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that my life has been made all the
richer because of them.

Gary James Bergera
Salt Lake City, Utah

Fair-Minded People

I agree with Douglas Tobler that
insider historians have a perspective
that no one else can quite com-
mand. There are nuances, pres-
sures, aspirations, even spiritual
forces that will elude outsiders, no
matter how perceptive and sympa-
thetic. This proposition holds true
for the feminist movement, the
Communist Party, and the ACLU
as well as the Latter-day Saint
Church. Perhaps the value of in-
sider history is even greater in a
movement like Mormonism that is
based so heavily on spiritual experi-
ences.

I do not agree, however, that all
histories except insider histories are
invalid. Every perspective, even the
most negative, can add something
to the picture. Wesley P. Walters,
who worked ferociously to discredit
Joseph Smith, may have irked Lat-
ter-day Saints but they learned from
his inquiries. Thanks largely to
Walters's work, virtually every histo-
rian of Mormonism now agrees that
the 1826 Bainbridge hearing of Jo-
seph Smith really happened.

Drawing too sharp a line be-
tween insider and outsider history
can dim our powers of discrimina-

tion. We lump people into catego-
ries that do them an injustice. Jan
Shipps surely does not belong in
the same lump as Jon Krakauer.
Shipps has been a defender of the
Church as often as she has been a
critic. Many Latter-day Saints in-
cluding me have come to under-
stand their own religion better be-
cause of Shipps. She is among the
leading theorists of Latter-day
Saint history. Krakauer, who fo-
cuses primarily on an extreme ab-
erration in Mormonism, has virtu-
ally nothing of value to say.

Perhaps no outsider fully "un-
derstands" Mormonism in the
deep spiritual sense Tobler is
thinking of. But Joseph Smith
strove to cultivate friends of the
Church whether or not they be-
lieved. He understood that not ev-
eryone who refused to become a
Mormon was an enemy. He valued
the support of all fair-minded peo-
ple. Believing Mormon historians
would do well to follow his exam-
ple.

Richard L. Bushman
New York City

An Excess of Zeal

We write in response to
Douglas F. Tobler's letter pub-
lished in your spring 2004 issue.
Although parts of Tobler's letter
could be characterized as intem-
perate, his central claim deserves
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attention and a thoughtful reply.
This we seek to do with this re-
sponse.

All of us are convinced that it is
possible to do meaningful and valu-
able historical work on Mormon-
ism and the Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-day Saints from multiple
perspectives, including those of
nonmembers, inactive and former
members, as well as "faithful"
Saints. Such work is evidence of the
maturity and breadth of the
Church as well as its importance,
rather than its vulnerability, as
Tobler suggests.

Contrary to his list of authors
who engage in "pure nonsense or
self-delusion," for example, Jan
Shipps has revolutionized the field
of Mormon history, explaining in
original and productive ways how
the Church and its members have
established a "new religious tradi-
tion." Michael Quinn and Will
Bagley are also hard-working and
meticulous members of the histori-
cal community, whose work
should not be dismissed cavalierly.
As with all historical scholarship, it
is certainly possible to debate spe-
cific conclusions drawn by any of
these scholars and to argue that the
evidence points in a different di-
rection. To rule out their contribu-
tions on the basis of a lack of par-
ticular religious commitments,

however, is extreme and implausi-
ble.

By this criterion, every band of
terrorists, Democrats, Republi-
cans, and every religion or secular
movement could declare irrelevant
any attempt to understand from
outside. As the religious scholar
Martin Marty put it recently when
responding to militant Hindu
claims that scholars outside the
faith should not be allowed to work
on Hinduism: "Today we are learn-
ing again that, while heirs of a tra-
dition have a special claim on sto-
ries and interpretations, at least at
certain stages, good stories are too
good to be hoarded by those who
claim insider-status" (Sightings 10
[May 2004] retrieved June 2004
from http://marty-centr.uchicago.
edu/sightings/archive_2004/0510
.shtml).

The LDS Church is not alone in
enduring the derision and vilifica-
tion of sensation-seeking writers
like Jon Krakauer and others. Ro-
man Catholics, Jehovah's Wit-
nesses, Hasidic Jews, and many
more have been and continue to
be their targets. There can be no
immunity from such attacks in a
free country. However much one
might deplore such sensationalism
and its resonance with nine-
teenth-century persecution, it is vi-
tal not to confuse that sort of writ-
ing with scholarship nor its au-
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