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Robinson: <em>Early Mormonism and the Magic World View</em> by D. Michael Q

04 BYU Studies

A final example of this distortion by definition is the equation of
phrenology with the “occult.” There 1sn’t any reason in the world to
connect the nineteenth-century belief in phrenology with magic, the
supernatural, or the occult. Phrenology was an empirically based, though
later discredited, scientific view. Modern herbalists or chiropractors may
or may not be correct in their views as to how the human body works, but
those views are based on an empirical rather than a supernatural model,
and the rejection of their views by mainline medicine hardly makes them
devotees of magic and the occult. The case is no different with the
phrenologists. Views are not “occult” just because they are not accepted
by mainline science.

The best part of Quinn’s book 1s the chapter on rods and seerstones,
although here Quinn merely repeats information that has long been
available. Clearly use of these objects was a part of early Mormonism.
But the vital question 1s did these practices have their origin in magic?
Since there are clear biblical precedents of the use of rods and seerstones,
or at the very least since Joseph believed there were, and since there is an
ocean of evidence that Joseph Smith was influenced by the Bible, is it not
more economical to suppose the origin of these practices to be biblical?
To 1gnore the possible biblical origins, where proven precedents exist, in
favor of speculative magical origins, where they do not, violates
Occam’s Razor and introduces another hypothesis that is itself not
proven.

Throughout this entire book Quinn is clutching at straws and
reaching too far. The arguments are a collection of random anomalies
that usually lack any real cohesion. I have not always agreed with
Michael Quinn’s conclusions in the past, but the method of his earlier
work was at least respectable. The real mystery, then, 1s why this book
1s so fragmented, so out of proportion, so very bad? The answer, I believe,
1s 1n the timing of 1its publication. Quinn must have begun his research
when he still had the Hofmann letters and the salamander to serve as the
rock of his hypotheses. It was those solid, indisputable historical
documents that would give credibility to the rest of his data and make his
case come together. Quinn’s speculative notes would merely hang like
decorations on the solid mass provided by the Hofmann documents, and
the greater would justify the lesser. However, as Quinn approached
publication, the Hofmann materials were pulled out from under him,
leaving a huge salamander-shaped hole in the center of his theory. In
chapter 5, on the coming forth of the Book of Mormon, one can still see
remnants of the intended central argument. Even without the Hofmann
material, Quinn still discusses salamanders and toads for no fewer than
ten pages (124-33). But since he can’t demonstrate any connection
between Joseph Smith and the salamander, the whole discussion is
erudite 1rrelevance.
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With the salamander letter and other Hofmann materials, Quinn
had arespectable argument; without them he had a handful of fragmented
and highly speculative research notes. It appears to me that when he was
faced with the choice of seeing months of research go down the drain for
lack of a credible context to put it in or of putting the best face on it and
publishing anyway, Quinn simply made the wrong choice. This would
explain why his remaining arguments are so strained and the scanty
evidence so overworked. This would explain why the book is such a
methodological nightmare. Having lost the turkey at the last minute,
Quinn has served us the gravy and trimmings, hoping we won’tnotice the
difference.

Moreover, I would guess that Quinn knows his work is flawed. He
says that the evidence is “diverse and fragmentary” (226), “subtle” (191),
and “can be demonstrated only circumstantially and inferentially” (78).
The basic weakness can be illustrated by merely stating the thesis in
different terms: Quinn asks us to believe that a twenty-four-year-old
New York farmer spent his entire youth and early adulthood immersed
in the study of magic, to the extent of marrying his wife and begetting his
children out of occult considerations, and then at the peak of this occult
involvement, and motivated by it, he founded a religious movement and
penned an extensive literature that were both so barren of magical
doctrines, terms, or practices that no one noticed the true origins for 158
years.

As I read Early Mormonism and the Magic World View 1 was
reminded over and over again of the style and methodology of Erich von
Déniken’s Chariots of the Gods? Both books are entertaining and
exciting. Both books argue a sensational new theory of origins at odds
with the traditional view. Like von Didniken, Quinn focuses on a handful
of anomalies, shapes his data to fit his theory, and works backward from
his conclusions to his evidence. Like von Diniken, Quinn rejects
obvious, simpler, and more economical explanations for phenomena in
favor of speculative and tortuously hypothetical possibilities.
Von Diniken’s logic, like Quinn’s, often goes from ‘“‘could have,”
“maybe,” and “possibly” to “therefore” and QED. Neither distinguishes
well between plausibility and proof. Like von Déaniken, Quinn often fails
to provide a complete and satisfying context for his data and misrepre-
sents or misinterprets not only the data but the physical evidence as
well. In short, Early Mormonism and the Magic World View, like
von Diniken’s books, makes for titillating reading but as history does
not fare well.
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