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Our four panelists are, in alphabetical order: Ryan Cragun (RC), Assistant
Professor, Department of Sociology, University of Tampa; Armand
Mauss (AM), Professor Emeritus, Department of Sociology, Washington
State University; Michael Nielson (MN), Professor, Department of
Psychology, Georgia Southern University; and Rick Phillips (RP),
Associate Professor, Department of Sociology and Anthropology,
University of North Florida.

Answers not included in the blog posts are in red.

1. Why does the social scientific research of Mormonism receive
much less attention from lay members of the LDS Church than the
historical research on Mormonism?

AM: Before turning to the specific question, I think it might be important
to articulate my definition of “social scientific work,” especially as
contrasted with work in history or in the various fields of scholarship
usually called “the humanities.” In general, I would define social scientific
studies as those which seek to explain the behavior of people in groups
and/or in communities, guided by hypotheses derived from general
theories of behavior, and based upon systematic, empirical data.
Specifically, the conventional disciplines of psychology, sociology,
anthropology, political science, and economics would be included in most
definitions of the “social sciences.” A work in history can be social-
scientific to the extent that it attempts to apply a consistent theoretical
framework to its analysis and depends upon systematic data for its
conclusions.

One reason is that history and doctrine (“truth”) have always been
intertwined for Mormons. Their most fundamental truth claims are, after
all, historical – about miraculous events that really happened historically.
Devout Mormons therefore look to history or historical research to
vindicate their truth claims. Dissident or ex-Mormons look to historical
research to vindicate their rejection of those truth claims, so historical
research has a special interest across the spectrum. Another reason is
that social science research on Mormons appears almost entirely in
academic journals not readily accessible to lay members. Still another
reason is that studies of the past seem “safer” to most lay members than
do studies of the present, and the “more past,” the safer they are. Thus
a lot more research has been published on 19th-century Mormons than on
the 20th-century. Contemporary studies, whether social-scientific or
otherwise, frequently challenge the public image that the Church and the
Saints prefer, so as lay members encounter the work of social scientists
they are prepared to be suspicious, and they always seem quite relieved
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when they learn that the findings of social science tend to “support the
Church.”

MN: I'd suggest that the typical person has much more familiarity with
scholarly historical studies than with comparable research in sociology,
anthropology or psychology. I also suspect that history is considered a
more natural fit with LDS Churchgoers, who are likely to be familiar with
church history from LDS Institute or BYU courses. This lends legitimacy to
the study of history to a degree beyond that obtained in social sciences. It
also may play into the perception that social scientific assumptions - like
those in the biological or physical sciences - are contrary to the
assumptions of religion. I'm not saying that this is necessarily the case;
getting beyond that belief is possible, but requires one to consider issues
beyond the regular church curriculum, and the typical LDS Churchgoer
has little reason to invest the time and effort to do so.

RC: a. I can't say for sure, but I've often wondered about this. My best
guess is that social science takes as its starting point several assumptions
that are disturbing to many believers, like the recognition that religions
are social constructions. There is no assumption of the “veracity” of the
religion of interest because that isn't what most of us do. Additionally,
social scientific approaches contextualize religion, which is anathema to
religious fundamentalism (which is partially defined by its
decontextualization of scripture). When you do that, you are basically
forced to change how you think about religion. Religion is no longer “the
truth” but rather “a possible truth among many others.” For many
Mormons, that isn't an acceptable position (Mormons are still primarily
exclusive in their religious worldview).

b. Now, contrasting the social science of Mormonism with the historical
study of Mormonism, I see something slightly different. It's pretty
difficult as a social scientist to invoke the will of God to explain what
happens (and no reputable journal would publish something so explicit).
But it is less difficult for historians, though my sense is mainstream
historians certainly wouldn't do that. I'm thinking here about Richard
Bushman's history of Joseph Smith which, while recognizing there were
warts in Joseph's life, is basically apologetic and faith-promoting.

c. Promoting faith in Mormonism is much harder to do in the social
sciences. I see the goal of the social sciences when it comes to religion
as understanding and predicting. I'd pay good money to see someone
accurately predict God's will! Thus, God is never invoked as an
explanation of religion. Instead, we use the material and social worlds.
Those are much less faith-promoting: It's hard to promote faith in
Mormonism when you can clearly show that the religion stops growing in
highly developed countries or that it loses large percentages of recent
converts in Latin America or that the claimed membership of the religion
is overstated by 20% to 70%, all of which factor into predicting future
growth of the religion.



d. I do have a good example of the “average” Mormon's response to
the social scientific study of Mormonism. I recently conducted some
interviews with both Mormon Fundamentalists (i.e., polygamists) and
some members of the LDS Church. I live in Tampa and traveled to Utah,
my home state, to conduct the interviews. When I told my Mom several
months before we flew out to Utah that I was going to be conducting
some interviews while I was out there visiting her, she asked who I was
planning on interviewing. When I told her it was mostly polygamists, she
seemed fine with that. She then asked what the project was. When I
told her that the project was actually more about the LDS Church than
about polygamists, she tentatively told me to explain what I meant. I
generally don't discuss my research with my family as almost all of them
are still faithful members of the religion and don't want to hear what I
have to say. As I started explaining the project, my Mother said, “If you
say anything bad about my church, I'll hang up on you.” I think that's a
perfect illustration of the attitude of many Mormons toward the social
scientific study of Mormonism. They view us as Dallin Oaks's “alternate
voices” that are not to be trusted (though I doubt they would those
terms). So, even though this project of mine was pretty innocuous, my
Mom laid out the acceptable territory of the discussion – Mormonism can
only be portrayed in a positive light in order for her to even listen to me
describe my research. That criteria is wholly unacceptable to me as an
empiricist. I report what I find in my research, not what supports my
agenda. If my findings result in a negative portrayal of Mormonism or a
positive one, that is of little interest to me. I'm interested in
approximations of the truth, whatever that means.

e. Of those who study religion in the social sciences, most belong to
mainline religions, Catholicism, or Judaism. Members of those three
religious groupings, generally, are more accepting of this type of
research. Religious groups that are not very accepting of this type of
research don't seem to generate many social scientists (e.g., no
Jehovah's Witnesses are working in this area, as far as I know).

f. Note: Don't take what I said about historians working on
Mormonism in the wrong light. I think there is a lot of great historical
research on Mormonism that isn't particularly biased. Oh, and Richard
Bushman knows where I stand on his work...

2. How hard is it to publish social scientific work on Mormonism
in professional (i.e., non-Mormon) journals or academic presses?

RP: There are several venues in the sociology of religion that are
amenable to papers on Mormonism, provided the work makes an
empirical or theoretical contribution that can benefit a more general
audience. Because I keep this caveat in mind when I begin to write, I
have been able to publish in these journals with few problems. That said,
it would be nice to have an outlet where social scientists studying
Mormonism could write for one another without having to worry about



whether the argument is too esoteric, or without having to constantly
define terms for people unfamiliar with Latter-day Saint theology and
polity. Every year at the MSSA business meeting we toss around the idea
of a journal, but we always conclude that the task is too daunting. I think
there may be a constituency for a journal that publishes social science
research on Mormonism, but getting it off the ground would be tough. As
some of you may already know, the Journal for the Scientific Study of
Religion—the flagship journal for research in the social science of
religion—is now housed and edited at BYU. Whether or not this increases
the number of papers on Mormonism published in the journal, it says a lot
about the how the secular academy perceives the status and credibility of
the work on religion (a lot of it Mormon focused) coming from various
social science departments at BYU.

MN: In my area of research, I have not noticed a bias against research
on Mormonism. The work I have done on Mormons has been published,
and when I have reviewed Mormon-related manuscripts submitted to
journals the better work has been published eventually. (Virtually all work
gets revised in the publication process.) To the extent that there is a bias,
it is one that questions the role of religion in general, and not Mormonism
specifically.

RC: a. My advisor in graduate school described my interest in the social
scientific study of Mormonism this way, “The sociology of religion is the
ghetto of sociology, and the sociology of Mormonism is the ghetto of the
sociology of religion.” In other words, interest in the sociology of
Mormonism is not widespread among sociologists. As a regular attender
of the Annual Meeting of the Society for the Scientific Study of Religion for
the last eight years, I can attest to the fact that sessions on Mormonism
rarely have high attendance. And those who do attend are generally the
same people every time – members of the Mormon Social Science
Association. We occasionally have a Mormon graduate student or two
show up, but they are often working on something else in the sociology,
psychology, or economics of religion and not on Mormonism. They also
seem to want to hide the fact that they are Mormon.

b. The lack of interest in Mormonism as a research topic does mean
that, unless you can use Mormonism to make bigger arguments about
religion, academic journals don't generally seem all that interested. If I
think about the recent articles on Mormonism that have made it into the
journals I read, most take this approach. The Shepherd's have an article
coming out comparing Mormonism and The Family on types of revelation,
but the bigger argument has to do with revelation. Mormonism, in this
case, is just a useful example and not the focus of the paper. I have a
paper coming out with Ronald Lawson that examines the growth of
Mormonism, Seventh-day Adventists, and Jehovah's Witnesses, but those
three religions aren't the focus of the study. The real focus is a test of
secularization theory. When I tried to publish an earlier version of the
paper just looking at Mormons, no journal was interested. It was only



when I turned my attention to the larger theoretical argument and simply
used Mormonism as a test case among others that people became
interested in the article.

c. So, the short answer is: In my opinion, non-Mormon academics
aren't that interested in the social science of Mormonism unless it can
speak to broader themes in the social sciences.

AM: It is not difficult at all [to publish social scientific work on
Mormonism]. If the usual canons of the social science disciplines are
observed in the research and writing process, scholarly studies on
Mormons and Mormonism are welcome. Two LDS scholars, in fact, have
even been editors of the main social science journal in religious studies
(Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion). I was editor about 20 years
ago, and Marie Cornwall of BYU is editor now.

3. What challenges do social scientists face when studying
Mormonism, and how do they differ from the challenges faced by
others who research Mormonism?

RP: One of the most significant challenges I face in my work is a dearth
of high quality data. The church is now large enough that one can pull
Latter-day Saints from large data sets like the General Social Survey, but
once you start slicing and dicing the data as we are wont to do, you end
up with too few cases for meaningful analysis. For instance, we know
from several data sources that education and religiosity are positively
correlated among Latter-day Saints. I’m sure that the exact nature of this
association is nuanced and complex, but extant data do not permit us to
probe the issue deeply. This “data dearth” probably explains why the
most visible recent sociological studies of Mormonism have focused on
church growth and convert retention. We have pretty good data on this.

MN: The Pew data on belief in evolution, showing that the vast majority
of Mormons believe it to be incompatible with religious explanations for
creation, reveal a basic antipathy toward scientific approaches to
understanding life. This sentiment continues toward social sciences, in my
experience. Another problem is the perception that certain topics are
off-limits if one wishes to teach at BYU or be an active, temple-attending
church member. Some social scientists assert this is a stereotype, while
others argue it to be a reality... but even if it is a stereotype, it remains a
problem.

RC: This is an easy one because there is one major challenge – obtaining
cooperation from the LDS Church to study it and/or its members. I can't
be too critical here as I have, in fact, received a small amount of data
from the Research Division (not all I asked for, but it was something) and
I recently interviewed a spokesperson for a project I was working on. So,
there is superficial cooperation. But the strict organization of the religion



means I would have to get permission from someone in SLC if I wanted to
interview a dozen Mormons in Tampa, at least that is what I've been told
by the bishops I've asked. The same is not true of many other religions.
I know most of the social scientists interested in Mormonism who don't
work for the Church and we would all like to see more transparency and
cooperation from the Church on our research. Sharing data and being
willing to allow us to interview and/or survey members would be very
helpful to us. There is some of this going on, but it's typically done
informally by scholars who are still in the religion. Someone like myself,
who is no longer LDS, is going to have a much harder time gaining
unfettered access into an LDS ward to conduct ethnographic research or a
survey. The other challenge is the one I mentioned above about the
social scientific study of Mormonism being dismissed as backwater
research. We aren't, generally, the stars in our disciplines.

AM: Social scientists seeking survey data on Mormons have difficulty
finding data sets with large enough Mormon sub-samples, though several
large national data sets have been used successfully in the study of
Mormons – or at least in comparing Mormons with others. Mormon
samples are rarely large enough for multivariate analysis with controls for
age, sex, occupation, beliefs, etc., but in recent years certain national
data sets in the public domain have made possible a certain amount of
this more refined analysis. Social scientists wishing to do qualitative
studies, ethnographies, or other methods requiring access to actual
people for interviews, etc., will find it difficult to gain access to Mormon
congregations. Bishops and other local leaders are reluctant to give
researchers access to their members without prior approval or clearance
from above, and many are just suspicious of social scientists anyway (and
journalists).

Others who do research on Mormons, such as historians, don’t have
these problems, but they do depend on access to LDS Church archives. In
recent years, such access has been more much generous. Social scientists
too can find a great deal of useful historical material in Church archives
for studies of various kinds.

4. What advice would you give someone considering a career
doing social scientific research on Mormonism?

RC: a. Don't! ;) Go into physics or biology!
b. Okay, I'm mostly kidding. If I were starting at the beginning of

graduate school knowing what I know now and was determined to
become what I am today, I'd do things a bit different. First, get involved
with the Mormon Social Science Association (I did do this, but kind of by
accident). I don't think people realize this, but pretty much every social
scientist who has done significant work on Mormonism is a member of our
association. And they are all very nice. If you have questions or want to
work with any of these people, my sense is that they will: (1) absolutely



answer your questions, and (2) probably work with you if they are not too
busy on their own research.

c. The only real limitation here is that very few of us are at PhD
granting institutions (see my answer to the first question and the last
question for why this is the case). The major exception is the department
at BYU – e.g., Cardell Jacobson, Tim Heaton, Marie Cornwall, John
Hoffman, etc. As a result, we can't really work with students in the
traditional mentoring role. But that certainly wouldn't prevent us from
working with people remotely. So, first, get involved in the MSSA.

d. Second, unless you are going to BYU for graduate school, I'd
recommend one of the really great PhD programs in religion: Duke, Notre
Dame, Loyola. There you'll get great training in religion generally, which
will give you a lot of opportunities. You don't necessarily have to focus on
Mormonism to begin with, but you could do it on the side. Then, once
you get a job, you could easily turn your attention to Mormonism. But,
keep in mind what I said above – you'll only get published in bigger
venues if you can use Mormonism to make bigger arguments.

AM: Don’t devote your career to studying Mormons or Mormonism unless
you want a life-long career as a church employee. Academic social science
(probably like other professional or scholarly fields) tends to favor certain
research topics much more than others. Indeed, there is a fad-like quality
to which theories, methods, topics, and sub-disciplines are “in” and which
ones are “out” in a given historical period. The fads tend to be politically
driven. You can tell what’s “in” or “out” by what sorts of RFPs (requests
for proposals) are issued by funding agencies, especially government
agencies, and by what kinds of work come to dominate the academic
journals. Until about 1970 (or late 60s), research on religion was
definitely “out,” at least in sociology, anthropology, political science, and
economics. However, as new religious movements arose to startle and
scandalize the academic establishment in the social sciences, research on
religion gradually gained a degree of acceptance (especially in sociology).
In that context, research and publications on Mormons enjoyed a growing
audience of social scientists. Yet it is still a research focus best treated as
a secondary one for aspiring social scientists. I would recommend that
young scholars make their mark in one or two of the “in” fields of
research and then, as they gain seniority, gradually introduce Mormon-
related work into their CVs, whether as books or as articles in the better
journals, or both.

MN: Basically, the same advice that I give to people considering a career
in the psychology of religion, which I posted on my
website: http://www.psyrel.com/grad.htm, the main point of which is to
find a mentor with whom you can work, and do work that has connection
to a larger sub-discipline, e.g., social psychology, developmental
psychology. I would also add that people are more likely to be successful
and find personal satisfaction in their research if they are open to learning
new things about their religious beliefs. People who expect their research
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to be consistent with their personal beliefs seem either less likely to be
happy in their work or more threatened by the research process.

RP: The only people who should pursue a career in the sociology of
Mormonism are those who cannot be talked out of it. I tried to develop
interests in several of sociology’s “bread and butter” sub-disciplines, but
my interest in the church kept pulling me back. When I began writing a
dissertation on Mormonism, I knew that I was limiting my employment
prospects in an already vicious job market. I tried to compensate by
taking adjunct teaching posts at several nearby colleges. I developed a
diverse and extensive teaching record as a graduate student, and aimed
my job search at institutions where teaching mattered as much as
research. I essentially wrote off the possibility of finding a job at a
university like the one I was attending. I ended up at a very fine regional
state university, where I enjoy respectable support for my research. I can
pursue my studies as I see fit with whatever time remains after I teach
the obligatory three courses per semester. I’m not offering my story as
any sort of roadmap, but this is how one guy who isn’t that smart
managed to get someone to subsidize his interest in Mormonism.

5. Describe one particular finding or idea from the social scientific
research that has significantly influenced your understanding of
Mormons or Mormonism.

RP: Jan Shipps was among the first to systematically examine the
differences between “gathered” Mormonism and “mission field”
Mormonism. Like Shipps, I think that Latter-day Saints born and raised in
Utah and SE Idaho with extensive genealogies and pervasive kin ties in
the church develop a Mormon identity that is very distinct from that of
first generation converts living in places where Mormonism is a small
minority religion. Shipps points out that balancing the religious needs of
the “center” and the “periphery” has been a challenge for the church since
the days of Joseph Smith. This tension between center and periphery is
what I’m writing about now. Anyone who has ever lived in a “mission
field” ward with a substantial contingent of Utah Mormons can attest that
converts and lifers have different lenses through which they view their
faith. Often each group enlightens and enriches the other, but sometimes
there is conflict or misunderstanding. Contrasting the attitudes and
behaviors of new converts with “Deseret Mormons” is fertile ground for
investigating the various ways that Latter-day Saint identities are
constructed and maintained.

AM: I would mention three theoretical concepts that have most
influenced my understanding of Mormons/Mormonism : (1) the social
construction of truth/reality, as per Berger & Luckmann (but going back
before that to Schuetz); (2) the natural history of social movements
(including, but not limited to, religious movements), as per Weber,



Sorokin, and Kenneth Bock; and (3) rational choice within a religious
economy to explain religious conversion and defection as well as the
growth and decline of religious movements (as per social exchange
theory, Stark, and Becker exponents like Iannaccone).

RC: My choice on this might surprise some people, but it's a recent
article by John Hoffman and John Bartkowski that isn't directly about
Mormonism: Hoffmann, John E., and John E. Bartkowski. 2008. “Gender,
Religious Tradition and Biblical Literalism.” Social Forces 86:1245-1272. I
like this article because it offers a novel explanation for why women are
more religious than men, but does so using just one aspect of religiosity –
Biblical literalism. Their explanation is that literalistic interpretations of
scripture are compensators for women's lower social status in both
society and religion. Because they are oppressed, they more closely
adhere to the teachings of their religion – they do this because literalistic
interpretations generally promise bigger post-life rewards or better justify
a patriarchal social order (how very Marxist of them!). I don't think the
application of this theory to Mormonism requires much explanation:
Mormon women are oppressed, ergo, they are particularly likely to be
Biblical literalists (Heaton, Bahr, and Jacobson find that Mormon women
are more religious than Mormon men).

6. What is the best social scientific book or article on Mormonism
that you have read in last couple years, and why is it the best?

RC: It's hard to argue with Mauss's work: Mauss, Armand. 2003. All
Abraham's Children: Changing Mormon Conceptions of Race and Lineage.
Illinois: University of Illinois Press. Granted, that was published 6 years
ago, but not much else that has been published since then is as
authoritative and comprehensive as is his work. It's definitely not an
easy read, nor something you should tackle unless you have a free month
or so, but it's a great book.

RP: I recently served as a peer reviewer for an interesting paper that
used census data to examine how the missionizing strategies of the
Mormons, Jehovah’s Witnesses and Seventh Day Adventists affect the
demography of converts to these groups in Chile, Mexico and Brazil.
(These groups are often lumped together by sociologists of religion under
the rubric “non-Protestant Christian sects.”) The paper argued that
Mormonism (with its largely imported missionary force) is more money
intensive than the other two faiths, and hence self-identified Mormons
(which are a subset of those the missionaries have baptized) tend to be
more affluent than their fellow citizens. Being a Jehovah’s Witness is more
time intensive, so they tend to be concentrated among people who have
more time than money to give. Finally, Seventh Day Adventist outreach
centers on providing schools and other institutions in places where
developing governments can’t provide adequate services, so they have



many more rural converts than either of the other two denominations,
which tend to get a better return on their proselytizing investment in the
cities.

AM: There aren’t many books to choose from, especially “in the last
couple years,” unless we use quite a broad definition of “social scientific”
to include a lot of essentially historical works. An intriguing but under-
appreciated book is Ethan Yorgason’s Transformation of the Mormon
Culture Region (Univ. of Illinois Press 2003), a work in cultural
geography, which argues that the political, economic, and sexual
radicalism of early Mormonism could have been maintained despite the
assimilationist pressures of the early 20th century. Douglas Davies’s The
Mormon Culture of Salvation (Ashgate 2000) does a great job of
integrating several disciplines in pursuit of a consistent theory about the
formative Mormon preoccupation with transcending death. I haven’t yet
seen his latest Introduction to Mormonism. Rodney Stark, with the help of
admiring younger colleague Reid Neilson, recently published The Rise of
Mormonism, a partial revision and updating of Stark’s earlier work and
thinking on Mormons. (Columbia University Press, 2005). Claudia
Bushman’s Contemporary Mormonism (Praeger, 2006) is a great overview
of contemporary social issues in Mormonism, though perhaps not strictly
a work in the social science of Mormons. It’s hard to think of other recent
book-length works. Some great articles have been written, however, by
several younger scholars in particular who have been active in MSSA. I
am thinking especially of Ryan Cragun, David Knowlton, Mike McBride,
and Rick Phillips. Their work has appeared not only in Dialogue but in
some of the most visible social science journals, including theJournal for
the Scientific Study of Religion.

MN: Bushman, B. J., Ridge, R.D., Das, E., Key, C.W., & Busath, G.L.
(2007). When God sanctions killing: Effect of scriptural violence on
aggression. Psychological Science, 18, 204-207. It is first-rate research,
highly relevant to Mormonism and other religions, with important
implications for society, published in one of the premier journals in
psychology.

A close second would be Norton, Skoog, Franklin et al, (2006). Gender
differences in the association between religious involvement and
depression: The Cache County (Utah) study. The Journals of Gerontology
Series B: Psychological Sciences and Social Sciences, 61: 129-136
http://psychsoc.gerontologyjournals.org/cgi/reprint/61/3/P129. It is a
fascinating look at an important, but relatively unexamined, problem.

7. What are your favorite social scientific books on Mormonism?

RC: Buerger, David John. 1994. The Mysteries of Godliness: A History of
Mormon Temple Worship. Salt Lake City: Signature Books.
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Cornwall, Marie, Tim B. Heaton, and Lawrence A. Young, eds.
2001. Contemporary Mormonism: Social Science Perspectives. Illinois:
University of Illinois Press.

Heaton, Tim B., Stephen J. Bahr, and Cardell K. Jacobson. 2005. A
Statistical Profile Of Mormons: Health, Wealth, And Social Life. Edwin
Mellen Press.

Mauss, Armand L. 1994. The Angel and the Beehive: The Mormon
Struggle With Assimilation. Chicago: University of Illinois Press.

O'Dea, Thomas F. 1957. The Mormons. Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press.

Phillips, Rick. 2004. Conservative Christian Identity & Same-Sex
Orientation: The Case Of Gay Mormons. Peter Lang Publishing.

Shepherd, Gary, and Gordon Shepherd. 1998. Mormon Passage.
Illinois: University of Illinois Press.

Shepherd, Gordon, and Gary Shepherd. 1984. A Kingdom
Transformed: Themes in the Development of Mormonism. Univ of Utah Pr
(T).

AM: (Aside from my own, of course!). There is a great dearth of such
books prior to the mid-20th century, and such few as there are seem very
primitive by modern intellectual and methodological standards. Since mid-
century, the first that I recall was Lowry Nelson’s The Mormon Village: A
Pattern and Technique of Land Settlement (Univ. of Utah Press, 1952).
Perhaps the most visible and important one from that period was Thomas
F. O’Dea’s The Mormons (U. of Chicago, 1957). Not much appeared
thereafter until the 1970s, when a new “golden age” (or at least bronze!)
began in Mormon studies, thanks mainly to historians. Among the social
science books that I have appreciated the most since O’Dea are Mark
Leone’s The Roots of Modern Mormonism (Harvard U. Press, 1979);
Gordon & Gary Shepherd, A Kingdom Transformed: Themes in the
Development of Mormonism (U. of Utah Press, 1984); Hans
Baer, Recreating Utopia in the Desert: A Sectarian Challenge to Modern
Mormonism (SUNY Press, 1988); and Erich R. Paul, Science, Religion, and
Mormon Cosmology (U. of Illinois Press, 1992). The Shepherds’ book is
really a pioneering work, not only in what it reveals substantively about
the transformation of Mormonism up to modern times, but also in
demonstrating the power of literary content analysis as a research
method. Some might argue with my inclusion of the Paul book as “social
science,” but it is (among other things) a study in the social construction
of cosmology. I should add, finally, that a great many works that would
usually be considered history rather than social science actually make
great use of social science explanations, either on an ad hoc or on a
sustained basis. Among the historians who are best at this are Thomas
Alexander and D. Michael Quinn.

MN: Mauss, The Angel and the Beehive.
Heaton, Bahr & Jacobson, A Statistical Profile of Mormons.



Phillips, Conservative Christian Identity & Same-Sex Orientation: The
Case of Gay Mormons.

Shepherd & Shepherd, Mormon Passage: A Missionary Chronicle.
White, Mormon Neo-Orthodoxy: A Crisis Theology.
O'Dea's The Mormons. It was the first.
There are others, but those capture the range.

RP: Thomas G. Alexander’s Mormonism in Transition: A History of the
Latter-day Saints, 1890 – 1930 has influenced my thinking more than any
other book on Mormonism I have read. The early 20th century is my
favorite period in church history, and this book is the definitive work on
the subject. Even though Alexander is a historian, the chapters on the
standardization and bureaucratization of Mormonism are an excellent
example of historical sociology in the grand tradition of Max Weber.
Armand Mauss’s Angel and the Beehive could be seen as a sequel to
Alexander’s book, dealing with the second half of the 20th century and
anticipating the 21st. Mauss elucidates the contradictions inherent in a
church that seeks to be distinctive and “peculiar,” yet also seeks to
engage and be accepted by the larger society. Both of these books would
be required reading if I could ever teach a sociology of Mormonism class.

8. What topic on Mormonism would you most like to see social
scientists study in the near future, or what do you consider to be
understudied topics?

AM: a. What has worked and not worked in the Church Education
System, which is enormously expensive. After controls for family
influences and density of the surrounding LDS environment, what is the
net impact of daily religious instruction? Is the impact (if any) cognitive
(what the kids actually learn and retain), or is it social (retention of kids
in church activity beyond the teen years)? Or what?

b. Why are the retention rates around the world so much greater for
Jehovah’s Witnesses, Seventh-Day Adventists, and Pentecostals than for
the LDS?

c. How do LDS women define their roles and their value in the religious
life of the LDS community in such a way as to claim power and validation
in that community? Derivatively, what different “constituencies” form
among LDS women around this issue, and how are the women distributed
among these constituencies?

d. Even among “active” or practicing Mormons, there seems to be a
variety of personal beliefs about the historicity of the Book of Mormon;
the nature of the First Vision; what counts (and doesn’t count) as
observing the Word of Wisdom; or as a “full tithing;” what counts as
“obedience” to church leaders as contrasted with legitimate uses of
agency; what constitutes “sabbath observance;” what political beliefs are
in accord with Church teachings and which are not; what scientific
theories (or “facts”) are in accord with LDS doctrine, etc., etc. These



differences would probably yield different “subcultures” or different
“intellectual constituencies” among Mormons. Then I would want to know
what changes across time occur in the recruitment of men from these
different constituencies to positions of leadership in the Church, especially
at the general authority level. My underlying (but untested) theory is that
the general tone and culture of the Church, at least in the U. S. if not
worldwide, is largely dependent on the differential recruitment to
leadership from these different intellectual constituencies, which are now
taking the place of the pioneer family networks that used to be so
determinative of leadership recruitment.
I could go on and on.

MN: In general we could benefit from more research on psychological
aspects of Mormon experience-- connections between belief and behavior
(such as the Bushman et al study above); developmental changes in LDS
belief; mission experiences, particularly of the senior or couple
missionaries; how people understand information that is discrepant with
their beliefs; and so forth. I'd say that we know much more about
sociological aspects than we do about these kinds of psychological aspects
of Mormon life.

RP: My passion is the construction and maintenance of Mormon
identities, and there is much to be done in this area. The work of
describing and theorizing the various “Mormonisms” that are scattered
across the globe is barely underway. In my response to #6 I noted that
there are some scholars who have examined regional Mormon identities.
There are others who are publishing on international (especially Latin
American) Mormon identities. Still others have examined the nexus of
Mormonism and ethnicity. But in addition to these differences, there are
important axes of variation that are virtual terra incognita. How social
class influences Mormon belief and practice, for instance, is relatively
unstudied. If I was a Ph.D. student in Utah, I would love to write a
dissertation comparing the religious lives of members of an affluent ward
in a place like Bountiful with members of a working class ward in Ogden
or Roy. I think you would find profound differences in the way members
of these wards approach their callings, interpret aspects of Mormon
theology, and find ways to integrate church, work and family into their
lives. Outside Utah, wards often have a very heterogeneous class
composition, so one could examine intra-ward class dynamics in this type
of setting.

RC: a. There is very little on Mormonism internationally. Henri Gooren
has published some work on Mormons in Central America. David
Knowlton has also published some work on Mormons in Latin America.
There are a few things here and there about Mormons in Europe. John
Hoffman has recently published a book on Mormons in Japan. So, there is
a bit of work being done. But, as far as I know, there is very little on
Mormonism in Africa and Asia. I'd like to see some ethnographic work on



being Mormon in Europe, where religion is dying. I'd like to see some
ethnographic work on being Mormon in Africa where religion is doing well.

b. If religion is the ghetto of the social sciences and Mormonism is the
ghetto of religion, then the ghetto of Mormonism has to be ex-Mormons.
I don't know that there would be a lot of interest in it, but I think some
work on why people are leaving the LDS Church these days both in the
U.S. and internationally would probably be of interest both to Mormons
(the leadership still claims they are all just offended) and ex-Mormons.
Another anecdote might be of interest here. While in Utah over the
summer, I found out that the neighbors of my in-laws had, within the last
year, left the LDS Church and joined a non-denominational Christian
church. They live in West Jordan. This is the heart of Mormon country. I
happened to run into the neighbors without my in-laws around and asked
them what happened. The response was intriguing. She said that when
her father was dying, he told her that he thought Mormonism had lost its
way when they changed their policy on blacks and the priesthood. That
made her question her testimony in the religion. As a result, she started
studying Mormonism and decided that it just didn't offer what she
wanted. She found what she was looking for in a non-denominational
Christian church. Additionally, while driving up and down the Wasatch
Front, I noticed quite a few billboards for non-Mormon Christian churches
that promised more charismatic and upbeat services. The ARIS surveys
have made it clear that people are leaving religions, but I'd be fascinated
to know just how many people are leaving Mormonism in Utah. We all
know the percentage of the population in Utah that is Mormon has been
going down recently, but most people claim this is due to migration into
Utah. My sense is that is only part of the picture. Mormonism is, like
most religions, losing young people (particularly young adult women) and
may be losing even more diverse groups of people in its heartland.
Someone needs to look into what's happening in Utah because the picture
is more complicated than just outsiders moving in.


