88), Thus the sacred and the
mysterious are combined into a distantly holy other world. The
creation of sacred distance protects the believer from the possible
mockery of the simplicity or even the vulgarity of everyday beliefs. It creates a rhetorical space for allegory instead of history.
Such sacred distance, of course, begs the question of the historical origins of religion. Mormonism transgresses the boundary
between the sacred and the historical from its earliest beginnings.
Smith 's unre le nting anthropomorphizing; the
chronological and geographical specific ity of his encounters with the divine; hi s commitment of heavenly
revelation to the process of transcription, publication,
and marketing; his enactment of prophetic restoration
through the medium of legal incorporation-these and
related aspects of Smith 's work rendered religious a llegorizin g of his message imposs ible. (p. 90)
Joseph Smith stubbornly insisted that he had seen visions and that
they happened in real time and real space. They were hi storical.
"The full est impl ications of this ' heresy' were not unfolded until
the spring of hi s last year, at which point he was publicly teaching
that God himself 'was once as we are now, and is an exalted man,
and sits enthroned in yonder heavens!''' (p. 92). Givens urges us
to see "Mormonism's radicalism"
as its refusal to endow its own ori gins with mythic transcendence, while endow ing those origins with universal
import since they represent the implemen tation of the
fu llest gospel di spensation ever. The effect of this unflin ching primiti vism, its resurrection of original structures and practices, is nothi ng short of the dcmystification of Chri sti anity itself. For Mormonism replicates
the process of canon formation, prophetic utte rance,
communion with supernatura l entities-all this without
the veil of intervening history, mythic ori gins, or tradition. The c hurch is reintegrated into the ongoing flow
of human hi story, origi ns are concrete and proximate,
the process of doctrinal formation is laid bare. (p. 83)
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Mormonism is heretical because it testifies that encounters with the
divine are as real as a trip to the woods or the grocery store. And
that claim threatens to delegitimize the transcendental my stery o f
traditional Chri stianity .
The rhetoric of heresy persists even today as Protestants
charge that Mormons are not Christians. Perhaps the most common form of the charge is that the church is no church at all;
rather, it is a "cult ." Givens notes that "some four hundred 'a nti cult ' groups are curre ntly aimed specifi cally at Mormoni sm"
(p.80). But suc h persistent insistence on the church's cult status
ari ses from anx iety that Mormon heresy may in fact be true. And
if Mormonism is truly Christian, that fact casts considerable doubt
on simi lar claims made by traditional Christians. Givens define s
two very contrad ictory ways in which Mormonism may be taken
to be Christian. "Mormonism's controversial status as a Christian
sect may depend on whether 'Christian' is taken to refer to a historical tradition or a mode of Jesus-centered discipleship, however
idiosyncratic its articulation" (p. 8 1).
The "hi storical tradition " defi nition arises out of the uneasy
relationship between Protestants and Catholics. Protestants rely on
their continuity from Catholicism to leg itimize their claims to be
Christian. But from the very beginnings of the Reformation , Protestant s have had no qualms about calling the Pope antichrist.
There is no stronger cl aim that any church is not Christian than
that. Mormon claillls of origin, however, deny the need for the
historical tradition . In fact, the historical tradition for Mormons
translates into "the great apostasy." Rather than charge Mormons
with havin g perverted the tradition, as had the Catholics, Protestants charge that Mormons have simply denied the tradition. A
charge which Mormons, as Givens remarks, do not deny. As
Orson Pratt taught, a fundamental tenet of the tradition required
ministers to teach their congregations that "th ey were not to believe in anything ex.cept it was bound in their ancient books"
(p. 8 1).
Mormons prefer to define Christian ity indepe ndentl y of any
apostate tradition. They therefore opt for a definition closer to
Givens's " mode of Jesus-centered discipleshi p." That leaves
rhetorical room for tolerance of all claims to worship Christ on the
one hand and for the clai m that Mormonism is exclusively true on
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the other. But it also means that Mormons have typically had little
interest in making any accommodation toward either Protestants
or Catholics. In addition, because Mormons have chosen the sec~
ond definition, they are often dismayed at the ort hodox charge.
"Mormons ... officially and personally find the accusation repugnant, erroneous, and hurtful" (p. 8 1). Givens. however, is a bit
confused by the response. "For Mormons to insist on their Christianity. given that label's evolution as a historically conditioned
category of belief and practice, is to minimize Mormonism's innovations and to subvert its own insistence that restoration rather
than mere reformation was necessary" (p. 81). Givens's exp lanation seems like a perfectly reasonable response to the dilemma,
unless one is unwilling to discount the ongoing propaganda value
of the original charge. Then it becomes much more than a simple
intellectual disagreement. It becomes a question of who will be
saved and who will not, a point which Givens see ms to be mak in g
everywhere else in the book.
The Viper on the Hearth is an important new contribution
to the study of Mormonism and its detractors. Its great strength
lies in its ability to refocus our attention on Mormonism as a religion rather than as a social movement, a political dilemma, or a
peculiar economic system. Not since Richard Bushman's Joseph
Smith and the Beginnings of Mormonism or Lawrence Foster's
Religion and Sexuality has Mormonism been taken so seriously as
a religion by scholars. If Mormonism can be taken seriously as a
religion, then anti -Mormon ism must be seen for what it is: cruel
and repugnant intolerance masquerading as overzealous patriotism or moral crusading. Terryl Givens's book reminds us what " a
great scholar" once told Orson F. Whitney:
You Mormons are all ignoramu ses. You don't even
know the strength of your own position . It is so st ron g
that there is on ly one other tenable in the whole Christian world. and that is the position of the Catholic
Church . The issue is between Catholicism and Mormonism. If we are right, you are wrong; if you are right
we are wrong; and that's all there is to it. The Protestants haven' t a leg to stand on. For if we are wrong,
they are wrong with us, since they were a part of us and
went out from us; while if we are right. they are apos-
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tatcs whom we cut off long ago. If we have the apostolic succession from St. Peler, as we claim, there was
no need of Joseph Smith and Mormonism; but if we
have not that success ion, then such a man as Joseph
Smith was necessary, and Mormonism 's attitude is the
on ly consistent one. It is either the perpetuation of th e
Gospel from ancient times, or the reslOration of th e
Gospel in latter days.7
And that , as Givens so carefull y presents. is the essential ground of
all orthodox persec uti on of Mormons. That, as Whitney wrote so
long ago, is the "Strength of the 'Mormon' Position ."

7
Orson F. Whitney, The Sirengili of Ihe 'Mormon' Po ririon (Salt Lake
City: Oeseret News Press. 19 17), 9- 10.

