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The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints was as controversial as it was influential in the settlement of the Wild West. It is easy to lose the positive contributions made by this unusual group in society’s salacious fascination with polygamy. These were a people whose impact tends to be grossly underestimated in spite of the fact that the west was successfully settled, to a large extent, because of them. Theirs is a fascinating story of self-imposed seclusion tinted with a touch of paranoia, coupled with profound arrogance and leading to enormous success both economically and in the growth of their church. The Mormon story is still incomplete because they, themselves hold most of the records of this complex story and choose not the release them. Enough information has been recorded elsewhere though to give a glimpse into this still active and growing group.
I. Non-Traditional Religion/Controversy

A. Revealed to 12 men – Joseph Smith—on golden plates—written by ancient 
prophets and hidden on a mountain---Moroni, the son of Mormon then instructed 
Smith in this revelations eventually giving him the gold plates (Introduction 1)


1. “Concerning this record the Prophet Joseph Smith said: “I told the 


brethren that the Book of Mormon was the most correct of any book on 


earth and the keystone of our religion, and a man would get nearer to God 


by abiding by its precepts, than by an other book”.” (Introduction 1-2)


2. “Those who gain this divine witness from the Holy Spirit will also 


come to know by the same power that Jesus Christ is the Savior of the 


world, that Joseph Smith is his revelator and prophet in these last days, 


and that the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-days Saints is the Lord’s 


kingdom once again established on the earth, preparatory to the second 


coming of the Messiah”. (Introduction 2)


B. Tended to view the rest of the world as outsiders and themselves as the 
“chosen people” adopting terms of Judaism and looking to follow some of that 
Old Testament story


1. Referred to non-members of the faith as “gentiles”. Merriam Webster 


defines gentiles as “pagan or heathen” and as “a person of a non-Jewish 


nation or of non-Jewish faith; especially : a Christian as distinguished 


from a Jew” 



2. “The Jewish homeland that is symbolic of Judaism or of Jewish nation 


aspiration. The ideal nation or society envisaged by Judaism”. (Merriam 


Webster) Zion is often used by the Mormons to refer to the Lord's people 


or to the Church and its stakes


3. Came to view their travels as a Diaspora ---viewed the trek from 


Nauvoo to Utah as the trek from Egypt into the desert --- thrilled to arrive 


at the desert with a salt sea  “In Mormon lore, the saga of thousands of 


emigrants crossing the Great Plains in wagons and afoot rivals the story of 

the Israelites in the Book of Exodus. The parallel was complete when the 


“promised land” in Utah, like that of Palestine, proved also to have a salty 


sea and a fresh-water lake connected by a river”. (Encyclopedia of 



Religion and Society 2)

C. Reasons for dislike and distrust by the outside world



1. “Real and imagined political and economic dominance, as they moved 


en masse from location to another, each time claiming God’s sanction for 


possession of their new homeland” (Encyclopedia 2)


2. Polygamy



a. religious justification




b. practical reasons





i. “One woman was surprised to see that the child was as 




smart as he was because she shared the commonly held 




belief that children born to plural marriages were not as 




bright as other children” ( Daynes 38)



3. Overseas recruitment of converts especially women ---See Washington 


Post article for quote 


4. Economic success that was much greater than those around them




a. Nauvoo




b. Salt Lake City



5. Community cooperation rather than stress on individual achievement




a. “Smith, in fact, had sought to establish control over very nearly 



every arena of his followers’ activity during the decade following 



the formation of the church in 1830, and by the time Nauvoo was 



founded he had been largely successful” (Launius 3)



6. Americans were concerned about the ramifications of such a strong 


theocracy having come here to escape those in Europe 




a. ...social and political order ultimately rested on divine order, 



which was an old World idea that had led to the establishment of 



state religions in Europe and to the rise of organized religious 



persecution there”.(Launius 5)



7. Not considered to be compatible with Christianity




a. “To most political, religious, and legal theorists of post-




Revolutionary America, Christian faith was indispensable to the 



survival of the new nation”.  (Gordon  10)




b. “Most antipolygamists were so alarmed by the Mormons that 



they refused to concede even that latter-day faith was itself 




Christian. For their part, the Latter-day Saints condemned the 



religious and social confusion, the “war of words”, they saw 



`everywhere around them”. (Gordon 11)

II. Legal issues and the Mormons (Galston)

A. Four critical legal cases



1. Reynolds v United States (1878) –said that the govt could forbid 


polygamy in territories



2.Murphy v Ramsey (1885) – Congress could pass a law saying that 


polygamists gave up the right to vote



3.Davis v Beason (1890) excluding ALL members of the Mormon Church 


was consistent with the first amendment and allowable



4. The Late Corporation of the Church of Jesus Christ of the Latter-Day 


Saints v United States –Congress had the power to repeal the corporate 


charter and take its assets


B. Themes of the legal climate (Galston 133)



1. The dispute re polygamy is between civilization and barbarism


2. Polygamy is a direct violation of Christianity, which is made applicable 


to public policy’s inclusion in common law



3. Polygamy is inconsistent with liberty and self-government



4. The free exercise of religion is confined to the realm of inward faith and 

belief and does not extend to actions that express that faith and belief
III. Civil War


A. American opinions and political platforms


1. “In 1854 Charles Sumner tied the Mormon with his “harem” to the 


southern slaver as a wicked company. And Gerrit Smith taunted 



Alexander Stephens on the floor of the House of Representatives by 


asking if Stephens would like “dark-haired men” in Georgia to marry all 


the women they pleased, thus keeping “light-haired men” from having 


wives of their own”. (Hardy 39)


2. Mormons generally republicans/union sympathizers



3. South more sympathetic with Mormon’s polygamy issue because they 


believed it should be determined by the state or territory and NOT by the 


government

IV. Contributions


A. Forced an examination of the church/state laws and helped the nation 
distinguish between the beliefs of a religion and the acts of a religion – also 
reminded us that we are not interested in a theocratic nation and why


B. Aided the Suffrage Movement 



1. Emmeline Wells




a. “Women’s rights and plural marriage were instead 




complementary, since in plural marriage a woman found the 



personal freedom and independence to exercise her rights as a 



member of society” (PBS 2)




b. Due largely to her efforts Utah become the 2nd state to give 



women the right to vote—“fearful of the growing number of 



predominantly male non-Mormons arriving in the territory, (they) 



gave women the right to vote” (PBS 2)


C. Created the most efficient and organized movement westward



1. Invented the roadometer



2. Moved 70,000 people across the 1300 miles to the west leaving 6000 in 


graves (America’s Library 1)

D. Created the methods and science to successfully farm the desert west



1. Redistribution of tithing



2. Deliberate layouts of towns and settlements so that they were close 


enough to support each other but far enough apart so that the problems of 


one didn’t impact the problems of the others

