
Seeking the Promised Land

Mormons have long had an outsized presence in American culture and
politics, but they remain largely unknown tomost Americans. Recent years
have seen the political prominence ofMormons taken to a new level, thanks
to developments including the presidential candidacy of Republican Mitt
Romney, the high-profile involvement of Mormons in the campaign for
California’s Proposition 8 (anti–gay marriage), and the ascendancy of
Democrat Harry Reid to the position of Senate Majority Leader. This
book provides the most thorough examination ever written of Mormons’
place in the American political landscape – what Mormons are like polit-
ically and how non-Mormons respond to Mormon candidates. However,
this is a book about more than Mormons. As a religious subculture in a
pluralistic society, Mormons are a case study of how a religious group
balances distinctiveness and assimilation – a question faced by all faiths.
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Preface

This is a book about Mormons and American politics, a religious community
and a subject that frequently elicit strong reactions. Some readers will have a
negative perception ofMormons, others will have a positive view, and some will
beMormons themselves. Still others will not have a prior opinion one way or the
other and are reading this book out of curiosity (or perhaps because it was
assigned in a class). Since our readers will come to this subject with different
backgrounds, let us explain ours.

We recognize that it is unusual to highlight authors’ personal, especially reli-
gious, backgrounds in a work of empirical social science. But owing to the fervent
opinionsMormonism can engender,many readerswill undoubtedlywonder about
our connections to the faith. Readers who would rather not know our religious
perspectives should stop reading this and skip to Chapter 1. Perhaps, upon finish-
ing the book, they can try to guess our religions and then come back to find out
whether they are right.

Our team consists of twoMormons and a non-Mormon. J.QuinMonson is LDS
and teaches at BrighamYoungUniversity, the LDSChurch’s flagship university. He
grew up in theMormon heartland of Utah.Mormonism is to his hometown, Provo,
what chocolate is to Hershey, Pennsylvania. Furthermore, his extended family has
deep roots withinMormonism (although he is not related to LDS Church President
Thomas B. Monson). David E. Campbell is also LDS and teaches at the University
of Notre Dame. He hails from Medicine Hat, Alberta, Canada – a community
whereMormons are a relatively small share of the population. His extended family
members are a mixture of Mormons and non-Mormons.

In other words, Monson was born, raised, and still lives in the midst of
Mormonism’s “Zion.” Campbell, on the other hand, was raised and now lives
in what UtahMormons call the “mission field” (an environment whereMormons
are a minority). The genesis of this book dates from when Campbell andMonson
were both undergraduates at BYU, majoring in political science and on their way
to graduate school. It was in the food court of BYU’s student center that they
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hatched a plan to one day write a book onMormons and politics. Even then they
recognized that because of their varying life experiences, they bring different
perspectives to their understanding of Mormon culture.

John C. Green provides still another perspective. He is a United Methodist
who teaches at the University of Akron, a public university in Ohio. He has long
been interested in American religious pluralism, including the fact that it is more
often honored in preaching than observance. It is worth noting that the terms
“Mormon” and “Methodist”were originally coined by critics, but then proudly
adopted by the targets of the criticism.

While our biographies are likely relevant to some readers, we nonetheless
hope that attention to our religious backgrounds does not overshadow our
professional expertise. As a parallel, we point to the bounty of excellent scholar-
ship on African Americans and politics – some of which is written by black
scholars and some of which is not. To those who may worry that Mormon
scholars cannot write objectively about Mormons, we paraphrase John
F. Kennedy, who famously said that he was not the “Catholic candidate for
president but the Democratic Party’s candidate, who happens also to be a
Catholic” (1960). Likewise, Monson and Campbell are not Mormon political
scientists but political scientists who happen also to be Mormons. To those who
are concerned that a non-Mormon cannot understand the intricacies of
Mormonism, we note that even though Green is a not a member of the faith,
he nonetheless has a deep familiarity with it. He has done many years of “field
work” amongMormons, beginning with a childhood spent in Colorado around
many Latter-day Saints. As a team, we rely on insider knowledge to detect
nuances within Mormon culture while also drawing on an outsider perspective
when translating “Mormonisms” to those unfamiliar with that culture.

In writing this book, we have had to decide how much of Mormonism to
explain and how to explain it. This is not a book on all things Mormon, but
rather an analysis ofMormons’ place in American politics. Accordingly, we have
made our choices by keeping our focus on those aspects of the LDS faith and
culture that are politically pertinent. Unlike much that is written about
Mormonism, our objective is not to be devotional or polemical. We cover
some potentially uncomfortable aspects ofMormonism – particularly polygamy
and the restrictive racial policies of its past – because they have political rele-
vance. But neither do we dwell on them at the expense of ignoring politically
salient aspects of Mormonism that perhaps do not garner as much attention
from other sources. At all times, we have stuck to the facts.

In sum, we hope to provide a theoretically grounded, empirically informed
examination of Mormons’ place in American politics – with perspectives from
both inside and outside the faith.

xii Preface
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