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“Murder and Mystery Mormon Style”: Violence
as Mediation in American Popular Culture

Terryl Givens

“Is there any group you wouldn’t pick on?”
“Mormons. You don’t pick on Mormons. They’ve been picked on enough.
I mean look at Marie Osmond. She’s a Mormon.”

—Interview with Andrew Dice Clay

Nineteenth-Century Popular Fiction: Heresy and Violence

In the late nineteenth century, when anti-Mormon hysteria was at a
fevered pitch, a U.S. senator rose to suggest that Mormon barbarism
now extended to the offering of human sacrifices in their temple,! and
a prominent preacher accused Mormons of masterminding evils rang-
ing from the destruction of the Christian home to the assassination of
President Garfield.2 Providing constant fuel to the fires of animosity
was a wide array of popular fiction writers. Beginning in the 1850s and
continuing into the present century, the list of ready users and abusers
of the Mormon image in fiction would eventually include such notables
as Arthur Conan Doyle and Robert Louis Stevenson abroad, and Arte-
mus Ward, Jack London, and Zane Grey at home. All told, perhaps two
hundred novels and short stories featured Mormon villains promi-
nently in the first hundred years of the Church’s existence (1830-1930).3
Two features of these fictional representations were noteworthy, and
contrast significantly with the ways that popular culture has come to
mediate cultural conflict today.

First, it was clear that a primary challenge that early Mormonism
represented to the culture of Jacksonian America was that of the hereti-
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cal. Theocratic ambitions, rhetoric of empire building, and an unsettling
tendency of the Mormons to vote en bloc and wield their collective bal-
lot like a weapon were certainly compounding factors in anti-Mormon
violence, but the initial conflicts were doctrinal. Just as the fires of the
Inquisition burned the deviant Christian but spared (often by way of ex-
pulsion) the professing Jew, so has America’s fiercest religious intoler-
ance been reserved for those who stake a claim to Christian affiliation
while remaining outside the consensual orthodoxy that even as plural-
istic a society as that of the nineteenth century managed to sustain. It is
perhaps obvious that the threat posed by the heretical is particularly se-
vere because contamination is always already silently at work. And be-
cause the heretic shares a common origin with the orthodox, his
presence is more difficult to detect than that of the infidel.

Heterodoxy proliferated wildly in the nineteenth century. Lieu-
tenant-Colonel A. M. Maxwell was a British officer who toured the
United States in 1840. One of his first observations was that “there
seems to be no lack of churches nor of persuasions, and church-going
seems to be all the rage.”* But after some time in the States, he had had
his fill. He found the Episcopalians and Presbyterians, even the Uni-
versalists, respectable enough. But a Shaker service left him “sick and
indignant” (I:98), and he passed near a meeting of “about 4000 moun-
tebank Methodists, commonly called Campers,” which he found a
“sauntering sect.” In exasperation, he finally complained that he was
“really sick and tired of hearing of the Mathiasites and Mormonites,
Jumpers, Shakers, Lynchers, Saturday Saints,” and others (I:246). No
doubt it was hard to keep track. The 1844 American edition of History of
All Christian Sects lists as some of the denominations then current (in ad-
dition to more orthodox varieties) Dunkers, Sabbatarians, Hicksites,
Shakers, Sandemanians, Swedenborgians, Campbellites, Bereans,
Come-Outers, Millenarians, Millerites, Wilkinsonjans, and Mor-
monites.5 An 1849 almanac adds River Brethren and Schwenkfelders to
the list.6 Numerous others were too shortlived to make it into print, like
the Bowery Hill followers of the remarkable Robert Matthews,
“Matthias,” a New York neighbor of Joseph Smith who in 1830 pro-
claimed himself a messiah but ended his career incarcerated for feeding
arsenic-laced blackberries to some of his flock.”

Indeed, so many were the outbreaks of religious nonconformity in
Joseph Smith’s neighborhood alone that David Reese published in 1838
a volume called Humbugs of New York: Being a Remonstrance against Pop-
ular Delusion; Whether in Science, Philosophy, or Religion. Mormonism
merited barely a mention, given the “kindred enormities of Matthias”
and the “multitudes who believe in ‘Animal Magnetism,” subscribe to
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‘Phrenology,” are the willing victims of every form of ‘Quackery,” and
have adopted the creed and practice of “ultraism.” “8

Nevertheless, while these other religions created hardly a blip on
the political scene, Mormonism, from its founding in 1830 to the turn
of the century, was to become the subject of persecutions, mobbing, a
state extermination order, editorials, religious pamphleteering, Con-
gressional committee hearings, federal legislation, and several national
political platforms. A recent bibliography lists almost 1,500 govern-
ment documents pertaining to Mormonism in the first 100 years of its
existence.?

The reason is not hard to fathom. Compounding Mormonism'’s
status as heretical was its ambivalent cultural identity. On one hand,
with its communalism, autocratic theocracy, and polygamy, Mor-
monism was clearly far outside the mainstream of American culture. On
the other hand, writers as disparate as Tolstoy and Harold Bloom have
considered Mormonism, in spite of its radical unorthodoxy, the quin-
tessentially American religion.’ This paradox is well captured by soci-
ologist Thomas O'Dea, who goes to the heart of the peculiar challenge
Mormonism represents. The religion is, he writes, “the clearest example
to be found in our national history of the evolution of a native and in-
digenously developed ethnic minority.”!! In the case of Mormonism,
then, we have a body of religious, social, economic, and political beliefs
and practices which are perceived to be out of sync with mainstream
American values. But the group holding them is, historically and ethni-
cally, American to the core. The Amish, to mention another example of
heterodoxy, manifest a similar degree of group solidarity. But they are
bounded both by distinctive, visible markers and by a self-imposed iso-
lation. The Spiritualists, to pose a much larger example, numbered in
the hundreds of thousands by the time of the Civil War and were well
outside Christian orthodoxy, but they were not characterized by any-
thing approaching the group cohesion, let alone the ethnicity, that
O’Dea imputes to the Mormons. The Mormons’ lack of self-manifesting
characteristics, common ties of blood and history, the cosmopolitanism
of their members, the ordinariness of their cultural and intellectual com-
position12—these features, in combination with a burgeoning convert
pool which knew no boundaries, create a secular counterpart to the cri-
sis provoked by the heretical.

In a nativist, Jacksonian period especially, the confluence of reli-
gious heresy with a kind of cultural heresy was fatal. Unlike Catholics,
Jews, Irish immigrants, or African-Americans, the Mormons could not
be easily categorized or identified in terms of foreign origins and thus be
as readily exorcised from the body politic (though their “gathering” and
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eventual flight to Utah made this nearly possible). A certain uneasiness
with revolutionary religious or social practices being exhibited within
the American heartland is itself understandable enough, especially if
they are deemed abhorrent and immoral by mainstream Anglo-Ameri-
can Protestants. Such was surely the response to claims of supernatural
visitations, a profoundly authoritarian church government, and such
practices as communalism and, eventually, polygamy. But such prac-
tices and beliefs are doubly threatening if they cannot be relegated to a
foreign culture or “otherness.” Potential converts to Mormonism shared
with the adherents ethnic, political, racial, and geographic realms. Few
tangible signs of distinctness were available as a hedge against contam-
ination. It was for this reason that Mormonism presented a particularly
devilish challenge for psychic distancing. Hindus practicing suttee in
faraway India may have been but a curiosity to a nineteenth-century
American; watching kinsmen and neighbors fallen prey to what was
thought to be at a safe remove is downright disturbing.

Insofar as Mormonism was merely a heretical “other,” its appro-
priation as a stock source of villainy was shaped by the stereotypes their
peculiar practices and beliefs generated, the literary genres into which
the characters were written, and the ideological investment which pur-
veyors of popular fiction had as self-fashioning Americans. In this re-
gard, the case of Mormons in fiction may be seen to share much with
representations of the Other generally. But unlike the subjects usually
chosen for exemplary otherness, Mormons represented a virtually
unique case of an Other which was, with ultimately and profoundly dis-
turbing implications, an ethnic community not subject to the same
means of exorcism as communities racially or geographically distinc-
tive. This dilemma is the most recurrent plot device in early anti-
Mormon fiction. The dread of assimilation, the anxiety of seduction,
whether sexual, religious, or political, is unmistakable in scores of fic-
tive accounts.

The case is perhaps best put forth by one of the first of the anti-
Mormon novels to appear, The Mormoness; or the Trials of Mary Maverick,
by John Russell (1853). This novel, which purports to be “a narrative of
real events,” is fraught with a highly ambiguous voice and a perpetu-
ally deferred resolution of vilification and indulgence. Ostensibly, the
work is a generous-hearted condemnation of anti-Mormon intolerance.
The action unfolds in a small community known as Sixteen Mile Prairie.
There, religious liberty is the order of the day, except when it comes to
Mormonism. Such is the “state of public opinion” concerning this “de-
luded” religion that “hundreds . . . would gladly have exterminated the
whole sect.”13 In fact, Russell does chronicle an actual massacre perpe-
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trated against the Mormons in Missouri, the one at Haun’s Mill.14
Narrating the gruesome details, Russell laments with lofty moral in-
dignation that “our institutions, which guarantee the freedom of reli-
gious opinion to the Jew, the Mahometan, the Pagan, and even to the
atheist, afforded no protection to the Mormon”(55). The Mormoness,
widowed by the tragedy, goes on to become a sister of charity and dies
in saintly service.

The generous voice of indignation that constitutes the ostensible
narrative is inconsonant with a much more troubling, counterpoint nar-
rative unfolding at the level of psychological drama. The hero of the
story is the good “gentile” James Maverick, whose worthiness “no phre-
nologist accustomed to the study of human character would have
doubted” (39). He is “deadly hostile” to the Mormons, but with good
reason—the casualties of the Mormon missionary effort are striking
closer and closer to home. “Men he had known from childhood . . . had
fallen into the fatal snare of Joe Smith”(42). When a Mormon preacher
comes to town, James scrupulously refuses to attend his sermons. With
chilling suggestiveness, we are informed that his wife has “too much
gentleness and goodness in her heart to find room for such [cynicism],
even against the vilest of the human race” (42). Her innocence is, of
course, her downfall. She attends the meetings and is gradually swayed
by the preacher’s “ingenious sophistry” (53). Respite from James'’s anx-
iety seemingly appears in the form of a stranger who calls unexpectedly
one day:

For an instant Maverick gazed upon him with speechless surprise,
then, uttering the exclamation, “Why! Mr. Wilmer!” sprang from
his seat, seized the hand of the stranger, and shook it with the most
cordial gratification. He was in the act of introducing the new-
comer to his wife, when he learned, to his overwhelming aston-
ishment, that this was no other than the Mormon preacher who
had held forth to the people of the settlement the night before, at
the school house. . .. [T]The thought had not once struck him as
possible that Mr. Wilmer, of all others, could be deluded into a be-
lief of Mormonism. (49)

At this point, the horror of the inevitable is palpable. James himself, left
without gentile friend, wife, or refuge from the allure of Mormonism,
succumbs within a matter of pages.

The text is thus a curious blend of moralistic flag waving in de-
fense of religious toleration, a spirited condemnation of the “mobs and
lynch law” Russell chronicles on one hand, and, on the other, a novel of
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psychological horror, the drama of a relentlessly encroaching menace
that spirjtually devours James’s neighbors, his wife, an old friend, and,
inevitably, himself as well. Thus, while protesting the injustice of anti-
Mormon violence with one voice, Russell is, with another, projecting
onto the character of James an anxiety sufficiently disturbing—and war-
ranted—to excuse the most extreme measures imaginable for self-
preservation.

The example of this author divided against himself may serve as
a paradigm of the peculiar anxiety of seduction provoked by Mor-
monism, a consequence of factors that distinguish Mormonism and its
effects from other social conflicts and their literary treatments. One
other example will suffice to introduce most of the themes typical of
anti-Mormon literature, while echoing the agonized self-contradictions
of The Mormoness. In a Frank Merriwell adventure by Burt Standish,
published in the nickel Tip Top Weekly (1897), the cyclist hero from Yale
finds himself in “the lost valley of Bethasda” where a band of Mormons
“have built up a town that is shut off from the rest of the world—a town
of which few outside its boundaries know anything at all.”15 Once in the
valley, the cyclist and his friend are called upon by a Mormon youth to
save his lover from being forced into plural marriage with an aged
lecher. Frank agrees to help out. They are themselves caught, but rescue
the couple and make good their escape from the community.

The “author of Frank Merriwell” appears torn between the sensa-
tionalism to which Mormonism so readily lends itself (polygamy and
secret temple rites) and his self-appointment as a moral instructor of
youth (he digresses for several paragraphs when his heroes drink at a
well, to lecture on the virtues of spring water and the evils of the bottle).
So even as the hero’s alter ego is proclaiming “I am getting a different
opinion of the Mormons than I once had. . . . I believe some of the wild
stories told about their religion, and their ways are a mess of lies” (9),
they are on their way to an encounter that gives the lie to such lofty tol-
eration:

They came to a square chamber, which was lighted by flaring,
smoking torches. In a semi-circle at one end of the chamber sat
twelve cloaked and cowled figures, their garments of somber
black. . . . Then the figure that wore the bear’s head . . . stood and
read a passage from the . .. Mormon Bible.(24)

And while the hero anticipates their execution by means of “the pit of
fire” (a grisly fate reminiscent of Poe’s work), this same companion is
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repeatedly insisting that “These men are not Mormons! ... At their
worst, the Mormons never destroyed their enemies in such a manner”
(26). The point, of course, is that such incredulity proves suicidal. After
Frank and Jack effect their escape, they are warned by a wise old hermit
to tell no man their tale, as it will never be believed. We see here an au-
thor clearly at cross-purposes with himself. Inclined on one hand to dis-
miss fantastical representations of Mormon outrages through the voice
of the reasonable Jack, his character ultimately comes to represent
naiveté, not reason, as the fantastical has vividly been made actual be-
fore our very eyes. Disarming tolerance through the fictive defeat of
skepticism, and preempting disbelief through the metafictive warning
of the old hermit, the author fulfills the function of the guardians at the
gates of Bethasda. As Mormonism remains a foreign realm impenetra-
ble by the railroad or the gentile culture it represents, so will represen-
tations of Mormonism remain forearmed against the assaults of reason
or skepticism.

Capitulation to the “Mormon menace” or its annihilation by an
intolerant populace do not, however, represent the only options, meta-
phors of Mormonism as a moral cancer notwithstanding. Fiction offers
a way of mediating such contending imperatives. History, it has been
said, is written by the victors. But in the same sense, so is “Literature.”
Consequently, mainstream notions of what it means to be African-
Amerian or Jewish or Chinese have traditionally been shaped not as a
result of reading slave narratives, the Talmud, or Confucius. Rather, the
West’s traditional canon of ethnic education would more likely include
Uncle Tom'’s Cabin, The Merchant of Venice, and Charlie Chan mysteries.
Caricature, of course, is the exaggeration of particular identifiers, often
with comic effect. But in literary representations of other cultures, the
author has the power to choose those characteristics that will be con-
sidered fundamental, definitive, of that cultural identity. Those charac-
teristics chosen for exaggeration or focus generally serve the function of
emphasizing difference. Racial features, linguistic patterns, dietary
identifiers, or other areas of cultural distinctness are seized upon and
exploited to secure and solidify a sense of otherness. Such caricature of-
ten assumes a relatively benign face, secure in the bubble of identity, of
selfhood, which the very exaggeration of the “other” has served to cast
into relief. Such has often been the case, for example, with Orientalism.
From Marco Polo to the Impressionists, Asia served as the stuff of cu-
riosity and amusement. Oriental motifs were popular in design and ar-
chitecture, the harem recurs as a realm in which sexual fantasy may
safely find unbridled expression, and the Moslem is, if anything, useful
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as a narrative mask through which Western, not Eastern, culture is cri-
tiqued (Montesquieu’s Persian Letters and Goldsmith’s Citizen of the
World for example).

Almost contemporaneous with the rise of Mormonism as a dis-
tinct religious community is a tendency to caricature the new religion.
Not coincidentally, one of the most pervasive forms this caricature took
was the Orientalization of Mormonism. Superficial parallels provided
the basis for a depiction that seemed to relegate Mormonism to the safe
realms of the primitive, the pagan. Even a casual perusal of American
fiction about Mormons reveals a pervasive appeal to comparisons with
Oriental religion. Sydney Bell paints a vivid portrait of “Joe Smith” rul-
ing his “tens of thousands like an oriental despot.”¢ Charles Clark
claims that the Mormon city of Salt Lake “wears a distinctly Oriental
appearance,”l” and Jennie Switzer compares the “cruel wickedness of
the Mormon church” with Hindu practices.’® Arthur Conan Doyle is
one of many who refer to Mormon harems, and James Oliver Curwood
calls one of his villains an “Attila of the Mormon kingdom.”1? Joseph
Smith and, later, Brigham Young are but “American Mohammeds”;
even a popular text on the religion entitled Mormonism: The Islam of
America bears out this widespread practice.20

Science would participate in this same ethnic construction that
fiction did. In a meeting of the New Orleans Academy of Sciences in
1861, Dr. Samuel Cartwright and Prof. C.G. Forshey gave a paper using
parts of a report made by Assistant Surgeon Robert Barthelow of the
U.S. Army, “The Effects and Tendencies of Mormon Polygamy in the
Territory of Utah.” The findings described characteristics of the new
racial type:

The yellow, sunken, cadaverous visage; the greenish-colored eye;
the thick, protuberant lips; the low forehead; the light, yellowish
hair, and the lank, angular person, constitute an appearance so
characteristic of the new race, the production of polygamy, as to
distinguish them at a glance. The older men and women present
all the physical peculiarities of the nationalities to which they be-
long; but these peculiarities are not propagated and continued in
the new race; they are lost in the prevailing type.?!

In the case of Mormonism, however, such strategies of caricature
prove ineffective. For it is hardly consoling to construct the enemy as
alien if, as O'Dea reminds us, that enemy is indigenous. This situation,
I argue, has the consequence that this Orientalizing exhibits none of the
benign associations that have been often part of more traditional forms
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of Orientalism. The pejorative nature of the comparison rather bespeaks
a sense of outrage that what presents itself as “us” (Mormonism is, af-
ter all, a religion laying claim to being quintessentially American and
Christian) is in reality more like “them,” meaning Oriental in precisely
those ways which are un-American and un-Christian.

By themselves, then, such strategies of caricature and physical
containment are insufficient. The distance suggested by Orientalizing
or otherwise reconfiguring the “other” is not, ultimately, a convincing
one in the case of a group that continues to subvert or seduce its mem-
bers from among the “us.” It is my argument that Orientalizing the Mor-
mons proves insufficient as a device to allay the dread of assimilation
which motivates much anti-Mormon representation.

Violence as Mediation

Because heresy is contagion, options for dealing with the Mormon men-
ace were usually seen as fairly absolute; “Exterminate—or be extermi-
nated” reads the preface to one ant-Mormon work of the nineteenth
century.22 But as Richard Hofstadter has pointed out, even the paranoid
style is usually employed by reasonable people who prefer other op-
tions.? So we find that even narrators of such vehemently anti-Mormon
works as The Mormoness(1853) and Frank Merriwell(1897) are marked by
a bizarrely conflicted voice, which depicts with horror and sympathy
the anti-Mormon atrocities but exhibits an equal degree of consterna-
tion about the consequences of toleration. As well as being morally
problematic, the recourse to violence against the Mormons was ulti-
mately ineffective. Persecution and pogroms finally drove the Saints out
of the United States in 1847, but the Church continued to thrive, mis-
sionaries spread throughout America and Europe, and the “Mormon
Problem” became a social and political preoccupation for the next gen-
eration or-two. In lieu of the solutions persecution and banishment
offered, a rendering of Mormonism more efficacious than mere Orien-
talizing was employed to allay the anxiety of seduction so evident in
works like the two mentioned above. Not surprisingly, both Russell and
Standish find such a middle way, by which cultural conflict comes to be
mediated by a particular fictive representation of violence.

One alternative to the construction of a comforting distance
through attempted displacement (represented above by Orientalizing),
is to insist that participation in the alien system could never be the re-
sult of the exercise of free will. And it is at this point that virtually all
versions of the Mormon menace employ a generic structure that re-
solves this anxiety of conversion. Mesmerism, hypnotism, captivity, en-
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slavement, bondage, kidnapping, coercion—these words and images
pervade virtually the entire range of works in which Mormons figure as
characters.

Switzer chronicles the Mormons’ ill-defined “power over
women,”? and Dan Coolidge portrays one of many victims “swayed
[by a Mormon] . . . against her will by the touch of his hands and the
power of his masterful eyes.”? Standish and Coolidge concur in im-
puting to the Mormon leaders hypnotic power over women and men.2

Maria Ward’s “true narrative” of her captivity among the Mor-
mons explains that Joseph Smith “exerted a mystical magical influence
over me—a sort of sorcery that deprived me of the unrestricted use of
free will.”?’ In fact, she claims, all Mormon elders were practitioners of
this mesmeric technique, which had been obtained by Smith “from a
German peddler, who, notwithstanding his reduced circumstances, was
a man of distinguished intellect and extensive erudition. Smith paid
him handsomely, and the German promised to keep the secret.”28 Maria
Ward thereby spilled the beans on Mormonism’s German peddler con-
nection to an audience of more than 60,000 readers by 1866 (417).

Gazes of the serpent-charmer and mysterious influences abound,
but even more frequent is out-and-out violence. Curwood describes an
island kingdom is which the women are kept in line by whips and slave
hounds. Zane Grey and Arthur Conan Doyle both draw Utah as a vast
prison guarded over by avenging angels who track down escaping
women.?? And an early nickel-weekly paints Brigham Young as a despot
who dispatches his minions on raids to provide Mormon harems with
white slaves.30

The list is endless, and the psychology, I think, fairly transparent.
The distance suggested by Orientalizing the “Other” is not, ultimately,
a convincing one in the case of a group which continues to subvert or
seduce its members from among the “Us.” If identification with what is
anathema is not precluded ethnically or geographically, one’s sense of a
stable, uncontaminated self can at least be assured by denying the func-
tion of choice in whatever assimilation by the “other” does occur. Sup-
plementing the denial of such ongoing absorption by means of artfully
contrived barriers, we find the insistence that those very practices
which threaten to engulf (or seduce) us could never be the result of con-
scious choice.

The result is a representation of Mormonism in popular American
fiction that functions rather like the lawyer’s argument by alternative.
Don'’t worry about Mormonism—it’s too exotic to touch us. And even if
it does claim a few victims, at least they don’t go willingly. Ironically,
then, violence becomes the fictive way of mediating radical difference,
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and caricature disarms anxiety by pretending to exacerbate it. We thus
see a persistent erasure of agency, the elimination of will, in early rep-
resentations of the Mormon experience. Only in the absence of volition
was the phenomenon of conversion to such otherness thinkable.3! Into
the vacuum thus created, those familiar plot devices of mesmerism and
bondage unfold. These literary practices, attempts to evoke the exotic
and invoke the violent, represent two strategies to contain a threatening
Other which proves resistant to both extermination and assimilation.

Contemporary Caricature: Genre as Mediation

Among contemporary works of fiction, some of the old Mormon cari-
catures continue to resurface in fairly generic ways. Popular romance
writer Jennifer Blake, for example, can always invoke the foil of a “fa-
natic Elder Greer, who called his wanton desires the ‘will of God,” “ to
contrast with her slightly more monogamous hero Ward Dunbar.32 Mys-
tery writer Tony Hillerman can exploit the Mormon figure in equally
melodramatic ways. The mysterious entity behind strange happenings
in The Thief of Time turns out to be Brigham (!) Houk, a schizophrenic
triple murderer (of his mother and siblings) who tortures frogs and bab-
bles about the devil and the angel Moroni.33

Perhaps surprisingly, in the academic world as well—as books like
Paul Fussell’s recent work remind us—selective bigotry continues to
find intellectual respectability if the target is Mormons, fundamental-
ists, or other groups not yet beneficiaries of the “new tolerance.” In his
BAD: The Dumbing of America, Fussell suggests that “the creeping nin-
compoopism” that threatens to engulf our culture had its origins in the
rise of Mormonism!3 One explanation for such continuing bigotry is of-
fered by religious historian Martin Marty. “Fundamentalists,” he notes,
“seem to be one of the few groups that have no effective anti-defamation
lobby.”35 (Ironically, he has himself been cited as an example of “the bla-
tant prejudice against fundamentalists in American academe.”)%

In the case of Mormonism, at least, an additional explanation of-
fers itself. Through the nineteenth century, Mormonism lent itself read-
ily to a political discourse largely preoccupied with questions of
American identity. What values made the Union worth preserving?
What criteria were relevant in the admission of a territory to statehood?
How would the new Republican party define itself? Likening polygamy
to slavery, as the first Republican Party platform-did, comparing
Brigham Young to an Asian despot, representing Mormon women as
victims and frontier heroes from Captain Plum to Buffalo Bill as their
saviors, accounting for the Prophet Joseph Smith’s martyrdom as the
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penalty for his violation of the right to a free press—in these and many
other scenes, Mormonism made available to the playwrights of the
Great American Saga the heroes and antiheroes, the virtues and vices,
of that dramatic self-creation.

The Center Doesn’t Hold

Today the Mormon caricature has changed considerably, but so has the
plot. Beginning in the 1950s, Mormonism entered a new era of re-
spectability. Klaus Hansen has made a case for the “bourgeoisification”
of Mormon culture,?” evidence of which might be alleged in a variety of
examples: Howard Hughes choosing Mormons as his personal aides,
since they exemplify clean living and trustworthiness; the tendency of
the FBI and the CIA to recruit heavily among the LDS population, ex-
ploiting their reputation for moral standards, patriotism, and family
values; Mariott exemplifies the successful Mormon business ethic, and
a Mormon apostle (Ezra Taft Benson) becomes one of the most popular
cabinet members of President Eisenhower’s administration. In 1992,
two of Bush’s most visible aides were prominent Mormons.

A perusal of contemporary novels reveals that the Mormon image
in fiction has swung accordingly. Two writers dealing most explicitly
with Mormon characters and setting reflect the new ambiguities and
dilemmas facing modern caricaturists of Mormonism. Like many of his
nineteenth-century predecessors, Edgar Award nominee Robert Irvine’s
perspective is shaped by his past affiliation with the church (“He comes
from a prominent pioneer family,” the book jacket advertises). Indeed,
the most salient—and salacious—features of early anti-Mormon fiction
are also present in his works; he has written several successful “Moroni
Traveler” mysteries set in contemporary Utah, which presumably “give
the reader a very compelling glimpse into this fascinating subculture”
and reveal “telling details of its church-dominated region.”3é And what
a subculture it is!

Church security is Orwellian, involving spies as young as twelve
years old. Even public payphones are monitored by the church, hidden
TV cameras are everywhere, and computers keep detailed records on all
aspects of members’ lives. And when Mormons aren’t glutting their lust
in polygamy, they’re joining celibate male cults: “fifteen or twenty men
dressed in black trousers and white home-spun shirts. All wore strag-
gly beards that made them look like Orthodox Jews.”?® They don’t wear
zippered pants, since “They’re an invention of the devil” (107). They are
antiwomen and antisex, and engage in bizarre “touching” rituals.

Like Hillerman and Blake, Irvine makes a token gesture of dis-
tancing himself from anti-Mormonism by imputing the evils in his fic-
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tion to fringe groups. Ultimately, however, he ignores his own dis-
claimers. Not only do the fundamentalist cults practice polygamy, but
in fact “a lot of Mormons around here, Mormons in good standing, have
more wives than the law allows.”# When heinous murders occur, the
distinction between cultists and mainstream Mormons again evapo-
rates: “She’d been strung up by her feet and butchered. The Mormon
way” (CH 134). As with Zane Grey and Conan Doyle, the Danites, a se-
cret Mormon terrorist organization with alleged ties to the church hier-
archy, are suggested as likely suspects (“whatever their present-day
duties, membership was a closely guarded secret”) (CH 14).

With the fiction of Cleo Jones, also self-advertised as “an ex-Mor-
mon,” the setting is equally horrific. In addition to deranged fanatics,
totalitarian church government, intrusive surveillance, and pervasive
polygamy, we find a cover-up of church involvement in Watergate, the
Bay of Pigs, and Kennedy’s assassination.4! To top it off, Mormons have
“five times the child murder rate!” and vividly described rampant child
abuse (“Her stomach was all puffed up and yellow and trembling like—
like . . . “ [195]). Jones sees Mormon obsessiveness with sex reaching as
far as their famous icon, which she calls “the great phallic tabernacle
organ” (164).

So far, these novelists sound like dredged-up hate mongers from
the Jacksonian period, writing in the familiar paranoid style. But these
modern caricatures of Mormonism are not without some surprising per-
mutations. For in the nineteenth century, heresy was self-explanatory as
an etiology of evil. Difference, especially radical difference, carried with
it its own taint of transgression. In contemporary representations, dif-
ference and evil are not at all synonymous; in a changed moral climate,
new grounds for censure clash jarringly with mechanically employed
stereotypes. Not surprisingly, novels like Irvine’s and Jones’s are rid-
dled with traces of this dissonance. Thus, we have Traveler’s flash of in-
sight: “For the first time, he truly understood ... why Mormons still
swore temple oaths against the federal government” (CH 134). Unfor-
tunately, the resurrection of this frequent nineteenth-century allegation
collides with a depiction of a society that he has already characterized
as patriotic to a fault. The Mormons, he reminds us in every one of his
novels, have taken over the once Catholic-dominated FBI; and as Jones
is at such pains to point out, BYU is the third largest supplier of army
officers (73), and the current prophet is dismissed as that “John Birch So-
ciety President” (192).

Similarly, and even more revealingly, Jones and Irvme run into dif-
ficulties when they revive the single most ubiquitous charge against
Mormonism, in the face of their othérwise decidedly modern critique.
Both are fond of depicting polygamy in the traditional way—a thinly
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veiled “justification for [Mormon] lust” (GG 25). Mormon villainy in an-
other of his novels takes the form of a conspiracy between two men to
drug and systematically rape virtually every woman in an entire com-
munity (Called Home). But when it comes to exploring the causes of Mor-
mon depravity, Irvine and Jones fall into similar contradiction. An
excessive devotion to conservative notions about sexual morality turns
out to be the problem. Thus, in Angel’s Share, we have the case of a
crazed serial killer who thinks he is the reincarnation of Jack the Ripper.
He hunts down and sexually mutilates his young victims. The culpritis
known to be the head Mormon Apostle’s son, but the explanation is dis-
covered by the non-Mormon detective: “It’s all my fault,” confesses the
fiancée of the murderer’s friend. “I wouldn’t sleep with Heber before he
left for England. . . . But I now see that  was wrong” (AS 187). Such sex-
ual deprivation makes Heber and his companion easy prey to a prosti-
tute seductress, and the ensuing guilt drives one to celibacy and the
other to madness.

In like fashion, in Prophet Motive (“Murder and Mystery—Mormon
Style,” as the cover blurb states), Jones depicts another deranged Mor-
mon missionary, who she intimates is pushed over the brink by strict
sexual standards and resultant sexual paranoia. Our “gentile” protago-
nist listens sympathetically to the lunatic’s ravings: “I remember those
missionary days when you weren’t allowed to think of women” (26). By
contrast, this same healthy, neurosis-free (and non-Mormon) chief of
police knows enough to get out of these sexually repressed relation-
ships. He leaves his Mormon wife because “you can sure get tired of be-
ing on top of a praying woman” (41). So Mormon polygamy is the
institutionalization of unbridled lust, while at the same time the insti-
tutional repression of passion is ruining marriages, unhingeing mis-
sionaries, and creating serial killers.

Most telling of all, however, is Jones's explicit assessment of Mor-
monism’s corruptive power. As her hero zeroes in on the crazed killer
(who has, with fairly transparent symbolism, murdered her husband
and concealed his body in a Mormon food storage bin), he describes the
climactic confrontation:

This is the true face of evil, I thought. But I knew immediately that
that wasn't true either—that she was just a pudgy housewife be-
fore the high shelves of canned raspberries that told of her valiant
effort to do right and strive for perfection.(186)

As the cover blurb makes clear, this book is marketed as an examination
of “the extremes to which guilt and the quest for purity can drive ordi-
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nary people.” And there we have the irony of such contemporary cari-
catures. For if such people are meant to be taken as “ordinary,” then ob-
viously it is the norm itself that is in need of a vigorous reexamination.
And that is precisely the point. In the nineteenth century, any trans-
gression of a sexual morality derived from Puritans was unquestionably
evil. To persist in depicting Mormons as sexually voracious carries little
or none of the original moral blemish in an era that has seen the politics
of A1Ds move debate from sexual behavior to “homophobia” and, as a
consequence, attach a greater stigma to moralizing than to sexually
transmitted disease. The persistence of the stereotype shows the tenac-
ity of literary paternity, but the contradictions it involves reveal a sim-
ple truth about caricature. The malleable features of any caricature must
be reconfigured anew as value systems change, if they are to elicit the
same derision as the early formulations. The above two authors, then,
are clear examples of caricature caught in anachronism. Funny hats and
unorthodox living arrangements no longer a villain make. But as they
also suggested, in however confused a fashion, the wrong kind of con-
formity may. And thus a new paradigm of caricature is now possible in
which too much, rather than too little, accommodation becomes a neg-
ative value.

It was once a simple matter to assume a norm for American cul-
ture and situate the Mormon well outside of it. But today, the Mormon
businessman not only has been assimilated into American society, he
has become American society. To borrow from Jones herself again, “BYU
is the third largest supplier of army officers. Mormons were Howard
Hughes’s right-hand men. And so on....” (73). Successful, white,
Anglo-Saxon, middle-class, suburban, one working parent in a tradi-
tional family with stay-at-home mother and five children. If Tom Clancy
wants a shorthand way of creating a young, clean-cut, and patriotic
guy-next-door he may simply refer to him as LDS, as he does with Ran-
dall Tait in The Hunt for Red October. (The fact that the Russians consider
him “a religious fanatic”4 is presumably to his credit.) Similarly, his
hero in Clear and Present Danger refers to Mormons as “honest and hard-
working, and fiercely loyal to their country, because they believed in
what America stood for.”43 Once the target of a federal expeditionary
force under President Buchanan, charged with rebellion and sedition,
the Mormons are now the embodiment of public-spiritedness and “tra-
ditional values.” :

The meaning of this new role, however, is especially dubious in to-
day’s intellectual climate. It is now because Mormons occupy what used
to be the center that they fall into contempt. The embrace of ultracon-
servative values, not their flagrant rejection, is now construed as the
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source of Mormon perfidy. For since Vietnam at least, employment in
covert activities can suggest criminality as readily as it can be read by
others as loyalty (as the case of Oliver North demonstrates), the nuclear
family seems a distant relic (as Murphy Brown replaces Ozzie and Har-
riet),# and multiculturalism rather than melting pot is now the ruling
paradigm. The repercussions of these developments for the Mormons
are suggested by a 1971 Ramparts article by Frances Lang which faulted
the church for providing to the FBI and CIA a steady supply of reliably
conservative defenders of capitalist interests.*> John LeCarré, from a
British novelist’s perspective, captures the irony, the simultaneous gain
and loss, of Mormonism’s new place in American society. When the CIA
sends two agents to assist in a British operation, they are viewed as face-
less twins, “Americans, so slight, so trim, so characterless,” whose
“Mormon cleanliness I found slightly revolting.”46

It is as if Mormons had effaced all traces of otherness only to dis-
cover that the model of “ Americanism” they now appear to embrace has
become the new antihero of the Great American Saga currently playing.
This is because we have now reached a point in contemporary intellec-
tual culture where the politics of the periphery are working to devalue
the center. Indeed, the politics of marginalization and collective guilt as
they operate today make it clear that status as an oppressed group is not
without its political advantages.#” The furious storm of opposition to
Hirsch’s “Cultural Literacy” project, the desperation and rejection of Pat
Buchanan’s 1992 Republican National Convention speech in which a
beleaguered, fading majority sought to consolidate its stewardship of
cultural values, suggest that a word like “mainstream” may soon be as
obsolete as it is already becoming opprobrious.

In this new climate where the center seems to be fading and the
margins acquire new vitality and worth, difference acquires new value.
If we return briefly to Russell’s account of Mormonism, we see the way
in which a particular value system is almost immediately invoked as the
context for the action about to unfold. Russell, torn between hostility
and toleration, revealed the self-interested nature of both when he
framed his critique of Mormonism in the context of repeated references
to “our institutions” (55, 69, 71) and to the themes of American tolera-
tion and pluralism, yet such toleration is only demonstrable in the face
of acutely felt difference: “the Jew, the Mahometan, the Pagan, and even
the atheist” are its beneficiaries. The precondition for one’s claim to this
American virtue is therefore the designation of an unorthodoxy which
is situated outside of it. In other words, the values that constitute the
ground of narrative authority emerge in the context of an “other” they
presume to embrace. Therefore, to exaggerate difference, to demonize
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the other, is necessarily and by the same degree to valorize one’s toler-
ance as the generous embrace of such difference. This is the root of the
tension characteristic of that nineteenth-century literature of the hostile
imagination which does not entirely capitulate to the paranoid style,
caught as it is between xenophobia and the need for self-presentation as
a tolerant, law-respecting American.

As diversity becomes more highly valued than conformity, and
multiculturalism rather than melting pot the ruling paradigm of Amer-
ican society, the ideological investment in exaggerating difference be-
comes even more important than it was for Russell. Thus we have the
case of a recent television episode that featured a Mormon seemingly
caught in an incestuous liaison with his daughter.#® The case unfolds to
reveal not incest but clandestine polygamy as the aberration. One hor-
ror is substituted for another, and the dramatic interest is thereby
heightened by the fictive transgression of not one but two societal
taboos. With shock and repugnance at an appropriately high level, the
ensuing courtroom scene plumbs the complexities of this conflict of re-
ligious conscience and law, challenging the viewer to reconsider this
sympathetically portrayed “difference.”

Two Mormon-affiliated stations, in Utah and Washington, pulled
the series in protest, even though the writers had incorporated a dis-
claimer that made clear the Mormon church no longer officially sanc-
tions polygamy. So the piece could not be accused of misrepresenting the
Church, and the Mormon was in fact a fairly likable character; what was
the problem? The point, of course, is not merely that juxtaposing Mor-
monism and polygamy has a semiotic force that no disclaimer can really
temper. More seriously, the network, like Russell, used deviance as a
mirror in which the viewer’s tolerance and generosity of spirit may be
reflected—or at least interrogated. Difference has not, however, really
been embraced—it has been prostituted to the parading of pluralism.

Genre as Mediation

In the nineteenth century, literature could be deliberately and irrespon-
sibly inflammatory and provocative. Often, however, it enacted vio-
lence in such a way as to effectively mediate irreconcilable difference.
At present, the higher cultural value assigned to diversity, as well as the
movement of Mormonism toward the mainstream, have disarmed
much of the anti-Mormon rhetoric typical of the nineteenth century. In
addition, the mediational function which the represention of violence
had in the fiction we have surveyed has now come to be served, to some
extent, by generic categories themselves. Rhetoric and representation
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are constrained by the way in which culture has come to divide up dis-
course generally. In 1890, Zane Grey could get in his shots against the
Mormons, newspapers from New York to California could call for their
extermination, and Senator Noell could cite Artemus Ward in Congres-
sional testimony to the same end, without this strange melange of
sources and forums devoted to a common political end jarring anyone’s
sensibilities. It may be no easier today than in the nineteenth century to
sort out hysterical hate mongering from objective reporting of the facts
when a new and threatening presence appears on the American cultural
or religious scene. But if fact and fiction are still slippery labels, we find
a kind of intellectual refuge in generic distinctions, and control dis-
course that way.

To measure the distance we have come, we could examine the nov-
elette Bessie Baine (1876), about a young Quaker girl who is desired as
Elder Russell’s fifth wife. When she declines, she is kidnapped,
drugged, and dragged to Utah, with the “husband” explaining to curi-
ous witnesses that he is returning his daughter to an asylum. The hor-
ror eventually weakens her mind, and by the time she arrives at the
institution, she is trying to convince herself she is not insane.# Still re-
sistant to Elder Russell’s advances, she is admitted to a regimen of head
shavings, whippings and beatings, torture, and the unremitting echoes
of cries and screams through the labyrinthine passages. The narrator in-
forms us that this punishment lasts until the inmates “promise obedi-
ence or [are] driven insane” and is “still used by the Mormon leaders as
a prison for refractory women”(20).

This author’s insistence on the veracity of her story’s horrors is
typical of most of those novelizing the Mormon theme. That they were
taken at their word is evident from that fact that such an important de-
bate as that surrounding the Cummins Bill was largely informed by
“facts” garnered from “reliable sources” that turn out, on inspection, to
be the novels and exposeés we are examining. In his testimony of 18
May 1870, Senator Cragin quotes liberally from works by John Hyde
(Mormonism: Its Leaders and Designs [1857]), Catherine Waite (The Mor-
mon Prophet and His Harem [1866]), and numerous others he does not
name (“I have read of some women. .. ") to impute to the Mormons
corruption, licentiousness, and occasional assassinations. Some of the
charges he recites appear to have been too bizarre for novelists to even
attempt adapting (human sacrifice and a system of polyandry “only pri-
vately talked of in secret circles”).

Reciprocally, many of the undocumented themes he introduces
into his testimony are by that time already or soon to become mainstays
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of anti-Mormon fiction for the next generation. He alleges that women
were driven insane by the “plurality,” that others were “hunted” down
for rebelling; he alleges private passageways and secret subterranean
torture chambers in Brigham Young’s apartments (where he “punishes
his refractory wives”), a white slave trade, and thousands of officially
sanctioned murders. Analogies as well as charges will resurface in fic-
tive accounts. His evocation of Juggernaut, infant sacrifice, and suttee,
for example, will be echoed in Switzer’s Elder Northfield’s Home (1882).

Even blatant satire was taken at face value. In February of 1867, the
House was debating women's suffrage. Some critics of Mormonism felt
that the vote would give the women of Utah Territory a weapon with
which to free themselves from the burden of polygamy. In lending his
support to the bill, Representative T. E. Noell never mentions such a mo-
tive explicitly. But he does represent a humorous anecdote about Mor-
mon polygamy from Artemus Ward's Travels as having been an actual
experience of Ward while in Utah. In his account, a group of polyga-
mous widows propose en masse to a wealthy bachelor. The point of
Noell’s reference is more comic relief (“they were pretty enough, . . . it
was the muchness of the thing that he objected to”) than persuasive ev-
idence of the “base prostitution” he is alleging.5 But the use to which
he puts the story is beside the point. It is the status accorded the account
that is striking. “When Artemus Ward was in Utah . . . ” may serve to in-
troduce a tall tale or a deadly serious episode, and maybe politicians are
especially vulnerable to confusing the two. But the pervasiveness of this
disregard for generic distinctions gives a universalizing quality to anti-
Mormon rhetoric that is especially resistant to rebuttal. How does one
refute a joke? What discourse is appropriate to challenge a plot struc-
ture that transcends any particular text?

No wonder, then, that “documented” case histories found credi-
ble audiences, such as happened with The Fate of Madame La Tour.5! A
novelized account of life in Utah, its impressive format included an ap-
pendix with affidavits alleging the discovery of mass-burial pits con-
taining “rawhide thongs” and the battered skulls of large numbers of
children, as well as numerous other atrocities perpetrated against re-
bellious members.

Such legalistic accoutrements might win popular belief even to-
day. But frequently these “affidavits” have a rather dubious twist to
them. In 1872, for instance, citizens opposed to Utah’s petition for state-
hood filed with Congress a “Memorial . . . Against the admission of that
Territory as a State.” Dozens of affidavits were included, attributing all
manner of crime and criminality to the Mormon people. But the fol-
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lowing phraseology is typical of the line before the signature: “About
the endowment house oaths and the rest she sincerely believes to be
true” (70); “Affiant further says that he has read Bill Hickman’s book
about murders and other crimes, and he believes it true, . . . Affiant be-
lieves that Brigham Young and the leaders commanded murders and
robbery” (61); “Affiant further says that he has read the affidavits of
Abraham Taylor, James Ashman, and John P. Lloyd, on Mormon mat-
ters, and he knows the contents thereof, and he believes each one to be
true” (72); “ Affiant further says that he has read ‘Bill Hickman, the Dan-
ite Chief’s Book,” and he believes it true; also, Beadle’s book, and he be-
lieves that true: also Mrs. Ward’s book, and he believes that true” (79).

We may wonder if such a reading list is meant to substantiate or
discredit the force of the complaint, if the testimony is buttressed by or
merely parroted from such accounts. Affidavits cite affidavits, memoirs
cite affidavits, and affidavits cite memoirs. But the contrast with today’s
generic scrupulousness is unmistakable. It is not merely that genres
have proliferated. For clearly old forms fade out (satyr plays, epic po-
etry, and sonnets) as new forms develop (sitcoms, sound bites, and the
academic novel). Perhaps what has changed is the extent to which
generic distinctions have come to pervade public discourse in general,
and not so much to demarcate how an object is represented as to con-
strain the claim such a representation makes upon us. Such discursive
categories serve more as functional indices of authorization than as
guides to form. Thus, authority and legitimacy displace nineteenth-
century persuasiveness and moral fervor as operative rhetorical crite-
ria. Credentials are more important than eloquence; a kind of propriety
in the author-audience and author-subject matter relationships as-
sumes an importance not known since Horace.

As a consequence, literature of intolerance currently finds its in-
stitutional forum almost uniquely in sectarian publishing houses and
fringe hate groups. Newspapers have become elaborate reports on
crime and economic indicators which relegate controversial editorializ-
ing to a clearly demarcated section. Pulp fiction is quite happy to occupy
its niche of profitability and intellectual disrespectability, with neither
inclination nor credibility enough to engage in social polemics. (And the
omnipresent formulaic disclaimer about names and events would be
necessary even in a less legalistic milieu.)

Certainly, persistent forms of prejudice and stereotyping will in-
variably trickle through the media, from television sitcoms to Harlequin
romances to letters to the editor. But whether or not history is likely to
repeat itself, the appropriation of, say, the popular novel to wage a cam-
paign of disinformation and hate-mongering against a new ethnic group
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or religious sect is improbable simply because fiction has lost its stature
as moral champion and arbiter of American values to televangelists and
political grandstanders (and, increasingly, prime-time television).

There are, of course, exceptions. Contemporary satire, for exam-
ple, certainly blurs the gates of ivory and of horn, but, like the roman 4
clef, this very obfuscation is its raison d’étre, not an incidental blemish.
Historical fiction forewarns by its very label that the poet “nothing af-
firmeth.” When fiction presumes to claim the authority of history, as
when Hollywood increasingly usurps the role of journalism, a category
like “docudrama” immediately emerges to contain the new area of
transgression.

These distinctions can, of course, cut both ways. In the observance,
they mediate cultural violence as we have argued. But in the breach,
they become a rhetorical ploy by which fiction is endowed with an un-
warranted claim to referential validity. And we have seen, in fact, the
persistence of anti-Mormon fiction which does make a claim to histori-
cal truth. The Moroni Traveler mysteries are marketed as “a very com-
pelling glimpse into this fascinating subculture” - revealing “telling
details of its church-dominated region.” Therefore, the channeling of
cultural violence into particular forums has not disabled such violence
altogether. But in the absence of a literary counterpart to “docudrama”
which would generically condone such dabbling, new grounds must be
invented to constitute narrative authority when moral fervor alone is no
longer sufficient. The latest strategy for such a move is made possible
under the aegis of the postmodern turn to ethnography. From Black
Studies to Women’s Studies to multicultural curricula, fiction has been
embraced as the key to newfound appreciation for diversity and differ-
ence. Political morality, the embrace of diversity, and a new academic
cosmopolitanism thus become means of empowering discourse with a
referential value it would otherwise lack. And so we are not so far re-
moved from the basis for nineteenth-century representations after all.
Moral fervor again becomes the ground for trespassing discursive cate-
gories that would work to restrain representation. Whether we read the
novelist Chinua Achebe to understand Ibo culture or watch an episode
of Picket Fences to catch an appreciative glimpse of a heterodox religious
group, whether clad in the lofty liberalism of a prime-time television
show or the well-intentioned multiculturalism that too often can invite
pseudo-anthropology, representing the other-fashioning will continue
to be the road to self-fashioning.

In all of this, we hear the eerily familiar ring of a nineteenth-
century author who revealed the close kinship of those representations
which demonize the other to relieve cultural anxieties and those which
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appropriate the other with more benevolent intentions. In John Brent
(1862), two male heroes are stymied when they learn the Mormoness
they wish to free is not seeking a liberator.

[She was] clutched by this foul ogre [the Church], and locked up
in an impregnable prison. And we two were baffled. Of what use
was our loyalty to woman? What vain words . . . our knightly vow
to succor all distressed damsels. . .. did [they] wish to escape?
No.»2

So they respond in a way that echoes the efforts of nineteenth-century
antipolygamy crusaders trying to galvanize the uninterested Utah
women: “She must be saved, sooner or later, whether she will or no”
(185). But not because her welfare demands it. The author makes clear
what is at stake—what, in fact, has been at stake all along in these ren-
derings of the Mormon as alien. The liberation of the nineteenth-century
Mormons, like their acceptance within a pluralistic culture in the twen-
tieth, are but different means to the same end—America’s self-definition.
As the not-to-be-thwarted heroes of John Brent remind their audience, it
is America, after all, that has given to the “Old World ... tobacco,
woman'’s rights, the potato” (313).
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