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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS 

 

INCIDENTAL COMMUNALISTS:  

A BRIEF CULTURAL HISTORY OF THE UNITED ORDERS OF  

THE CHURCH OF JESUS CHRIST OF LATTER-DAY SAINTS IN AMERICA, 1831-1880 

by 
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Charles Town, West Virginia 

Dr. Loni Bramson, Thesis Advisor 

Between 1831 and 1880, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints became one of 

several organizations that experimented with new economic and social arrangements to address 

issues of class and poverty. Among the various groups, which include the Shakers, Amana 

Colonies, Oneida Perfectionists, Fourierists, Harmony and New Harmony, the Icarians, and the 

Hutterites, the Latter-day Saints joined the ranks of communalists out of necessity, not by any 

theological or doctrinal imperative. Mormons adopted communalism out of a pressing need to 

acquire properties with which to absorb the rapid immigration of converts and, later, to preserve 

their independence and distinctiveness against the encroachment of a hostile government and the 

cultural/social effects of unrestrained capitalism. In so doing, the Latter-day Saint movement 

became the largest American communalistic group of the nineteenth century. This thesis 

analyzes the United Order in the context of the broader spectrum of nineteenth-century 

communalistic movements. 
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Explanatory Notes 

The Latter-day Saint Canon 

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints officially regards the following four books as 

scripture. 

 The Holy Bible – The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints generally uses the King 

James Version. 

 The Book of Mormon – Members of this religion consider the book to be an ancient 

record believed to have been written by a group of Israelite expatriates from Jerusalem 

and their descendants, who migrated to the Americas prior to 600 BCE. It contains 

writings of ancient prophets to the time of their demise around 400 CE. Latter-day Saints 

hold it as a matter of faith that the book was revealed to a modern prophet, Joseph Smith, 

by revelation, who was given spiritual gifts to translate it into English in the 1820s. The 

abbreviation used is BoM, followed by the name of the author of the specific book. 

 The Doctrine and Covenants – This book is a modern record of revelations given to 

church founder Joseph Smith, organized into sections, somewhat chronological in nature. 

The abbreviation is D&C followed by section number and verse. 

 The Pearl of Great Price – This book is a collection of revelations given to Joseph Smith 

and contains the Book of Moses, the Book of Abraham, and a translation of a section of 

the Gospel of Matthew. It also contains Joseph Smith’s personal narrative account of his 

first vision, the coming forth of the Book of Mormon, and the account of the investiture 

of divine authority to the church. PGP is the typical abbreviation among Latter-day Saint 

scholars, followed by the specific name of the book, chapter, and verse. 
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These works will be notated as scripture throughout this thesis. Book authors’ names from 

within the Book of Mormon will be included, e.g., Nephi, Alma, Mormon, Moroni, etc. 

About the Journal of Discourses 

The Journal of Discourses is a twenty-six-volume reference work of public sermons by 

various early Mormon leaders. A Latter-day Saint convert, George D. Watt from the United 

Kingdom used his skills at shorthand to record the sermons between 1853 and 1868. The works 

are not regarded as scripture, but they provide important historical insights into the cultural 

contexts, doctrinal evolution, and mindsets of the early Latter-day Saint pioneers. The standard 

abbreviation is JD, followed by the volume and page number. 

Organizational Hierarchy of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints 

The First Presidency, consisting of the President of the Church and his two counselors, 

are appointed from among the ranks of a council known as the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles. 

The Quorum of the Twelve collectively hold the authority to govern and direct the church. The 

members of these two bodies are recognized and sustained by Latter-day Saints to be prophets, 

seers, and revelators. When the First Presidency is organized, the President of the Church alone 

is recognized as the oracle or revelator who may receive revelation for the entire Church. Early 

Latter-day Saint presidents mentioned in this work include Joseph Smith, Brigham Young, John 

Taylor, and Wilford Woodruff. Sidney Rigdon and Jesse Gause served as counselors in the First 

Presidency with Joseph Smith. 

Mormon Terminology 

Branches – Generally a smaller congregation of less than one hundred members, presided over 

by a branch president. 

Consecration – A philosophical principle that accepts that Deity is the owner of all things and 

that human beings are earthly stewards over them. 
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Gentiles – Non-Mormons and nonbelievers. 

Israel – The covenant people of God, descendants of the biblical patriarchs. Latter-day Saints 

consider themselves to be of the tribes of Israel along with Jews. 

Law of Consecration – This is a formal covenant relationship between and individual and Deity 

in which the believer accepts the role of steward over his property and dedicates his time, talents, 

and possessions to the building up of God’s kingdom. 

Restoration – A prophetically-mandated restitution of the doctrines, covenants, and ordinances 

that were present in first-century Christianity. Latter-day Saints believe the Restoration began 

with Joseph Smith’s first vision and continues today. 

Saints – The members of the church call themselves “Saints” in the same sense that the Bible 

refers to members of the primitive Christian church of the first century. The name of the church 

distinguishes its modern members as Latter-day Saints to distinguish them from those of the 

primitive church. 

Stake – An ecclesiastical unit roughly equivalent to a diocese, presided over by a president, two 

counselors, and a council of twelve high priests. A stake provides direction for several wards and 

branches in a limited geographical area. 

Temple – A dedicated house of worship reserved for sacred ordinances and considered as the 

“House of the Lord.” In Mormon history and theology, they are places where the Lord manifests 

himself to the people. 

United Order – The formal application of the law of consecration by a community. It is also 

known as the Order of Enoch. The communities so organized become united orders.  

Wards – An individual congregation of exceeding one hundred members, presided over by a 

bishop.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 
We all concede the point that when this mortality falls off, and with it its cares, anxieties, 
love of self, love of wealth, and love of power, and all the conflicting interests which 
pertain to this flesh, that then, when our spirits have returned to God who gave them, we 
will be subject to every requirement that he may make of us, that we shall then live 
together as one great family; our common interest will be a general, a common interest. 
Why can we not so live in this world? 

—Brigham Young1 

 

Between 1831 and 1880, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints became one of 

several organizations that experimented with new economic and social arrangements to address 

issues of class and poverty. Among the various groups, which include the Shakers, Amana 

Colonies, Oneida Perfectionists, Fourierists, Harmony and New Harmony, the Icarians, and the 

Hutterites, the Latter-day Saints joined the ranks of communalists out of necessity, not by any 

theological or doctrinal imperative. Mormons adopted communalism out of a pressing need to 

acquire properties with which to absorb the rapid immigration of converts and, later, to preserve 

their independence and distinctiveness against the encroachment of a hostile government and the 

cultural and social effects of unrestrained capitalism. In so doing, the Latter-day Saint movement 

became the largest American communalistic group of the nineteenth century. This thesis 

analyzes the United Order in the context of the broader spectrum of nineteenth-century 

communalistic movements. 

 
1Journal of Discourses, 12:153. 
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Historians tend to lump the communalists together because of their relative proximity in 

time and geography; however, each group developed organically, often with little contact with 

the others. From the arrival of the Shakers in the eighteenth century to the immigration of the 

Hutterites in the late nineteenth century, the communalistic groups in America developed in 

sequence, rarely in direct competition or cooperation with each other. Secular communalists 

were most likely to consult those who preceded them in their experiments. The religious social 

innovators, often led by charismatic prophets or inspired luminaries, were generally self-focused, 

regarding other groups as corrupted or tainted by worldly influences or doctrinal errors. Each of 

these groups applied different approaches to communalism to obtain land, generate capital, and 

form communities, some of which lasted only a few years, while others endure to this day. 

Several of the groups shared similar patterns, not only of millennialist religious beliefs and a 

commonly shared vision of America as a new “Zion” or “Promised Land.”  Others were secular 

in their philosophies, seeking to establish social justice and protect the dignity of individuals as 

the Industrial Revolution threatened to subsume them. Almost all the communalists extended 

their social reforms beyond economic cooperation and experimented with the fundamental 

relationships of husband, wife, marriage, and family. Despite the fervor generated by the 

communalists, most of the groups faded with time, not surviving the passing of their founders or 

being overcome by financial crises and internal strife. Many of the groups faced criticism, legal 

harassment, and outright violence by the political and religious establishment of their time. 

Ironically, of the movements mentioned, the ones who encountered the most substantial 

opposition from their governments; namely, Latter-day Saints and Hutterites, are the ones who 

most successfully endured the vicissitudes of time and change.  
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This thesis is significant in that it examines the role of the Latter-day Saints as part of the 

American communalistic movements. Much of what has been written about the Church of Jesus 

Christ of Latter-day Saints has quite naturally focused on its history of polygamy and the still-

debated history of the church’s origin narrative. The attempts by Mormon pioneers to establish a 

singularly unique system, the United Order, a social arrangement that ultimately dwarfed the 

next-largest contemporary communalist group fivefold in terms of size, has drawn scant attention 

by modern writers. This thesis seeks to fill an important gap in the historiographical record. 

Thesis Outline 

Chapter Two examines how the members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 

Saints adopted communalism as a practical response to demands imposed by rapid growth in the 

first two years after the church was organized. The founding prophet of the Latter-day Saint 

movement was not inclined philosophically toward communalism as part of his self-proclaimed 

mission to restore the church of the first century. After welcoming a large number of converts in 

the Western Reserve, some of whom had already organized themselves into a Shaker-like 

community-of-goods economic cooperative, Joseph Smith transformed the system into a unique 

system of private property and shared surpluses, which was then applied to frontier Mormon 

communities in Ohio and Missouri.2  The communalistic endeavors in these two regions formed 

two distinct phases, each of which faced violent local opposition and the general difficulties of a 

national financial panic. The community of Latter-day Saints reconstituted itself in Illinois, 

where they built the city of Nauvoo. It was in the vicinity of Nauvoo that the Church of Jesus 

Christ of Latter-day Saints matured doctrinally and theologically and where its founder, Joseph 

 
2The Western Reserve was land held by Connecticut in the Northwest Territory, 

extending into the Ohio Country in colonial times, that was sold or granted to settlers in the years 
following the War for American Independence. 
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Smith, was assassinated in 1844. In Nauvoo, Brigham Young rose to lead the Church and 

organized a mass migration to the Great Basin beginning in 1846, where he expanded upon 

Joseph Smith’s United Order system and nurtured it to its broadest, and most definitive 

implementation.3 

Chapter Three drills down to explore this large-scale implementation of the United Order 

across Utah, and parts of Arizona, Wyoming, Nevada, and Idaho. Brigham Young used an 

informal system of what Latter-day Saints called “consecration” to raise capital to assist 

emigrants from Europe to come to the Salt Lake Valley to “build up the kingdom,” a phrase he 

often used to describe his personal ministry. This informal system of joint-stock companies and 

individuals donating time and labor for church projects helped to build infrastructure like streets, 

irrigation systems, and various manufacturing facilities to establish a self-reliant, independent 

community of American exiles. In Brigham Young’s conception, the Mormon system of 

cooperation did not promote complete equality in an economic sense. It sought to eradicate 

poverty and it sought to make wealthy men socially conscious, and to use their riches for the 

benefit of the community. It was not so much social leveling as social averaging. As it 

developed, the United Order system aided the Latter-day Saints in surviving near-famine in 

1855-1856, coping with the invasion and occupation by  the United States Army, absorbing the 

coming of the railroad, the Panic of 1873, and finally, weathering federal government action 

against the church resulting in the seizure of properties and the imprisonment of its leaders. 

During this time, the United Order became increasingly institutionalized and took on four 

 
3The Great Basin is the arid region of the United States formed between western 

mountain ranges that run northward and southward and is affected by a rain shadow effect from 
the Sierra Nevada and Cascade mountains. The Great Salt Lake is a prominent hydrologic drain 
for the area. 
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different formats, practiced in various regions of the Great Basin and beyond. At its peak, this 

final system, called the United Orders of Enoch, named after the antediluvian patriarch of the 

Bible, included approximately eighty thousand Latter-day Saints.4  

Chapter Four examines the Latter-day Saints and the United Order in the context of other 

communalistic groups of the nineteenth century. It explores the achievements of the Shakers, the 

Harmonists of George Rapp, Robert Owen’s New Harmony, Albert Brisbane’s attempts to 

establish Charles Fourier’s “phalanx” system, the Oneida Perfectionists of John Humphrey 

Noyes, Etienne Cabet’s Icarian movement, and the Hutterites. The study compares the groups in 

terms of sequence, geographically, economically, the concepts of community-of-goods versus 

consecration of surpluses, communal family lifestyles, and finally, the groups’ interactions with 

the political realm and their conflicts, particularly regarding pacifism, free love, celibacy, and 

polygamy. 

Chapter Five concludes the thesis, synthesizing and summarizing the findings. 

Particularly, it explores the question as to where and how Latter-day Saint founder Joseph Smith 

acquired his influences that led to the United Order system. The chapter examines the nexus of 

Sidney Rigdon, a former Baptist preacher and close associate of Alexander Campbell (Disciples 

of Christ), and a famous 1829 debate between Campbell and the secular communistic visionary 

of New Harmony, Robert Owen. Additionally, Chapter Five evaluates claims of possible links to 

the Shakers and the Rappite Harmonists via Mormon converts Jesse Gause and Jacob Zundel, 

who came into the church after having participated as members of those communities. Chapter 

 
4Dean L. May, “One Heart and Mind: Communal Life and Values Among the Mormons,” 

in America's Communal Utopias, ed. Donald E. Pitzer (Chapel Hill: The University of North 
Carolina Press, 1997), 251, ProQuest Ebook Central. 
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Five also discusses the end of the various movements, how they dissipated or adapted to the 

social, economic and political realities of the late nineteenth century. 

Survey of Literature 

Communalism forms a relatively small share of the myriad threads woven into the 

tapestry of nineteenth century American history. As Daniel Walker Howe noted in his What God 

Hath Wrought: The Transformation of America, 1815-1848, the century was dynamic in terms of 

social innovation and change.5 The introduction of new technologies in communications, 

transportation, and manufacturing, transformed the way Americans lived and worked. By the 

fiftieth anniversary of the Revolution and the rise of Jacksonian democracy, seemingly boundless 

liberty, joined with unrestrained capitalism, generated both prosperity and inequality. Stanley M. 

Elkins’ Slavery: A Problem in American Institutional and Intellectual Life describes how the 

absence of strong institutions that had always moderated the rate of change in old Europe—

monarchies, large banking concerns, and the state church—impacted the United States.6 Not only 

did the lack of these institutions affect the ability to effectively confront the issue of chattel 

slavery, but it also gave Americans license to experiment with alternative social arrangements 

that led to communalistic experiments. 

 Michael F. Holt’s The Political Crisis of the 1850s provides background to the strong 

dissociative trends that stirred the citizenry to action in many ways. Holt states that “It was the 

weakness of the faith in the responsiveness of the old two-party system, in short, that gave 

 
5Daniel Walker Howe, What Hath God Wrought: The Transformation of America, 1815-

1848 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007). 

6Stanley M. Elkins, Slavery: A Problem in American Institutional and Intellectual Life, 
3rd ed, rev. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1976), 28-33. 
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sectional propaganda such resonance. . . .”7 This fractiousness led many Americans to abandon 

traditional thinking and to consider other alternatives to address the pressing obstacles to 

liberty’s promise. Abolitionism, women’s suffrage, alcoholism, and intolerance of immigrants 

became the focus of numerous religious and secular reformers. The sectional conflicts, the 

collapse of the two-party system, the Civil War and subsequent Reconstruction dominated the 

history of the period. In The Impending Crisis: America Before the Civil War, 1848-1861, David 

M. Potter described the pre-war period as a time of “substituting stereotypes for realities.”8 

Americans questioned the balance between Union, freedom, patriotism, and morality.9 The 

turmoil fueled, in some measure, the rise of communalist groups, yet amid such upheaval, their 

significance is often downplayed and depicted  as eccentric  experiments by utopian dreamers. 

The historiography of communalism, and Latter-day Saint communalism especially, is somewhat 

sparse. 

Writings on the United Order 

The primary focus of most historians examining Mormonism of the nineteenth century is, 

understandably, polygamy. As will become apparent, Latter-day Saints were not counted as a 

communalistic movement by historians until the twentieth century. Even among Latter-day Saint 

authors, there is reluctance to call the United Order communalistic, perhaps seeking to avoid 

confusion with Marxist communism. On July 3, 1936, the First Presidency, the highest 

governing council in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, issued a warning to 

 
7Michael F. Holt, The Political Crisis of the 1850s (New York: W. W. Norton and 

Company, 1978), 152. 

8David M. Potter, The Impending Crisis: America before the Civil War, 1848-1861, 
edited by Don E. Fehrenbacher (1976; repr., New York: HarperCollins, 2011), 43. 

9Ibid., 45. 
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members of the dangers of communism stating, “Communism is not the United Order, and bears 

only the most superficial resemblance thereto . . .” and that “. . . no faithful Church member can 

be a Communist.”10 This message was republished again in 1961 and reiterated in an April 12, 

1977 speech at Brigham Young University by Apostle Ezra Taft Benson.11 While Benson served 

in the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, U. S. President Dwight D. Eisenhower asked him to 

serve as his Secretary of Agriculture. Throughout his secular political career, and throughout his 

church ministry, Benson was known as a staunch defender of the Constitution and an equally 

outspoken critic of communism. 

J. Reuben Clark, a prominent attorney who served as Undersecretary of State in the 

Coolidge administration, who was later called to serve in the First Presidency of the church, 

stated in a sermon he delivered to a general conference of the church in 1942,  

There is a great deal of apprehension among our people regarding the United 
Order. . . . There is a growing—I fear it is growing—sentiment that communism and the 
United Order are virtually the same thing, communism being merely the forerunner, so to 
speak, of a reestablishment of the United Order. I am informed that ex-bishops, and 
indeed, bishops, who belong to communistic organization are preaching this doctrine.12 
 
Harold B. Lee, who held leading positions in the church’s Quorum of the Twelve 

Apostles and eventually became the president of the church, wrote in 1974 of the church’s 

anticipated return to communalism at some future time. Echoing the earlier positions of church 

 
10“First Presidency Message on Communism, 1936,” Joseph Smith Foundation, 

https://josephsmithfoundation.org/first-presidency-message-on-communism-1936/. 

11Ezra Taft Benson, “A Vision of Hope for the Youth of Zion,” BYU Speeches (April 12, 
1977), https://speeches.byu.edu/talks/ezra-taft-benson_vision-hope-youth-zion/. 

12J. Reuben Clark, “Conference Reports of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 
Saints,” (sermon delivered at a general conference of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 
Saints, Salt Lake City, Utah: October 1942), 54, 
https://archive.org/details/conferencereport1942sa/page/n1. 
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leaders, “The United Order will not be a socialistic or communistic setup; it will be something 

distinctive, and yet it will be more capitalistic in its nature than either socialism or communism, 

in that private ownership and individual responsibility will be maintained.”13 Statements like 

these placed a dampening influence on scholars researching the United Order’s history, which in 

turn affected the historiography of the topic among those who are most likely to study it. Latter-

day Saint historians were and are hesitant to examine the United Order’s communalistic nature 

for fear of comparing it to or connecting the system with Marxist communism.  

Additionally, Nechama Sataty’s survey of nineteenth-century newspaper coverage of 

several communalistic groups clearly shows that anti-Mormon bias of the period impacted those 

who generated the primary resources that later historians would examine and interpret. Sataty 

remarked, “Although other communitarian groups provoked mixed sentiments in their observers, 

the Mormons never enjoyed this ambivalent treatment. They were denied admission into the 

communitarian world.”14 Sataty reiterated, “The unmistakable Mormon bent toward 

communitarianism was completely ignored by contemporaries and especially the American 

press.” Therefore, due to reticence on the part of Latter-day Saint historians and the anti-Mormon 

bias found in many secular nineteenth century primary sources, Mormons are often omitted from 

the historiography of communalism even though the church formed the largest communalistic 

society of the period. By way of example, Hubert Howe Bancroft and Alfred Bates’ History of 

Utah, 1540-1886, written in 1889, barely mentions the United Order, calling it the “cooperative 

movement,” mentioning it only as a factor that adversely affected non-Mormon mercantile stores 

 
13Harold B. Lee, Stand Ye in Holy Places, Salt Lake City, UT: Deseret Book, 1976. 

14Nechama Sataty, “Utopian Visions and Their Critics: Press Reactions to American 
Utopias in The Ante-Bellum Era” (PhD diss., ProQuest Dissertations Publishing, 1986), 515. 
http://search.proquest.com/docview/303503911/. 
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for  few years.15 Only in the twentieth century did this begin to change. Not until the end of the 

Progressive Era did Mormon academics begin to discuss Latter-day Saint communalism and the 

United Order. One of the first to do so was Hamilton Gardner’s “Communism Among the 

Mormons” in a 1922 issue of The Quarterly Journal of Economics. Hamilton examines potential 

early church contacts with Rappites, Campbellites, Shakers, and Zoar Separatists, but cites the 

dearth of documentary evidence supporting theories that Mormon communalism was copied 

from other communities. The author concludes that “. . . from the available evidence, the United 

Order was not derived primarily from sources outside the Mormon creed. . . . [T]he peculiar 

characteristics of the Mormon order were original—their ‘consecration,’ their ‘stewardship,’ 

their unique disposition of surplus, their system of government.”16 

Three books form the backbone of scholarship produced by Latter-day Saints on the 

history of the United Order. The first, Joseph A. Gedde’s 1924 book, The United Order Among 

the Mormons, Missouri Phase: An Unfinished Experiment in Economic Organization, is the first 

economic history written by a Latter-day Saint author to examine the United Order.17 The second 

is by far, the most important book on this subject: Leonard J. Arrington’s Great Basin Kingdom: 

An Economic History of the Latter-day Saints, 1830-1900.18 This work from 1966 is essential 

 
15Hubert Howe Bancroft and Alfred Bates, History of Utah, 1540-1886 (San Francisco, 

CA: San Francisco History Co., 1889), Kindle, location 8581. 

16Hamilton Gardner, “Communism Among the Mormons.” The Quarterly Journal of 
Economics 37, no. 1 (1922): 134-74. http://www.jstor.org/stable/1885911. 

17Joseph A. Geddes, The United Order among the Mormons, Missouri Phase: An 
Unfinished Experiment in Economic Organization (Salt Lake City, UT: The Deseret News Press, 
1924). 

18Leonard J. Arrington, Great Basin Kingdom: An Economic History of the Latter-day 
Saints, 1830-1900 (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 1966), 10. 
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reading, providing important historical and economic data regarding all phases in the evolution 

of Latter-day Saint communalism. An excellent companion to this volume is Arrington’s 1985 

biography, Brigham Young: American Moses, is similarly excellent in its detail and it provides 

greater insight into Brigham Young’s thinking as he developed the most expansive 

implementation of the United Order after the migration of Latter-day Saints to Utah.19 The third 

book, written in 1988 by attorney Kent W. Huff, is Joseph Smith’s United Order: A Non-

Communalistic Interpretation.20 It provides an excellent overview and comparison of the first 

two phases of Mormon communalism. However, Huff’s interpretation is manifestly a product of 

its time, written in the post-Reagan resurgence of conservatism. Huff had two law degrees from 

George Washington University and did work in Washington, D. C. related to economic 

regulation. Huff’s thesis asserts that the United Order was not at all communalistic in nature. It is 

in Huff’s work we clearly see an impact of the anti-communist statements of earlier church 

leaders. In 1999 James W. Lucas and Warner P. Woodworth published an intriguing book, 

Working Toward Zion: Principles of the United Order for the Modern World, which divides its 

attention between the nineteenth century communalistic Mormon practices of the United Order 

and how the modern church has reworked the principles that undergirded the system into 

practices observed by today’s Latter-day Saints.21 Richard Gardner recently explored modern 

applications of the principle of consecration in his 2017 article “Consecration Brings Forth Zion, 

 
19Leonard J. Arrington, Brigham Young: American Moses (Urbana, IL: University of 

Illinois Press, 1985). 

20Kent W. Huff, Joseph Smith’s United Order: A Non-Communalistic Interpretation 
(Orem, UT: Cedar Fort, Inc., 1988). 

21James W. Lucas and Warner P. Woodsworth, Working Toward Zion: Principles of the 
United Order for the Modern World (Salt Lake City, UT: Aspen Books, 1999). 
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Not Just Disaster Relief: An Examination of Scholarly and Prophetic Statements on the Law of 

Consecration” in Interpreter: A Journal of Mormon Scripture.22 

To understand the motivations behind the Latter-day Saints’ seemingly serendipitous, 

almost haphazard path to communalism, it is necessary to understand Joseph Smith, whom 

church members revere as a prophet. The history of the early church is the history of Joseph 

Smith. Three excellent modern biographies of Joseph Smith are Fawn Brodie’s No Man Knows 

My History: The Life of Joseph Smith, the Mormon Prophet, Richard Lyman Bushman’s Joseph 

Smith, Rough Stone Rolling: A Cultural Biography of Mormonism’s Founder, and Truman G. 

Madsen’s Joseph Smith the Prophet. Brodie’s work critically examines the life and facts of the 

church’s founding prophet, taking into account the extreme bias in the early historical record of 

this polarizing figure while maintaining critical objectivity. It is Brodie who declares flatly that, 

regarding the United Order, the documentary source material on its origins are not “recoverable” 

due to poor record-keeping and the transient nature of the early days of the church.23 Bushman’s 

biography of Joseph Smith  combines deep admiration of his subject with scholarly 

detachment.24 It is a narrative full of rich detail that does not shy away from the controversial. It 

gives very personal glimpses into the events and concerns that shaped the United Order as it 

evolved. Truman G. Madsen’s biography of Joseph Smith is unapologetically panegyrical, but it 

 
22Richard D. Gardner, “Consecration Brings Forth Zion, Not Just Disaster Relief: An 

Examination of Scholarly and Prophetic Statements on the Law of Consecration,” Interpreter: A 
Journal of Mormon Scripture 26 (2017):123-226. 

23Fawn M. Brodie, No Man Knows My History: The Life of Joseph Smith, 2nd ed. (New 
York: Vintage Books, 1995), 107. 

24Richard Lyman Bushman, Joseph Smith, Rough Stone Rolling: A Cultural Biography of 
Mormonism’s Founder (New York: First Vintage Books/Random House, 2005). 
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is well-researched.25 Another useful and informative book is Glen M. Leonard’s Nauvoo: A 

Place of Peace, A People of Promise (2002), which recounts the several years between the 

second and third United Order implementations by the church, how an informal system of 

limited communalism continued to function within the community.26 The city of Nauvoo was, in 

a sense, a living biography of Joseph Smith, who wrote the city’s charter, devised its physical 

plan, and governed it as mayor. 

In contrast to Madsen’s encomiastic interpretation of Joseph Smith and his history, there 

is James H. Snowden’s The Truth About Mormonism from 1926. This blatantly biased anti-

Mormon work’s author was a Presbyterian minister and theologian and it represents the period in 

which many non-Mormon writers focused on attacking Mormonism to undermine its origin 

narrative.27 Snowden leans upon the theory that the Book of Mormon was produced, not by 

Joseph Smith, but was plagiarized from a man named Solomon Spaulding, through a connection 

with an associate, then-Campbellite preacher, Sidney Rigdon. However, this highly critical 

narrative of the period in which Latter-day Saints adopted communalism, examines contacts with 

other groups and finds no connection to George Rapp’s Harmony Society or the Shakers. This 

contradicts claims by Karl J. R. Arndt, a leading expert on the Harmony Society in a 1944 

 
25Truman G. Madsen, Joseph Smith the Prophet (Salt Lake City, UT: Bookcraft, 1989). 

26Glen M. Leonard, Nauvoo: A Place of Peace, A People of Promise (Salt Lake City, UT: 
Deseret Book Company and Brigham Young University Press, 2002). 

27James H. Snowden, The Truth About Mormonism (New York: George H. Doran 
company, 1926), https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uc1.$b57180&view=1up&seq=11. 
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German-American Review article, that “there is good reason to advance the theory that the living 

model of the Mormon Church was the Harmony Society of George Rapp.”28 

The search for contacts that may have influenced Joseph Smith’s creation of the United 

Order led to a recent book published in Berlin in 2016 by Robert Christian Kahlert, Salvation 

and Solvency: The Socio-Economic Policies of Early Mormonism.29 Kahlert wrote of the 

connection between Mormon convert Sidney Rigdon, a Campbellite minister closely associated 

with Alexander Campbell, and a highly publicized 1829 debate between Campbell and Robert 

Owen, secular communalist and founder of New Harmony in Indiana. This Rigdon connection is 

further reinforced by Richard S. Van Wagoner’s “Mormon Polyandry in Nauvoo” article from 

1983,30 Lloyd Alan Knowles “The Appeal and Course of Christian Restorationism on the Early 

Nineteenth Century American Frontier: With a Focus on Sidney Rigdon as a Case Study” from 

2000,31 Richard McClellan’s article “Sidney Rigdon’s 1820 Ministry: Preparing the Way for 

Mormonism in Ohio” from 200332, and Val Dean Rust’s 2004 book, Radical Origins: Early 

 
28Karl J. R. Arndt, “The Harmonists and the Mormons.” The American-German Review 

10, no. 5 (June 1944), 6. 

29Robert Christian Kahlert, Salvation and Solvency: The Socio-Economic Policies of 
Early Mormonism (Berlin, Germany: Walter de Gruyter GmbH, 2016), 154, 
https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/apus/reader.action?docID=4587119. 

30Richard S. Van Wagoner, “Mormon Polyandry in Nauvoo,” Dialogue: A Journal of 
Mormon Thought 18, no. 3 (Fall 1983): 67-83, https://www.dialoguejournal.com/wp-
content/uploads/sbi/articles/Dialogue_V18N03_69.pdf. 

31Lloyd Alan Knowles, “The Appeal and Course of Christian Restorationism on the Early 
Nineteenth Century American Frontier: With a Focus on Sidney Rigdon as a Case Study” (PhD 
diss., Michigan State University, 2000), ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global, https://search-
proquest-com.ezproxy1.apus.edu/docview/304608887?accountid=8289. 

32Richard McClellan, “Sidney Rigdon’s 1820 Ministry: Preparing the Way for 
Mormonism in Ohio,” Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought 36, no. 4 (December 1, 2003): 
151–160, 243, http://search.proquest.com/docview/919412114/. 
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Mormon Converts and their Colonial Ancestors33. These form an interesting discussion in 

conjunction with A. S. Hayden’s 1875 Early History of the Disciples in the Western Reserve, 

Ohio with Biographical Sketches of the Principle Agents in their Religious Movement, a history 

of the Disciples of Christ that devotes a significant amount of text to attacking Rigdon as a 

turncoat against Alexander Campbell and the Disciples of Christ church.34 

Interest in the United Order among Latter-day Saint scholars is sporadic as it appears in 

journals, dissertations and theses, and the occasional book. Utah Historical Journal Quarterly 

published P. T. Reilly’s “Kanab United Order: The President’s Nephew and the Bishop” in 1973, 

providing insights into the personalities and the culture of a community near the peak of the 

United Order period.35 Robert Millet, an influential professor of ancient scripture and Emeritus 

Dean of Religious Education at Brigham Young University, wrote his doctoral dissertation in 

1983 on “The Development of the Concept of Zion in Mormon Theology.”36 It provides 

excellent background on the theological constructs that led the church to implement 

“consecration”—a system of shared surpluses—as opposed to the community-of-goods approach 

used by other nineteenth-century communalists. Blair G. Van-Dyke’s 2002 article, “Conquest of 

 
33Val Dean Rust, Radical Origins: Early Mormon Converts and Their Colonial Ancestors 

(Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 2004). 

34A. S. Hayden, Early History of the Disciples in the Western Reserve, Ohio with 
Biographical Sketches of the Principle Agents in their Religious Movement (Cincinnati, Ohio: 
Chase & Hall, Publishers, 1875), 191, 
https://archive.org/details/earlyhistoryofdi00hayd/page/n10. 

35P. T. Reilly, “Kanab United Order: The President’s Nephew and the Bishop.” Utah 
Historical Quarterly 42, no. 2 (Spring 1974):147, 
https://digitallibrary.utah.gov/awweb/guest.jsp?smd=1&cl=all_lib&lb_document_id=34904. 

36Robert Millet, “The Development of the Concept of Zion in Mormon Theology,” (PhD 
diss., Florida State University, 1983), http://search.proquest.com/docview/303150037/. 
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the Heart: Implementing the Law of Consecration in Missouri and Ohio,” provides a snapshot of 

the problems in Sidney Rigdon’s communal group that converted to Mormonism, which also led 

Joseph Smith to turn away from community-of-goods communalism.37 Another article similar in 

subject is R. Jean Addams’ “The Church of Christ (Temple Lot) and the Law of 

Consecration” from 2008, published by The John Whitmer Historical Association Journal.38 The 

Church of Christ (Temple Lot) was an offshoot sect that formed in the decades after the main 

body of Mormons migrated to the Great Basin. The article examines documents that highlight 

the discussions of this group on the possibility of reestablishing the United Order among their 

members. Like Van-Dyke’s article, it emphasizes problems that occurred in Rigdon’s “Family” 

prior to Joseph Smith’s revelations regarding the United Order.  

Scott H. Partridge published an excellent article on the first Latter-day Saint bishop in 

2003, “Edward Partridge in Painesville, Ohio.”39 Ultimately, the history of the United Order is 

most compelling when we study the lives of those it touched, and Bishop Partridge’s life was one 

of conscious and calculated sacrifice of his worldly wealth to serve the church. Many scholars 

believed that Joseph Smith abandoned the practice of the United Order permanently after its 

collapse in Kirtland, Ohio and western Missouri. Mitchell K. Schaefer explores this viewpoint in 

 
37Blair G. Van-Dyke, “Conquest of the Heart: Implementing the Law of Consecration in 

Missouri and Ohio,” Religious Educator: Perspectives on the Restored Gospel 3, no. 2 (2002): 
45-65, https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/re/vol3/iss2/6. 

38R. Jean Addams, “The Church of Christ (Temple Lot) and the Law of 
Consecration,” The John Whitmer Historical Association Journal 28 (2008): 88-113, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/43200445. 

39Scott H. Partridge, “Edward Partridge in Painesville, Ohio,” BYU Studies Quarterly 42, 
no. 1 (2003): 51-73, https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq/vol42/iss1/4. 
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his 2011 article, “The Law . . . Could not be Kept Here: Consecration in Nauvoo, 1840-1842.”  40 

In contrast, a 2011 article in BYU Studies Quarterly titled, “’Myself . . . I Consecrate to the God 

of Heaven’: Twenty Affidavits of Consecration in Nauvoo, June–July 1842,” Sherilyn Farnes 

and Mitchell K. Schafer used recently discovered documentary evidence regarding the formal 

practice of the United Order in Nauvoo, Illinois,  between the expulsion of Latter-day Saints 

from Missouri in 1839 and the 1846 exodus to the Salt Lake Valley.41 Farnes and Schaefer 

produced newly discovered documentary evidence from the period that shows, while limited in 

number, individuals did indeed formally consecrate their possessions in a United Order-like 

arrangement during the period. 

Writings About Communalist Groups 

Books about the more well-known nineteenth-century communalists seemed to emerge as 

interest in the topic waxed and waned over the decades. Charles Nordhoff penned The 

Communistic Societies of the United States during his travels through America and published 

upon his return to the United Kingdom in 1875.42 Nordhoff wrote after having visited the 

Harmonists, Shakers, Amanans, Icarians, and other societies. Also, in 1875, John Humphrey 

Noyes, of the Oneida Perfectionists, wrote History of American Socialisms, which examines 

communities associated with Robert Owen, Charles Fourier, the Shakers, Oneida, and a few 

 
40Mitchell K. Schaefer, “’The Law . . . Could not be Kept Here’: Consecration in 

Nauvoo, 1840-1842” (2011): 124, All Student Publications, 
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/studentpub/124. 

41Mitchell K. Schaefer, Sherilyn Farnes, et al. “’Myself . . . I Consecrate to the God of 
Heaven’: Twenty Affidavits of Consecration in Nauvoo, June-July 1842,” Brigham Young 
University Studies 50, no. 3 (2011): 101-32. http://www.jstor.org/stable/43044876. 

42Charles Nordhoff, The Communistic Societies of the United States (London: John 
Murray, 1875), https://play.google.com/books/reader?id=EXsRAAAAYAAJ&pg=GBS.PP1. 
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others.43 Similarly, Alfred William Hinds’ American Communities: Brief Sketches of Economy, 

Zoar, Bethel, Aurora, Amana, Icaria, the Shakers, Oneida, Wallingford, and the Brotherhood of 

the New Life from 1878 is one early work that examined these groups just after communalism 

began to fade.44 Consistent with Sataty’s thesis, Latter-day Saints are not included among the 

ranks of the communities, even though they would have been the largest one just prior to that 

time. Although these are period sources, they set the tone and format emulated by later writers. 

Following the previously mentioned pattern, one of the best modern works on 

communalism is Donald E. Pitzer’s American Communal Utopias from 1997.45 Pitzer assembled 

and edited contributions from the experts on communalist societies into a single volume. 

Contributors include Donald F. Durnbauch, Priscilla J. Brewer, Karl J. R. Arndt,  Carl J. 

Guarneri, Jonathan G. Andelson, Lawrence J. McCrank,, Lawrence Foster, Robert P. Sutton, Jon 

Wagner, Gertrude E. Huntington, Pearl W. Bartelt, James E. Landing, J. Gordon Melton, Robert 

V. Hine, and Robert S. Weisbrot. The book is an invaluable resource that covers almost every 

utopian group in America from the beginning to the late twentieth century. Notably, more than a 

century after the first of these utopian anthology-style books, Pitzer’s collection includes a 

chapter on Mormonism. Pitzer also contributed a chapter titled “The Capitalism, Christian 

Communism and Communitarian Socialism of New Harmony’s Founders George Rapp and 

 
43John Humphrey Noyes, History of American Socialisms (1875; repr., New York: 

Hillary House, 1961), http://hdl.handle.net/2027/uc1.b4400895. 

44William Alfred Hinds, American Communities: Brief Sketches of Economy, Zoar, 
Bethel, Aurora, Amana, Icaria, the Shakers, Oneida, Wallingford, and the Brotherhood of the 
New Life (Oneida, NY: Office of the American Socialist, 1878), 
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/uc1.%24b269353. 

45Donald E. Pitzer, ed., America's Communal Utopias (Chapel Hill, NC: The University 
of North Carolina Press, 1997), ProQuest Ebook Central. 
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Robert Owen” in Casey Harison’s 2015 book, A New Social Question: Capitalism, Socialism 

and Utopia.46 

Other writing on communalism includes James J. Tomney’s 2000 dissertation, “Divine 

Economy: George Rapp, the Harmony Society, and Jacksonian Democracy.”47 Jyotsna 

Sreenivasan published Utopias and American History in 2008.48 Gladys Montgomery Jones 

produced, “The Shakers,” for Early American Life in 200249 and Jonathan Beecher contributed a 

chapter, “Building Utopia in the Promised Land: Icarians and Fourierists in Texas” for The 

French in Texas History, Migration, Culture,” in 2003.50 In 2010, Stephen C. Taysom’s book, 

Shakers, Mormons, and Religious Worlds: Conflicting Visions, Contested Boundaries studied the 

erection of sociological boundaries among Mormons and Shakers that governed interactions 

between the sexes internally as well as interactions with neighbors and communities outside of 

their respective groups.51 Finally, a 2013 article published in Environmental Humanities by 

 
46Casey Harison, ed.,  A New Social Question: Capitalism, Socialism and Utopia 

(Newcastle-upon-Tyne, UK: Cambridge Scholars Publisher, 2015), ProQuest Ebook Central. 

47James J. Tomney, “Divine Economy: George Rapp, the Harmony Society, and 
Jacksonian Democracy” (master’s thesis, Liberty University, 2014), 42, ProQuest Dissertations 
& Theses Global, https://search-proquest-
com.ezproxy2.apus.edu/docview/1540735103?accountid=8289. 

48Jyotsna Sreenivasan, Utopias and American History (Santa Barbara, CA: ABC CLIO, 
2008). 

49Gladys Montgomery Jones, “The Shakers,” Early American Life 33, no. 3 (June 1, 
2002): 48–51, http://search.proquest.com/docview/216767283/. 

50Jonathan Beecher, “Building Utopia in the Promised Land: Icarians and Fourierists in 
Texas,” in The French in Texas History, Migration, Culture, 1st ed., edited by François Lagarde 
(Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 2003), 197-225. 

51Stephen C. Taysom, Shakers, Mormons, and Religious Worlds: Conflicting Visions, 
Contested Boundaries (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2010), 196, ProQuest Ebook 
Central, https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/apus/detail.action?docID=624333#. 
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Daegan Miller is used to contrast the comparative outcomes of communalist Latter-day Saints 

and the free black community, Timbuctoo, established in the Adirondacks of New York State in 

1846.52 The two groups faced similar ante-bellum conditions in terms of exclusion by the 

neighboring communities, adverse climate and terrain conditions for food production, and lack of 

access to start-up capital. It appears that communalistic practices proved decisive in helping the 

Mormons succeed, whereas the lack thereof doomed Timbuctoo, which collapsed by 1859. 

Compartmentalization of Communalism: A Modern Trend 

Recent researchers often focus on singular facets of communalist groups, 

compartmentalizing them in ways that relate to modern movements and issues, as opposed to the 

study of communalism itself. Communalist utopians experimented with many facets of social 

interaction: redistribution of wealth, women’s equality and gender roles, pacifism, division of 

labor, education, celibacy, complex marriage, and polygamy to name a few. Alice T. Ott’s 2007 

dissertation titled, “The Sunwoman in the Wilderness: The Religious Beliefs and Practices of 

George Rapp's Harmony Society in their Historical Context” is primarily a theological treatise on 

the Rappites, but it details the process by which Rapp gradually implemented the practice of 

celibacy among his followers.53 In 2001, Leslie Ann Horowitz’s dissertation, “Women and 

Universal Salvation: Promise, Practice and Everyday Life in the Shakers, Universalists, and 

Universal Society of Friends, 1770–1820,” examines Shaker doctrines, celibacy, and the 

 
52Daegan Miller, “At Home in the Great Northern Wilderness: African Americans and 

Freedom's Ecology in the Adirondacks, 1846-1859,” Environmental Humanities 2, no. 1 (May 
2013): 137, doi: https://doi.org/10.1215/22011919-3610378. 

53Alice T. Ott, “The Sunwoman in the Wilderness: The Religious Beliefs and Practices of 
George Rapp's Harmony Society in their Historical Context” (PhD diss. Trinity Evangelical 
Divinity School, 2007), ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global, https://search-proquest-
com.ezproxy2.apus.edu/docview/304765607?accountid=8289. 
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society’s emphasis on female equality.54 Likewise, Glendyne R. Wergland studied the impact of 

celibacy and the role it played empowering women, making the claim that “Control of sexuality 

is a source of women’s power,” and that celibacy disrupted patriarchy.55 Sex is also the topic of 

John R. Stone and Heather Mackey’s thesis “Sex and Family in the Kingdom on Earth: 

Reinterpreting Family and Sexuality in the Shaker and Oneida Communities” from 2008, which 

compares the differences between celibate Shakers and the Oneida Perfectionists who practiced 

complex group marriage.56 Jill Thorley Warnick’s 1985 thesis, “Women Homesteaders in Utah, 

1869-1934,” focuses on issues of equality and details the daily lives of Utah women in the early 

years after settlement.57 The United Order and the law of consecration are mentioned, but only to 

provide context for the greater narrative. In Susan Huntley’s 2000 dissertation, “Discrimination 

against the Hutterites: The Racialization of a Religious Community in Rural Montana,” Huntley 

narrates a detailed account of the origins, history, organization, governance, and persecution of 

the pacifist Hutterites.58 Mario S. DePillis’ article, “Christ Comes to Jackson County: The 

 
54Leslie Ann Horowitz, “Women and Universal Salvation: Promise, Practice and 

Everyday Life in the Shakers, Universalists, and Universal Society of Friends, 1770–1820” (PhD 
diss., Cornell University, 2001), ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global, https://search-
proquest-com.ezproxy1.apus.edu/docview/304689354?accountid=8289. 

55Glendyne R. Wergland, Sisters in the Faith Shaker Women and Equality of the 
Sexes (Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press, 2011). 

56Heather Mackey and Jon R. Stone, “Sex and Family in the Kingdom on Earth: 
Reinterpreting Family and Sexuality in the Shaker and Oneida Communities” (master’s thesis, 
California State University, Long Beach, 2008), 
http://search.proquest.com/docview/304841492/. 

57Jill Thorley Warnick, “Women Homesteaders in Utah, 1869-1934” (master’s thesis, 
Brigham Young University, 1985), https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/etd/5197. 

58Susan Huntley, “Discrimination Against the Hutterites: The Racialization of a Religious 
Community in Rural Montana” (master’s thesis, University of Montana, 2000), 5, https://search-
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Mormon City of Zion and Its Consequences” gives attention to the all-too-common violence 

against millennialist groups as he examines Latter-day Saint, Oneida, Amana, Harmony, and 

Shaker communities.59  

Education at Robert Owen’s New Lanark in Scotland, the predecessor to his American 

New Harmony experiment, was the topic of Cornelia Lambert’s article for the Journal of the 

History of Childhood and Youth in 2011. Lambert’s article explores Owen’s concept of 

educating children to be “living machines” adapted to working in industrial systems.60 Education 

is also the focus of David J. McClaren’s “Robert Owen, William Maclure, and New Harmony” 

from History of Education in 1996. The conflict between Owen’s grand, visionary approach and 

Maclure’s nuts-and-bolts application of his theories contributed to the failure of New Harmony. 

McLaren relates, “Owen was not at all sure what kind of system he wanted. . . . He was not an 

educationist, yet he had placed education at the centre of his philosophy of social reform and 

when the chaos of New Harmony ensued, it was understandable that he should blame the 

education system and those who had responsibility for it.”61 

 
proquest-com.ezproxy1.apus.edu/docview/1548332987?accountid=8289. ProQuest Dissertations 
& Theses Global. 

59Mario DePillis, “The Development of Mormon Communitarianism, 1826-1846” (PhD 
diss., Yale University, 1960), ProQuest Dissertations Publishing, 
http://search.proquest.com/docview/301912989/. 

60Cornelia Lambert, “’Living Machines’: Performance and Pedagogy at Robert Owen’s 
Institute for the Formation of Character, New Lanark, 1816-1828,” Journal of the History of 
Childhood and Youth 4, no. 3 (Fall, 2011): 419, 433, 529, https://search-proquest-
com.ezproxy2.apus.edu/docview/906182973?accountid=8289. 

61David J. McLaren, “Robert Owen, William Maclure and New Harmony,” History of 
Education 25, no. 3 (1996): 223–33. 
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Scholars researching such diverse fields as furniture and urban planning also revealed 

interesting details and aspects of the utopians’ cultures and practices, and the impact they had on 

the world around them. An unusual, yet delightfully useful thesis appeared in Kari Michele 

Main’s “The Things of This World”: Mormon Resistance and Assimilation as Seen in the 

Furniture of the Brigham City Cooperative,1874-1888.”62 The third and last phase of the United 

Order became a resistance movement against the incursion of the military, the railroads, and the 

greater American culture into Mormon-controlled Utah. The communalistic practices attempted 

to ensure independence and the preservation of Mormon religious culture, reinforced by boycotts 

of non-Mormon businesses, labor cooperation, and joint-stock business arrangements. Resistance 

manifested itself in retrenchment of home production, shunning popular fashions, and even 

surfaced visibly in architecture and in the design, manufacture, and marketing of furniture. 

Benjamin Park’s 2013 article for Mormon Historical Studies, titled “To Fill Up the World: 

Joseph Smith as Urban Planner,” highlights Joseph Smith’s Plat of Zion, the template for urban 

communities organized according to the United Order.63 Park examines the United Order’s 

influence on decisions made in the design and eventual establishment of Mormon communities 

in Nauvoo, Illinois and the Great Basin. Marjorie E. Eddy also explored this facet of Mormon 

communalism in her 1999 thesis, “The Precepts of Zion and Joseph Smith's City of Zion Plan: 

Major Influences for the Planning of Nauvoo.” Eddy compares the city planning of St. Louis, 

Missouri with Nauvoo, Illinois’ “development, plat structure, land use, and civic and religious 

 
62Kari Michele Main, “Pursuing the Things of This World: Mormon Resistance and 

Assimilation as Seen in the Furniture of the Brigham City Cooperative, 1874-1888,” (master’s 
thesis, University of Delaware, 1997). 

63Benjamin E. Park, “To Fill Up the World: Joseph Smith as Urban Planner,” Mormon 
Historical Studies 14, no. 1 (Spring 2013): 5, http://mormonhistoricsites.org/wp-
content/uploads/2013/08/Joseph-Smith-Urban-Planner.pdf. 
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emphases” demonstrating the connection between city planning and the belief system and 

community organization of Nauvoo.64 Going back to 1971, Christopher Johnson’s “Communism 

and the Working Class Before Marx: The Icarian Experience,” appeared in The American 

Historical Review.65 This trend of examining communalism’s influence on various aspects of 

modern society is a persistent theme, going back at least to 1958 and A. C. Bolino’s “Mormon 

Philosophy and Practical Railroad Building,” which appeared in the journal Business History in 

that year.66 

Some scholars have chosen to focus on the economic and political aspects of 

communalism. Byron Parkinson’s 1973 thesis, “The Box Elder Stake Academy in its Historical 

Setting,” not only relates the history of an educational establishment in early Utah, but it also 

brings into focus economic conflicts that erupted between non-Mormons and Latter-day Saints. 

These conflicts led to the formation of the Liberal Party of Utah in 1870, which was “largely 

responsible for the federal legislation to end Mormon rule in the territory of Utah.”67  Max H. 

Parkin’s 1973 article, “Joseph Smith and the United Firm: The Growth and Decline of the 

Church's First Master Plan of Business and Finance, Ohio and Missouri, 1832-1834,” interprets 

 
64Marjorie E. Eddy, “The Precepts of Zion and Joseph Smith's City of Zion Plan: Major 

Influences for the Planning of Nauvoo” (master’s thesis, Brigham Young University, 1999), 3, 
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/etd/4661.  

65Christopher H. Johnson, “Communism and the Working Class before Marx: The Icarian 
Experience,” The American Historical Review 76, no. 3 (1971): 642-89. doi:10.2307/1851621, 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/1851621. 

66A. C. Bolino, “Mormon Philosophy and Practical Railroad Building,” Business History 
Review (Pre-1986) 32, no. 1, (1958): 407, https://search-proquest-
com.ezproxy1.apus.edu/docview/205506667?accountid=8289. 

67Byron L. Parkinson, “The Box Elder Stake Academy in its Historical Setting” (master’s 
thesis, Brigham Young University, 1973), https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/etd/5016, 82. 
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Joseph Smith’s often-overlooked role as a businessman and entrepreneur, managing 

communities and several business ventures. Dwight L. Israelsen identified three different 

variants or formats of United Orders in Utah and examined them in terms of economic models 

with testable hypotheses regarding member relationships, labor-output ratios, allocation of labor, 

wage and dividend rates, capital formation, and average working hours in his 1978 “An 

Economic Analysis of the United Order,” for BYU Studies Quarterly.68 Phillip J. Bryson 

revisited the anti-communist position of Kent W. Huff in his 1999 BYU Studies article, “In 

Defense of Capitalism: Church Leaders on Property, Wealth, and the Economic Order,” 

emphasizing the focus on ownership of private property and downplaying communalistic aspects 

of the United Order69. Adam Jortner evaluated the cultural impact of female empowerment in his 

2009 “The Political Threat of a Female Christ: Ann Lee, Morality, and Religious Freedom in the 

United States, 1780-1819,” published in Early American Studies.70  

In summary, the nineteenth century communalist groups formed a somewhat sequential 

chain of religious innovation and social experimentation that thrived in the conditions that 

existed in the United States from Jacksonian America through the end of Reconstruction. Each 

one was a miniature breakaway society that sought to rewrite the social compact between men, 

women, families, and social groups. Some were the product of separatists seeking a pure religion 

 
68L. Dwight Israelsen, “An Economic Analysis of the United Order,” BYU Studies 

Quarterly 18, no. 4 (1978): 536-562, https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq/vol18/iss4/7. 

69Phillip J Bryson, “In Defense of Capitalism: Church Leaders on Property, Wealth, and 
the Economic Order,” BYU Studies 38, no. 3 (1999): 89-107, 
https://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/digital/collection/byustudies/id/2062. 

70Adam Jortner, “The Political Threat of a Female Christ: Ann Lee, Morality, and 
Religious Freedom in the United States, 1780-1819,” Early American Studies 7, no. 1 (Spring, 
2009): 179-204, https://search-proquest-
com.ezproxy1.apus.edu/docview/1314936801?accountid=8289. 
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in the image of the primitive church of the New Testament. Others were secular social innovators 

moved by human compassion to address the abuses of industrial capitalism at the onset of the 

Industrial Revolution. These groups of utopians gathered likeminded souls numbering in some 

groups in the hundreds to the tens of thousands in others. In the historiography of these groups, 

members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints were literally shut out of the history 

of communalism in some measure by overt hostility and bias toward Mormonism in the press, 

the national government, and their contemporaries in the nineteenth century, and also by the 

warnings regarding communism from their ecclesiastical leaders from the Progressive Era down 

to the 1970s. Not until the twentieth century did Latter-day Saint and other scholars begin to 

seriously explore the history of Mormon communalism. 

Scholarly interest in communalism generally appears to be cyclical, with each new 

generation probing more intently, but not necessarily broadly. Often, writers focus on 

comparisons of various groups and their eccentricities, like their customs, dress, lifestyles, family 

arrangements, and their occasional conflicts with outsiders. The democratizing effect on women 

is a frequent topic of modern researchers, as are political and economic outcomes, education, and 

social issues. Because of the effects of nineteenth-century anti-Mormon bias and the relative 

remoteness of the Latter-day Saints’ refuge in the Great Basin, the United Order system was 

virtually excluded by scholars who wrote about communalist movements in the period. Although 

these biases have largely dissipated, Mormon communalism was not thoroughly revisited by 

scholars until the twentieth century, and even then, those studies did not frame it in the overall 

context of American communalism. Anti-communist statements by early twentieth-century 

Latter-day Saint leaders dissuaded Mormon scholars from examining the history of the United 

Order in terms of communalism. This thesis examines the United Orders of the Church of Jesus 
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Christ of Latter-day Saints in the overall context of nineteenth century communalist societies. It 

compares the unique, distinctive approach Latter-day Saints took to address the problems of 

inequality that other utopian communalists also sought to remediate. It contributes to the existing 

scholarship on the subject by integrating Mormon communalism firmly into the overall narrative 

of nineteenth century communalist movements. There is a clear historiographical gap in which 

Latter-day Saint communalism, in the form of the United Order, has not been explored in the 

context of the predominant communalistic groups. This is surprising in that, at its most 

widespread implementation, communalism was practiced at least for a short time by 

approximately eighty thousand Latter-day Saints, making it by far the largest American 

communalistic group of the nineteenth century. Further exploration in the chapters that follow 

will uncover that the Latter-day Saints and their founder, Joseph Smith, did not set out to 

establish communalism at all; therefore, the largest communitarian society in the nineteenth 

century, with its unique and distinctive approach, rose to the task incidentally. That piecemeal 

process, by which Latter-day Saints adopted communalism in three distinct phases, is the subject 

to be explored in the next chapters. 
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Chapter 2 

First Steps toward Zion: Early Attempts at Establishing the United Order 

 
And behold, thou wilt remember the poor, and consecrate of thy properties for 
their support that which thou hast to impart unto them, with a covenant and a deed which 
cannot be broken. 

—Doctrine and Covenants 42:30 

 

In the infancy of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, there was a great deal of 

exuberance over what later became known as the Restoration. The opening scenes of the 

Restoration unfolded gradually over a decade, beginning with Joseph Smith’s first vision in 1820 

and reached its first benchmark when Smith formally organized the church in accordance with 

the laws of New York in 1830. Religious seekers, unaffiliated believers, and people disaffected 

from mainstream denominations demonstrated great interest in the Latter-day Saint message that 

God had once again opened the heavens and spoken to mankind. The coming forth of a new 

volume of scripture, the Book of Mormon, and the claims of angelic visitations generated interest 

and controversy. In hindsight, communalism was not at all central to the message of the 

Restoration. Although the Book of Mormon, like the New Testament, relates an account of a 

group of ancient believers who practiced communalism, the new book of scripture gave no 

mandate for modern believers to adopt the practice. After extolling the benefits of living in a 

shared property arrangement, the Book of Mormon recorded that “surely there could not be 

a happier people among all the people who had been created by the hand of God.”1 Latter-day 

Saints appear to have adopted communalism in reaction to the exigencies of rapid growth. 

 
1Book of Mormon, 4 Nephi 16. 
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Although Latter-day Saints ultimately became the largest communalistic movement of the 

nineteenth century, they seem to have fallen into it by happenstance. The Mormons were 

America’s incidental communalists. 

In his “Communism among the Mormons,” Hamilton Gardner wrote of the United Order: 

“Curiously enough [Joseph Smith’s] pronouncements did not set out the plan in its entirety, as a 

well-developed whole. Instead, it was promulgated piecemeal, at various times, in several 

visions, and merely as incidental to other matters.”2 In other words, communalism seemed to 

impose itself upon the Latter-day Saints as a matter of necessity, rather than it being born out of 

a theological or doctrinal imperative. Comparing the origins of the Latter-day Saints’ United 

Order to the communalistic innovations of the Shakers, Harmonists, Zoar Separatists, and the 

Amana Inspirationists, Gardner noted that each group’s leader claimed divine inspiration behind 

their designs—and the Latter-day Saints were no exception. “The communism of the Mormons,” 

Gardner asserted, “had its inception in the revelations of Joseph Smith.”3  

The United Order of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints evolved in three 

distinct phases, each with a slightly different implementation. The first originated as Latter-day 

Saints gathered at Kirtland, Ohio in 1831. The second phase took place almost concurrently in 

the western counties of Missouri from 1832-1838. The last and most ambitious phase took place 

in Utah under the presidency of Joseph Smith’s successor, Brigham Young. It lasted from the 

1850s, began to decline after the completion of the transcontinental railroad in 1869, and finally 

expired after the federal government’s seizure of church properties in the 1880s. Although the 

 
2Hamilton Gardner, “Communism Among the Mormons,” The Quarterly Journal of 

Economics 37, no. 1 (1922): 139, http://www.jstor.org/stable/1885911. 

3Ibid. 
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primary focus here is the latter of these three implementations, it is necessary to have some 

background on the first two phases. 

It is during the first phase that Mormonism’s connections to other communalistic 

movements emerge. Mormonism was not the only “restorationist” movement at work in the 

period. Alexander Campbell, founder of the Disciples of Christ, was a masterful theologian and 

preacher who inadvertently contributed to the adoption of communalism by early Mormons in a 

seemingly circuitous manner. In Cincinnati, April 1829, Campbell engaged Robert Owen of New 

Harmony in a well-publicized series of debates on religion, which was attended by “capacity 

crowds.” 4 Owen was a secularist who believed that transforming the community in which 

humans lived was the key to “. . . easily subdue the earth, and make it an ever-varying paradise, a 

fit abode of highly intellectual moral beings. . . .”5 Owen’s wife and father-in-law were devout 

fundamentalist, millennialist Protestants. Although he rejected their religious views, there was an 

almost “secular form of millennialism” that made its way “into his own reform propaganda” and 

he “often quoted biblical passages to reinforce his arguments.”6 In the debate, Campbell 

countered that his restorationist views encompassed the potential return of first-century Christian 

communalism, but this was his outlook for the millennium, not the here-and-now.7 Seeking to 

co-opt Owen’s argument, Campbell declared that, while he was “dubious about attempting 

 
4Donald E. Pitzer, “George Rapp’s Harmony Society,” in America’s Communal Utopias, 

ed. Donald E. Pitzer (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1997), 70, ProQuest 
Ebook Central. 

5Ibid, 109. 

6Ibid. 

7Robert Christian Kahlert, Salvation and Solvency: The Socio-Economic Policies of Early 
Mormonism (Berlin, Germany: Walter de Gruyter GmbH, 2016), 154, 
https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/apus/reader.action?docID=4587119. 
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[communalism] without the social cement of religion,” he “was not opposed to social systems of 

co-operation.”8 

One of Campbell’s close associates in the Reformed Baptist restorationist movement 

(disparagingly called Campbellites) was Sidney Rigdon. A. S. Hayden described Rigdon as an 

“orator of no inconsiderable abilities” and he was a great promoter of Campbell’s teachings.9 It 

cannot be ascertained with certainty whether Rigdon was present for the debate or whether he 

read publicized transcripts of it later, but Campbell’s arguments strongly influenced his opinions 

about the benefits of a common-stock arrangement in a community of believers. Upon returning 

to Mentor, Ohio, his home congregation, Rigdon tried unsuccessfully to generate interest in a 

common-stock endeavor among his flock. Rigdon was responsible for, and often preached to 

some seventeen affiliated congregations in the Western Reserve area of Ohio. In Kirtland, he 

found that the family of Isaac Morley, Lyman Wight, Titus Billings and eight other families 

would join him to form “the seed of a common-stock company.”10 Robert Christian Kahlert 

surmised that, although “[o]ther Owenite experiments in the vicinity of Kirtland may have made 

it easier for Rigdon to make his case, they hardly functioned as his source of inspiration.”11 The 

Morley farm became the centerpiece of what was called “The Family,” a community influenced 

by Owenism and Campbell’s teachings on the New Testament. The community soon exceeded 

 
8Ibid., 159. 

9A. S. Hayden, Early History of the Disciples in the Western Reserve, Ohio with 
Biographical Sketches of the Principle Agents in their Religious Movement (Cincinnati, OH: 
Chase & Hall, Publishers, 1875), 191, 
https://archive.org/details/earlyhistoryofdi00hayd/page/n10. 

10Kahlert, 162. 

11Ibid. 
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one hundred members, most of whom were connected by kinship and marriage.12 Hamilton 

Gardner explained that Rigdon’s Campbellite followers had practiced a “form of community 

property holding” and called their association “common stock” prior to their conversion to the 

Latter-day Saint faith.13 No details are available about this group’s arrangements “except that it 

was an avowed effort to imitate the apostolic Christians.”14 

In a meeting later that year, Rigdon quarreled with Campbell over the practice of 

community-of-goods. Campbell asserted that the New Testament practice of having common 

property was due to “special circumstances attending the case” of the biblical Ananias and 

Sapphira, who were struck dead after lying to the apostle Peter about their donation of 

property.15 Rigdon felt that Campbell had backtracked on his previous arguments made in the 

debate with Owen. The argument formed a rift between the two men and Rigdon was alienated 

from the Reformed Baptist movement. Two months later, Rigdon converted to Mormonism.16 

Ironically, Robert Owen, a determined critic of organized religions, and Reformed Baptist 

Alexander Campbell— one of the most influential anti-Mormon writers of the day—

unintentionally contributed to the adoption of communalism by the Mormons, which ultimately 

ensured the survival and success of the Latter-day Saint movement. 

 
12Danny L. Jorgensen, “The Morley Settlement in Illinois, 1839-1846: Tribe and Clan in 

a Nauvoo Mormon Community,” The John Whitmer Historical Association Journal 32, no. 2 
(2012): 149-70, http://www.jstor.org/stable/43201320. 

13Hamilton Gardner, “Communism Among the Mormons,” The Quarterly Journal of 
Economics 37, no. 1 (1922): 152, http://www.jstor.org/stable/1885911. 

14Ibid. 

15Acts 5:11. 

16Hayden, 164. 
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Kirtland, Ohio: Phase One 

Coincidentally, in September 1830, at Fayette, New York, Joseph Smith received a 

revelation recorded in the Latter-day Saint canon as Doctrine and Covenants, Section 28. Part of 

that revelation instructed him to send missionaries to be sent to the “Lamanites,” a Book of 

Mormon term for Native Americans. The revelation also promised that the location “where the 

city of Zion shall be built” would be revealed later, but that it was “. . . on the borders by the 

Lamanites.”17 Elders Parley P. Pratt, Ziba Peterson, Peter Whitmer, and Oliver Cowdery were 

dispatched to undertake this mission and were directed to go to the western borders of Missouri 

to Indian country.18 

Parley P. Pratt’s autobiography recorded that the group passed through Buffalo, New 

York and proceeded to Kirtland, Ohio where Pratt sought out an old friend and mentor, the 

recently-estranged Reformed Baptist minister and associate of Alexander Campbell, Sidney 

Rigdon.19 Rigdon’s conversion sent ripples through the seventeen congregations to which he had 

been a traveling minister and most particularly to the members of “the Family” on Isaac 

Morley’s farm. In less than a month, the congregation in Kirtland reached 127 members, then the 

largest gathering of members in the fledgling church.20 Shortly thereafter, Joseph Smith, his 

 
17Doctrine and Covenants 28:8-9. 

18Lucy Mack Smith, The History of Joseph Smith by His Mother, as revised by George A. 
Smith and Elias Smith (American Fork, Utah: Covenant Communications, 2000), 184. 

19Parley P. Pratt, Autobiography of Parley P. Pratt (Salt Lake City, UT: Deseret Book, 
1873), ch.7, 
https://read.deseretbook.com/media/3284/read/5089177?src=VGV4dC9kb2NfMTAzNjUueGh0b
Ww%3D. 

20Ibid. 
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family, as well as congregations from Manchester and Colesville in New York, and members 

from Harmony, Pennsylvania migrated westward to Kirtland for a fresh start.  

This was the church’s first known contact with a communalistic group. The second came 

in March 1831 when Leman Copley, a former Shaker, converted to Mormonism. In May 1831, 

Joseph received the only revelation that was ever given directly to members of another sect, 

namely, the Shakers. Recorded in Mormon scripture as Section 49 of the Doctrine and 

Covenants, the revelation instructed Sidney Rigdon, Parley P. Pratt, and Leman Copley to preach 

to the Shakers and condemn their beliefs in celibacy and Ann Lee’s claim to have been the 

Second Coming or transmigration of the Spirit of Jesus Christ.21 Parley Pratt later wrote, “this 

strange people . . . utterly refused to hear or obey the gospel.”22 The Shaker incident is 

noteworthy because, although the Latter-day Saints and Shakers were in close proximity to one 

another, the conflict with the Shakers minimized opportunities to “cross-pollinate” Mormonism 

with Shaker communal notions. Except for the failure to convert the Shakers, missionary work 

went swimmingly and within a few months the Latter-day Saints numbered upwards of six 

hundred members in the environs of Kirtland.  

After his arrival in Ohio, Joseph Smith found himself having to establish an organization 

to administer the rapidly growing church and to assist with the newly arrived members of his 

growing flock with finding means of support. Rigdon’s “Family” provided a model or pattern 

that Joseph Smith could adopt to integrate the new arrivals into the existing community. The 

problem was that Rigdon’s communalist experiment was failing.  

 
21D&C 49:15, 22. 

22Bushman, 154. 
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Fawn Brodie relates that, Joseph Smith “found Rigdon’s tiny ‘community’ in chaos” 

because they “considered from reading the Scriptures that what belonged to a brother belonged 

to any of the brethren; therefore they would take each other’s clothes and other property and use 

it without leave, which brought on confusion and disappointment.”23 Blair G. Van-Dyke relates 

an anecdote that illustrates the nature of the chaos within Rigdon’s cooperative. A sixteen-year-

old, Herman Bassett took a watch from twenty-seven-year-old Levi Hancock’s pocket and 

walked away. Hancock assumed that the watch would be returned, but Bassett sold the watch 

and kept the money. “When confronted by Hancock about the watch, Bassett responded, ‘Oh, I 

thought it was all in the family.’”24 The “Family” had no by-laws to regulate it and Joseph Smith 

readily perceived the potential for conflict and sought to devise a more perfect plan. Brodie 

characterized the system as more “akin to farm tenancy than true communal agriculture practiced 

by the Shakers and New Harmonists” and likened it to the “spirit of true Marxian communism.” 

The concept behind the United Order; namely, the consecration of surplus property, was a novel 

variation among communalistic societies—one that did not implement a community-of-goods 

approach. A storekeeper named Edward Partridge was called and ordained by Joseph Smith to 

become the church’s first bishop. A revelation from May 20, 1831, denominated Section 51 of 

the Doctrine and Covenants, instructed the bishop of his immediate duties. Unlike modern 

bishops who serve without compensation, Bishop Partridge did not preside over a congregation 

or function as a standing minister. His office was to be an “agent” of the Lord in receiving 

 
23Fawn M. Brodie, No Man Knows My History: The Life of Joseph Smith, 2nd ed. (New 

York: Vintage Books, 1995), 106-107. 

24Blair G. Van-Dyke, “Conquest of the Heart: Implementing the Law of Consecration in 
Missouri and Ohio.” Religious Educator: Perspectives on the Restored Gospel 3, no. 2 (2002). 
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/re/vol3/iss2/6. 
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consecrated properties and to actively manage them in such a way as to bless the whole 

community.25  

 Lorenzo Snow, one of the church’s first apostles, who later became the president of the 

church, related in an 1878 sermon that two united order communities were established in Ohio at 

first. One was based in Kirtland and the other in Thompson.26 Shortly after the arrival of a New 

York congregation known as the Colesville Branch in Thompson, Ohio, sixteen miles from 

Kirtland, Joseph Smith received revelation guiding him to organize the settlers into an 

arrangement that later became known as the United Order.27 Brodie claims that the Colesville 

Saints became the test-bed for the economic experiment because of the group’s homogeneity and 

financial liquidity.28   

Smith’s instructions told Bishop Partridge to receive from each family a written inventory 

of their property and debts. Members were to “consecrate” their property, which means that it 

would be formally deeded to the church. Often, the Saints had little to offer. In a consecration 

document from 1834, member James Lee listed his property after “having first paid my just 

debts” as “a number of saddlers tools, one candlestick and one wash bowl valued seven dollars 

twenty five cents, —also saddlers stock, trunks, and harness work valued twenty four dollars, —

 
25D&C 51: 4, 8, 13.  

26JD, 19: 346. 

27Regarding the use of the term revelation, Latter-day Saints believe that revelation came 
to Joseph Smith in various ways ranging from intuitive impressions or promptings to full-blown 
prophetic visions. The volume of recorded revelations between 1831 and 1838 during the 
Kirtland and Missouri periods of church history exceed ninety in number. These are regarded as 
scripture by the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.  

28Brodie, 108. 
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also extra clothing valued three dollars.”29 After consultation with Bishop Partridge to determine 

the “needs and wants” of the family, the consecrated property would be deeded back to the 

family as a “stewardship.”30 In a deed of stewardship in October 1832, Bishop Partridge wrote a 

lease of property to Joseph Knight of Jackson County, Missouri listing the precise, surveyed 

boundaries of the specific plot of land of slightly more than one acre in size. Additionally, the 

deed lists the stewardship as a lifetime “loan” of: 

[S]undry articles of crockery, tinware, knives, forks, and spoons, valued nine dollars forty 
three cents, sundry articles of iron ware and furniture valued twelve dollars ninety two 
cents, — one bed and bedding valued nineteen dollars, —sundry articles of clothing 
valued twenty two dollars nineteen cents, —grain valued seven dollars, —sundry articles 
of joiner tools valued twenty dollars forty four cents, —one cow valued twelve dollars.31 
 
Ideally, any surplus remaining would form the “storehouse” of goods from which the 

Bishop might draw to assist those whose needs were unmet. This property was seen by the 

member as his stewardship, granted by an authorized agent of Deity. It was not joint-stock or 

communal property; it was the private property of the individual member and his family. This 

concept of the stewardship merged the ownership of private property and the joint ownership of 

surplus wealth generated. Unlike the practice of community-of-goods, as practiced by most 

communalists, the Latter-day Saints retained their personal property within a paradigmatic 

understanding that God ultimately owns everything and holds the individual accountable for that 

 
29Edward Partridge, Edward Partridge Papers, letter of October 22, 1834, Church History 

Library, Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, Salt Lake City, Utah, 
https://dcms.lds.org/delivery/DeliveryManagerServlet?dps_pid=IE4840927. 

30D&C 54:11-12.  

31Deed of Stewardship, October 12, 1832, image 6, Joseph Knight Autobiographical 
Sketch, Church History Catalog, Salt Lake City, UT, https://catalog.lds.org/assets/0963cfb9-
cc6f-45ad-96eb-71e52cb28e00/0/0. 
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which has come under his control. R. Jean Adams noted that it was this concept that set the 

United Order apart from all other communitarians of the time.32 

The member and the bishop amount determined jointly what was considered surplus 

property. The surplus then would remain in the hands of the bishop as communal property for 

redistribution as needed. Joseph Smith wrote to Bishop Partridge in 1833 regarding the process 

of reaching consensus between the member consecrating property to the church, and his role as 

the agent of the church. Smith wrote, “The matter of consecration must be done by the mutual 

consent of both parties; for to give the Bishop power to say how much every man shall have, and 

he be obliged to comply with the Bishop’s judgment, is giving to the Bishop more power than a 

king has.” The letter advised Partridge to seek “equilibrium of power” so that “harmony and 

goodwill may be preserved among you.” In cases of where mutual agreement could not be 

achieved, Smith advised “the case must be laid before a council of twelve High Priests, the 

Bishop not being one of the council,” who would deliberate and suggest a mutually beneficial 

course of action.33   

In 1855, Brigham Young related an account of an assignment Joseph Smith gave him to 

meet with members in Kirtland and assist them in assessing their property to be consecrated. 

“Before I started,” Young asked Smith, “Who shall be the judge of what is surplus property?” 

Smith replied, “Let them be the judge for themselves, for I care not if they do not want to give a 

 
32R. Jean Addams, “The Church of Christ (Temple Lot) and the Law of 

Consecration,” The John Whitmer Historical Association Journal 28 (2008): 88-113, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/43200445. 

33B. H. Roberts, ed., History of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, vol. 1 
(Salt Lake City: The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 1902), 364-365. 
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single dime.”34 Young recounted his experience of meeting with the Saints with some degree of 

humor and frustration. Some men would resist giving property, anticipating arrival of relatives or 

a child reaching the age of majority in the future. Others he found had no children, but reported, 

“but our prospects are good” and thus, they would claim to have no surplus to donate. Young 

said, with irony and amusement,  

Some were disposed to do right with their surplus property, and once in a while you 
would find a man who had a cow which he considered surplus, but generally she was of 
the class that would kick a person’s hat off, or eyes out, or the wolves had eaten off her 
teats. You would once in a while find a man who had a horse that he considered surplus, 
but at the same time he had the ringbone, was broken-winded, spavined in both legs, had 
the pole-evil at one end of the neck and a fistula at the other, and both knees sprung.35 
 
Bushman wrote that the problem with the new system of consecration and redistribution 

of consecrated properties was that the migrants to Missouri, particularly, had little in the way of 

property to add to the storehouse.36 Resources went out, but few had anything with which to 

replenish them. Conflicts arose also when those who had consecrated properties reneged on the 

agreement after becoming disaffected from the church. In Kirtland, the Colesville Saints had 

leased property that had been donated by a new convert, a former Shaker named Leman Copley. 

Following a contentious mission to the Shakers, Copley fell away from the church and demanded 

back the property that he had consecrated—the land upon which the Colesville Branch had 

settled. Desperate for a solution when the Colesville Saints faced eviction, Joseph Smith 

announced a revelation in June 1831, instructing Newel Knight to lead the Colesville Branch 

 
34JD, 2: 306-307. 

35Ibid. 

36Richard Lyman Bushman, Joseph Smith, Rough Stone Rolling: A Cultural Biography of 
Mormonism’s Founder (New York: First Vintage Books/Random House, 2005), 182. 
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members to Missouri, “unto the borders of the Lamanites,” meaning Indian Country.  37 The 

contention over property and the order to relocate to Missouri caused a temporary rebellion in 

the ranks of the members on the Copley property. In July, Joseph Smith and a party of Saints 

arrived in Jackson County, Missouri. On July 8, 1831, Smith declared revelation that the Lord 

had designated the area as “the place for the city of Zion” and that “a spot for the temple is lying 

westward, upon a lot which is not far from the courthouse.”38 This began the Missouri period of 

church history and the United Order figures prominently in it.  

Western Missouri: Phase Two 

 Orson Pratt, an early member of the church who later joined its leadership ranks, recalled 

that Sidney Gilbert was assigned to be an agent for the church to purchase lands for distribution 

to Mormon families by Edward Partridge as their stewardships. Pratt provided a glowing 

description the beauty of the western lands and recorded that most of it was available for 

purchase from the federal government for “five shillings” (approximately $1.25)39 per acre.40 

Writing for a church publication in Liverpool, England in October 1849, Pratt recounted that 

letters were sent to church members in the eastern United States instructing them to appoint 

agents to collect funds for subscriptions that would be used to purchase land in Zion for future 

settlement. Revelations received by Joseph Smith during this period warned the members against 

 
37D&C 54:2, 8 and 56:4, 7. 

38D&C 57: 2-3 

39Dr. George W. Knepper, The Official Ohio Lands Book (Columbus, OH: The Auditor 
of State, 2002), 42, https://www.ohioauditor.gov/publications/OhioLandsBook.pdf. 

40Orson Pratt, “Writings of an Apostle, Mormon Collector Series, no. 7 (1851; repr., Salt 
Lake City, UT: Mormon Heritage Publishers, 1976): 6-8. 
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hastily settling in the area without proper preparations and warned that failure to abide by this 

counsel would result in confusion, persecution, and even bloodshed.41  

At first, small congregation-sized groups of Latter-day Saints began to trickle into 

western Missouri. Joseph Smith’s prophetic role provided instructions directing the organization 

of a bishopric, the establishment of a storehouse, and the beginnings of a parallel communal 

system like the one evolving in Kirtland. Another storekeeper-bishop, Newel K. Whitney, was 

ordained for the Kirtland area to augment Bishop Partridge after his departure for Missouri. 

Whitney’s charter included the coordination with the Bishop of Zion to provide certificates or 

recommends to migrants called to relocate to Missouri. A formal business unit called the United 

Firm was incorporated. On May 1, 1832, a council meeting resolved to formally organize the 

United Firm to take on the businesses of printing and publishing church materials including 

scriptures, a hymnbook, a newspaper; a mercantile store, and also the acquisition of land and 

management of church-owned properties. This organization would be independent of the one in 

Ohio and it was named Gilbert, Whitney, and Company. The branch in Kirtland was named 

Newel K. Whitney and Company.42 The United Firm worked like a joint-stock partnership that 

was organized to benefit the church.43 The firm operated only until 1834 when it was 

disbanded.44 One of the curious traits of the United Firm and the revelations regarding it in the 

 
41Ibid. 

42Joseph A. Geddes, The United Order among the Mormons, Missouri Phase: An 
Unfinished Experiment in Economic Organization (Salt Lake City, UT: The Deseret News Press, 
1924), 41-42. 

43Kent W. Huff, Joseph Smith’s United Order: A Non-Communalistic Interpretation 
(Orem, UT: Cedar Fort, Inc., 1988), 96-99. 

44D&C 78, heading. 
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Doctrine and Covenants was the use of code names for its partners.45 The original version of the 

Doctrine and Covenants was later updated using their actual names. These included Bishop 

Newel K. Whitney (Ahashdah), Sidney Rigdon (Pelagoram), Joseph Smith (Gazelam), Oliver 

Cowdery (Olihah), Martin Harris (Mahemson), Bishop Edward Partridge (Alam), Sidney Gilbert 

(Mahalaleel), John Whitmer (Horah), and W. W. Phelps (Shalemanasseh).46 W. Kent Huff 

suggested that the United Firm, as the first incarnation of the United Order, functioned legally as 

a general partnership, with a branch in Kirtland and one in Missouri. By law all the partners of a 

business partnership hold all business and personal assets in common and put all business gains 

into one account before each person’s share of the total is calculated. The properties or monies 

that are held in common are available for the use of the individual partners.” The use of the code 

names in the Doctrine and Covenants “. . . allowed the United Order brethren to control their 

business credit, risks, and liabilities” and prevented adversaries from disrupting the gathering of 

the Latter-day Saints by suing a single enterprise.47  

One of the features Joseph Smith outlined for Missouri, which was later modified and 

used for other Mormon settlements in the west, was the Plat of the City of Zion. The Plat of Zion 

became the blueprint for the prototypical Latter-day Saint community with a temple at its center, 

with an adjoining tabernacle, with wide streets in an urban setting, yet in close commuting 

distance to farm fields, orchards, and grazing pastures for farmers. Leonard J. Arrington 

describes the plan as a village, one mile square, with ten-acre squares as blocks. Each block was 

 
45D&C 82. 

46Kent W. Huff, “The United Order of Joseph Smith’s Times,” Dialogue: A Journal of 
Mormon Thought 19, no. 2 (Summer 1986), 146. 

47Ibid., 147. 



43 
 

to be laid out with twenty lots per block. Each lot would hold a family home, set back at least 

twenty-five feet from the street. Homes on adjoining blocks would be oriented in a manner that 

none of the homes would face directly into another. The lots would allow for lawns, family 

gardens, and small orchards in town and large agricultural and industrial businesses on the 

periphery.48  

The Plat of Zion’s layout was unique to Mormonism, but conceptual designs for the 

physical layout of utopian communities were proposed for communities envisioned by Robert 

Owen and Charles Fourier. The plans of these utopian designers developed independently of one 

another. Kahlert explained, “Whether Joseph Smith, Jr. actually was influenced by these 

potentialities is in general impossible to show and can only be surmised. Conversely, there will 

be things that actually did influence Joseph Smith, Jr. that left no trace in the historical record as 

recovered so far.”49 However, the scale of Smith’s plan dwarfed them by a tenfold magnitude. 

Owen’s plan included a “quadrangle or parallelogram, 1,000 feet on a side and a set plot of about 

thirty-three acres with outlying mills, factories and farmlands.” His idea was to enclose the 

“quadrangle, offering housing with gas lighting and hot and cold running water for 2,000 

residents.” Amenities included “kitchens, dining halls, baths, laundries, stores . . . , schools, a 

library, a museum, botanic gardens, gymnasiums, music rooms, and dance and lecture halls.”50 

In this environment, the laboring classes, without the fear of want and need, would focus on self-
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improvement, bringing mankind to a “second creation or regeneration.”51 Similarly, Charles 

Fourier had conceptualized that a grouping of 1,620 men women and children, representing 

double the number of his theorized 810 specific personality types, would be the ideal number for 

a harmonious group. The ideal community would be constituted in the grouping of the 1,620 

community members into phalanxes built around a central “’phalanstery’ located on a large 

countryside plot and surrounded by workshops, fields, and cultural institutions.” Fourier 

calculated that such phalansteries could house the entire planet’s population in exactly 2,985,984 

communities.52 Owen, Fourier, and Smith each arrived at their own concepts of an ideal physical 

configuration for their utopian communities separately. 

Bushman’s analysis considered and dismissed explanations that Joseph Smith’s Plat of 

Zion was merely an attempt to recreate the New England town in the West or to restore a 

semblance of order to a nation experiencing the chaos and upheaval of industrialization. Joseph 

Smith’s Zion was to be a modern, urban community, not a return to the past. Bushman noted that 

only seven cities in the United States in Smith’s time had populations of over 25,000 people. The 

Saint Louis of his day only had 10,000 residents. Bushman asserted, “Zion would have dwarfed 

every city west of the Mississippi. Kahlert reflected that Smith came “from a background steeped 

in Biblical nonconformism and the ideal of the gentlemen farmer.” Smith dreamed of a “class-

effacing communitarianism that emphasized private ownership of farm land, craftsmanship, and 
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education.53 Smith’s Plat of Zion made it possible for farmers to live in town and enjoy the 

cultural refinements available in an urban community, while having a short commute to fields, 

flocks, and herds. Smith’s conception was mostly agrarian in nature although it represented a 

modest urbanization of society that could be replicated ad infinitum throughout America and the 

rest of the world. Zion was anticipated to become a global capital city along with old Jerusalem 

that would govern the earth for a thousand years after the millennial return of Jesus Christ. It 

would become54 the New Jerusalem spoken of in the Bible, the Book of Mormon, and the 

modern revelations given to Joseph Smith. Of all the communalistic societies in the nineteenth 

century, only Fourier’s design rivaled this grandeur of scope. Latter-day Saints were not waiting 

passively for the millennial kingdom to arrive—they were going to build it. Bushman called it a 

“plan for world renewal.”55 

Benjamin Park examined Joseph Smith’s role as an urban planner and found that Smith’s 

designs were not informed by traditional education. Park noted that, in the drawings of the Plat 

of Zion,  

Terms like rods, perches, and chains—organizational words more common in sixteenth-
century England than nineteenth-century America—were used to give measurements. 
Other terms like miles and acres are used, but not in the ways then standardized. Smith’s 
mile was a mix between a Scottish mile (5,591 feet) and an Irish mile (6,721 feet). . . . 
This verbiage, beyond demonstrating the discontinuity between Smith and other urban 
planners during the period, could signify the Mormon Prophet’s reliance on language of 
the King James Bible rather than secular schooling. Smith’s sacred worldview seeped 
into his secular planning, and the language of the biblical realm hints to an alternate 
religious world in which Smith’s visions were found. At the least, it reminds us that 
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Smith’s urban plans were founded on a different basis and for a different purpose that 
most city planning projects during the era.56 
 
Park elaborated that the actual plans of the Plat of Zion were a teleological template more 

than an actual design of a specific city, such as Kirtland, Ohio or Independence, Missouri.57 It 

was an ideal that sought to diminish the effects of class and wealth on a community. This 

grandness of vision ran into trouble immediately in Missouri. Bushman outlines the monumental 

task of convincing American yeomen farmers to strive for equalization of property. In nineteenth 

century America, the concept of equality of rank before the law was accepted, but only a few 

utopian groups had attempted redistribution of property. Joseph Smith asked his followers to 

“sacrifice personal advantage for the good of the whole in a society devoted to private gain.” 

Bushman declares succinctly, “The system never worked properly.”58  

 

The Collapse of the United Orders of Missouri and Ohio 

The failure of the United Order in Missouri resulted from internal and external forces. 

Internally, enthusiastic new Mormon converts unwisely ignored counsel to gather to Zion only as 

they had means to support themselves. Mormon pioneer John Corrill stated that “this regulation 

was not attended to, for the church got crazy to go up to Zion, as it was then called. The rich 

were afraid to send up their money to purchase land, and the poor crowded up in numbers, 
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without having any places provided, contrary to the advise [sic] of the bishop and others, until 

the old citizens began to be highly displeased.”59 

The experiences of the Latter-day Saints in Missouri foreshadowed in some degree the 

conflicts that were to occur later in Bleeding Kansas over slavery and the threat of Eastern and 

Northern outsiders coming to an area that was determined to preserve slavery. Poor Mormon 

settlers from Yankee states migrated into the western counties of Missouri, eventually totaling in 

the thousands. Although the church and its members were not strictly abolitionists, Missourians 

were wary of these northern transplants. Unfounded rumors began to abound that Mormons 

would bring free blacks into the state and conspire with Indians to undermine white supremacy. 

In a short time, Mormon settlers began to outnumber the old settlers, changing the electoral 

demographics. Fearing that there would soon be Mormon magistrates, sheriffs, and justices 

elected to office, mob violence began to arise. David Walker Howe described the persecution as 

“organized, purposeful citizen bands, not just criminal gangs” that turned to vigilantism.60 Joseph 

A. Geddes provides a detailed series of events, beginning with a July 15, 1833 town meeting that 

resolved that the Latter-day Saints must leave Jackson County, Missouri. From this meeting a 

document called “The Secret Constitution” was published declaring the old citizens’ grievances. 

The Mormons in the community were informed of the decision, but no overt violence was 

threatened at that time. Five days later, another public meeting was held and the published 

minutes of it characterized the Mormons as “deluded and infatuated people” who were 
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“increasing beyond every rational calculation.”61Aside from accusations that new Latter-day 

Saint settlers were beset by the “profoundest ignorance, the grossest superstition, and the most 

abject poverty,” the predominant complaints were related to the Mormons’ religious beliefs that 

included angelic ministrations, charismatic gifts, and faith healing. In the next eight days, Bishop 

Edward Partridge and Charles Allan were tarred and feathered and the Mormon printing press 

was destroyed.  

The members of the church petitioned the state’s governor, Daniel Dunklin for protection 

and redress. Church members were driven from the county by armed bands of Missourians. The 

Saints moved to neighboring Clay County where they were continually harassed by the mobs 

into the winter and spring of 1834. Governor Dunklin “suggested that [the Mormons] organize 

themselves into a guard in order to protect themselves.”62 The Missouri members sent word to 

Kirtland, where Joseph Smith organized a militia called Zion’s Camp, to march to Missouri and 

defend Mormons and their properties there. The ragtag militia was comprised of fewer than two 

hundred volunteers armed with “[o]ld muskets, rifles, pistols, rusty swords, and butcher 

knives.”63 Nevertheless, rumors abounded among the old settlers of Missouri that the Mormon 

army was about to descend upon them with the fury of Joshua and the Israelites. Church 

members who entered Jackson County for business were beaten and driven off. As Zion’s camp 

headed westward in May 1834, Governor Dunklin ordered the state militia to restore the private 

arms of Mormon citizens, but before the order was received by the militia commanders, news of 

Zion’s Camp became public. Brodie reports that the “old settlers stormed Independence jail and 
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seized the Mormon arms sequestered there. Then they methodically ravaged all the remaining 

Mormon property. Between April 24 and 30 they burned one hundred and fifty houses.”64 

After a month of marching Zion’s Camp crossed the Mississippi River into Missouri. 

Several days into their march, they encountered a black woman who warned them of “a company 

of men here who are calculated to kill you this morning as you pass through.”65 Wagon problems 

plagued the group and they paused to camp overnight “on a hill overlooking a fork in the Fishing 

River, still ten miles from the exiled Saints.” Five armed men brandishing weapons came into the 

camp, informing them that there were three hundred men on the way to attack them. Joseph 

Smith posted sentries to guard the perimeter while members of the camp urged him to take the 

initiative and attack their persecutors. Smith replied Moses-like, “Stand still and see the salvation 

of God.”66 Twenty minutes later, a storm arose that drove the Mormons into a nearby church for 

shelter. High winds, driving rain, thunder, and lightning blew down trees and overturned the 

camp’s tents. The storm also scattered their potential foes and the flash flood resulting from the 

sudden rain caused the river to rise and overflow its banks, preventing the Missourians from 

crossing over. The Missouri Saints were glad to receive their prophet, but the meager militia 

force was insufficient to mount a defense or to reclaim their lost lands. After meeting with state 

and local officials, Joseph Smith reluctantly told his flock that “it was no matter about building 
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the temple yet—that they may wait 50 or 100 years longer.”67 Zion’s Camp was seen as a 

colossal failure, but hindsight reveals it was the crucible in which those who would lead the 

church after Joseph Smith’s passing were tested in their loyalty and devotion to the cause.  

Over the next four years, tensions continued to mount. A group of Latter-day Saints 

formed a “paramilitary group called the Danites for self-defense and reprisals.”68 Violent 

encounters increased in frequency. The Mormons were driven from Clay County to more distant 

areas in Daviess and Caldwell Counties, more particularly in the environs of a town called Far 

West. At a Fourth of July celebration, the fiery orator Sidney Rigdon gave a militant speech 

defending the Saints’ rights to defend their homes. In an unfortunate choice of words, Rigdon 

declared “That mob that comes on us to disturb us; it shall be between us and them a war of 

extermination.”69 The Mormon press reported the talk and the rhetoric was not ignored by the old 

settlers. That fall, as elections loomed, a local Whig politician and militia colonel named William 

Peniston sought to gain the support of the still politically significant numbers of Latter-day 

Saints. When the Mormons supported his Democrat opponent instead, Peniston, “incited a 

hundred or so old settlers at the polls to stop the Mormons from voting” in Galliston, the seat of 

Daviess County.70 On August 6, 1838, Joseph Smith’s mother recorded that a fight broke out at 

the polling place where a Mormon voter got the best of four aggressors from among the 

Missourians. By nightfall, the false rumors began to spread that “Joseph Smith himself had killed 
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seven men.”71 Violent attacks increased leading up to the Battle of Crooked River in late 

October. The battle precipitated Governor Lilburn L. Boggs to issue Executive Order 44 which 

ordered the Latter-day Saints to be driven from the state or—perhaps using Sidney Rigdon’s own 

fateful hyperbole— be exterminated.72 Three days later, the mob and militia of old settlers 

numbering over two hundred attacked the village of Haun’s Mill, killing seventeen Mormons, 

including several children, and wounding forty.73 Almost simultaneously, a force of 3,500 mob 

and militia prepared to attack the town of Far West and “kill every Mormon there.”74 Two days 

later, Joseph Smith surrendered and the militia disarmed the citizens of Far West, leaving the 

town under a siege-like cordon. “Marauders were attacking outlying farms, molesting women, 

whipping men, and killing animals.”75 No Mormons could leave the city and mobs came freely 

into the unarmed, defenseless community to steal, harass the Saints, and ravish women with 

impunity. The men were forced to sign away all rights to their property. Joseph Smith, his 

brother Hyrum, and several other church leaders were shuffled from jail to jail, eventually 

landing in Liberty Jail in Jackson County, where they were held for months without having 

charges filed against them. Thousands of Latter-day Saints abandoned Far West and its 

neighboring villages as refugees and fled Missouri, heading eastward in February, in the dead of 
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winter 1839. The evacuation of Missouri and the hoped-for Mormon Zion ended the second 

phase of the United Order. 

While the situation in Missouri escalated from the Saints’ arrival in 1832 to their 

expulsion in early 1839, the headquarters of the church in Kirtland underwent its own trials. 

Personally, Joseph Smith and his wife Emma endured the loss of their twins at birth, three 

months after arriving on the Morley farm in 1831. The same day just hours apart, Julia Murdock, 

the wife of John Murdock, died giving birth to twins. Unable to care for them on his own, and 

seeing the opportunity to comfort Emma Smith, Murdock gave the twins to the Smiths to raise as 

their own children.76 As conversions came at a rapid pace, the church grew quickly. In addition 

to innovating a new social arrangement in the form of the United Order, Smith occupied himself 

with a task of re-translating the Bible by revelation. Smith was unacquainted with ancient 

languages, but he applied the gifts he used to bring the Book of Mormon into existence to revise 

the Bible by direct revelation. Persecution began to arise, primarily from among the 

Campbellites who considered Sidney Rigdon to have apostatized from their faith, taking 

hundreds of their members with him. Among the early converts, Ezra Booth— who had 

converted to Mormonism after witnessing Joseph Smith perform a faith-healing of Elsa 

Johnson’s “rheumatic arm”77—fell away from the new religion and was excommunicated by a 

church conference in June 1831.78 Booth sent nine anti-Mormon letters to the Ohio Star to voice 

his disaffection. He was the first of several Mormon apostates who sought to undermine Joseph 
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Smith’s credibility and besmirch his character. The resulting persecution turned violent early in 

1832 when Joseph Smith and Sidney Rigdon were dragged out of their homes into the night and 

were tarred and feathered. Another disaffected member, Symonds Ryder reported that the mob 

had also enjoined a Doctor Dennison to surgically castrate Smith during the attack, but the 

physician’s humanity overcame him and he refused when the moment came.79 Sidney Rigdon 

was dragged across the frozen ground and left unconscious with head injuries.80 In the melee, the 

Murdock twins the Smiths had adopted, were exposed to the wintry air and took sick. They did 

not recover and died.81 

During this period, the church was comforted with outpourings of charismatic, spiritual 

gifts. The doctrinal development of the church as Smith continued to receive and record new 

revelations, including those leading to the establishment of Zion in western Missouri. Among the 

new revelations came instructions to organize the School of the Prophets and to build the first 

Latter-day Saint temple. The School of the Prophets initially trained missionary preachers and 

lay leaders for the church, but it took on an important role regarding the United Order during the 

third communalistic phase in Utah. The temple became what Arrington calls “an essential 

support to a deficit economy” providing a “kind of public works enterprise that encouraged 

consecration from the wealthy men and at the same time provided employment for the needy”82 

The completion of the temple and its dedicatory services in 1836 are hallowed in the annals of 

Latter-day Saint history. Hundreds of Saints received a spiritual endowment, saw visions, and a 
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Pentecostal outpouring of spiritual gifts. The sublime, transcendent moments had come despite 

opposition, persecution, and they offered consolation for the personal sacrifices made by many 

Latter-day Saints. For a time, a spirit of optimism dominated the community, but trouble soon 

returned in spades. 

United Order enterprises in Kirtland included a tannery, a print shop, and a steam 

sawmill, which were overseen by the church and business leaders under what was called the 

“United Firm and the Central Board of the United Order.”83 Seeing the need to attract capital to 

foster business success in Kirtland, Joseph Smith and some of the leading men of the community 

sought to establish a bank. The Kirtland Safety Society was planned, capitalized with four 

million dollars based in real estate. The state of Ohio denied the society’s petition for a charter, 

but the bank pressed on without one, calling itself and “anti-banking society” and began to 

circulate notes. Arrington recounts that it stimulated an artificial economic bubble as Kirtland 

real estate values soared, subject to speculation. The Panic of 1837 wiped out the Kirtland Safety 

Society.84 Howe explains that the crash took the savings of the faithful, poised Mormon-owned 

enterprises for bankruptcy, and incurred lawsuits and fraud charges against Smith and his 

associates. The church community in Kirtland fell apart as Joseph Smith and some six hundred 

loyalists followed him to Missouri—a move Howe characterized as a “flight from the frying pan 

into the fire.”85 The Kirtland Saints arrived in Missouri as the anti-Mormon violence there began 

to peak.  
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Thus, in the dead of winter of 1839, with Joseph Smith and nearly four dozen Mormon 

leaders incarcerated in Missouri jails, an estimated ten thousand Latter-day Saints began a two 

hundred-mile journey to Quincy, Illinois under the leadership of two members of the Quorum of 

the Twelve Apostles: Brigham Young and Heber C. Kimball. The Quorum of the Twelve had 

been formed in 1835 and was patterned after the organization of the primitive church.86 

Fortuitously, Young and Kimball had been dispatched to Great Britain to carry on missionary 

labors; therefore, the anti-Mormon militias in Missouri were unfamiliar with the two leaders and 

they neglected to arrest them.87 Young and Kimball organized the exodus out of Missouri to a 

new safe haven in Illinois. It was a small-scale dress rehearsal for the role Young would later 

play in the evacuation of the entire church to the Salt Lake Valley in 1846. 

Nauvoo, Illinois 

The Latter-day Saints regrouped remarkably in Illinois, founding a city they named 

Nauvoo. Immigrant converts harvested from the missions of the Quorum of the Twelve in Great 

Britain brought thousands of converts to the city. Within three years of its founding, Nauvoo 

counted its population at approximately ten thousand, outpacing Chicago’s growth and 

approaching the size of St. Louis, Missouri88. Many of these converts were industrial workers 

and tradesmen who contributed greatly to building a skilled workforce. In just a few years, from 

1839 to 1846, Nauvoo became the largest city in Illinois. The New York Daily Herald called the 

city “the seat of the new religious empire growing up in the ‘far west’” and the “germ of a new 
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religious civilization, bound together in love and tolerance.”89 Nauvoo was built upon a modified 

Plat of Zion plan and it absorbed many European converts with industrial trade skills. During this 

period, general principles of consecration, such as tithing one day in ten to labor on the 

construction of a temple, paying tithes, and organizing a female relief society to assist the poor, 

went on as before. The Saints did not, however, live in formal arrangements of stewardship, but 

some joint-stock companies involving the church were formed.90 Instead, the principle of tithing 

was emphasized on an individual basis. Members paid ten percent of their earnings instead of 

consecrating all their properties as was done under the United Order. In addition to tithing 

money, members also tithed their time, working as volunteer laborers on various church projects. 

Nauvoo entrepreneurs, however, did not enjoy a laissez-faire economic environment. Glen M. 

Leonard wrote that 

In the absence of total consecration, they were expected to exercise a sacred watch-care 
over their personal secular concerns. Church leaders encouraged prosperous businessmen 
to invest their surplus capital in business ventures that would both curb the export of 
dollars and create jobs for the poor. . . . Whenever successful businessmen departed from 
these religious objectives, Joseph Smith and others reminded them that Nauvoo was a 
gathering place, a religious community created to save souls, not a commercial center 
where entrepreneurs could amass personal fortunes.91 
 
 In Nauvoo, as in Kirtland, the building of a new temple provided jobs and a need for 

craftsmen and laborers, creating a strong economic stimulus for the community. This time, 

church leaders began to adapt the Zion model from a purely agrarian concept to one that included 

industrialization. One of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, Orson Hyde, declared that the city 
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had “lands, houses, and an abundance of provisions,” yet he promoted the development of a 

textile industry. “Hyde encouraged immigrants from nearby states to bring in herds of sheep, 

Southerners to bring raw silk and flax seed, women in Nauvoo to teach their daughters how to 

spin and to weave,” as well as the manufacturing of many kinds of cloths, satins, flannels, etc.92 

Beyond randomly gathering converts from Britain in a haphazard fashion, the Twelve planned to 

seek potential converts among specific classes. They intended to seek out “men of capital to go 

on first and make large purchases of land and erect mills, machinery, manufactories, &c., so that 

the poor who go from this country can find employment.”93 They had learned from the mistakes 

of Missouri and sought to join enthusiastic faith to financial common sense. The plan was not 

only to bring converts to Zion to inhabit existing cities, but also to build entirely new ones.  

Arrington mentions that this new emphasis by Joseph Smith on industrialization led to 

the organization of the “Nauvoo Agricultural and Manufacturing Society, with a capital stock of 

$100,000.”94 The church sought to exploit Nauvoo’s strategic location on the Mississippi River 

by building a $150,000 hotel for travelers. Other ventures that emerged in the first two years of 

settlement in the region included a railroad, steam sawmills, a steam mill, a tool factory, a 

foundry, and a factory to make china.” Having drained the swamps that surrounded the city 

during first settlement, the clay in the soils proved good for brickmaking.  

Politicians began to focus on the Latter-day Saints due to their growing numbers and 

relative affluence in Nauvoo. Mormons elected Joseph Smith to become the mayor of their city. 

In 1839, to seek redress for the properties taken from the Mormons in Missouri, Smith and a 
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delegation of Latter-day Saints took hundreds of affidavits to Washington, D.C., where he met 

with President Martin Van Buren, and Illinois senators Henry Clay and John T. Stuart. The 

approaching election and the hot-button issues of Missouri and states’ rights deterred the 

political class from aiding the Saints. President Van Buren sympathetically told Smith that, out 

of his fear of losing the electors of Missouri, “Sir, your cause is just, but I can do nothing for 

you.”95  

In addition to Nauvoo’s city charter from the state of Illinois, Joseph Smith also obtained 

the commissioning of a city militia, which became known as the Nauvoo Legion. The militia was 

comprised of militiamen from the Latter-day Saint and non-Mormon citizenry. An annual report 

in 1841 listed the Legion as having 1,490 soldiers and two years later, that number grew to 1,751 

men.96 Having been the victims of mobs abetted by the state militia in Missouri, Smith sought 

the ability for the community of Saints to defend itself. The Legion was under the operational 

command of the governor of Illinois, but the routine operations were assigned to its senior 

commander. Illinois law allowed election of officers by each militia and Joseph Smith was 

elected to command the Nauvoo Legion. In this role, Smith requested, and was granted the 

unusually high rank of lieutenant general. Glen M. Leonard informs us that this honor had not 

been bestowed since George Washington.97 B. H. Roberts relates that Smiths enemies 

misconstrued this situation as “preparation for rebellion, and the establishment and spread of the 

Mormon religion by conquests of the sword.”98 Smith’s role was largely ceremonial, but there 
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was a sound reason behind his request of that specific rank. In Missouri, he had been threatened 

with summary execution by an unlawful court-martial, which was ultimately averted by General 

Alexander Doniphan’s refusal to carry out the illegal order to kill the Mormon prisoners.99 At the 

rank of lieutenant general, no militia officers in the nation—only Congress—would have the 

authority to try him for any offenses, capital or otherwise.  

Whigs and Democrats both courted the Saints and ultimately turned against them. As in 

Missouri, where their numbers were substantial, the Latter-day Saints tended to vote in a bloc. At 

first, Mormons in Illinois voted Democrat, hoping to find favor with the dominant political party. 

President Van Buren’s refusal to help Mormons obtain redress from Missouri caused a political 

backlash among the Saints and they switched to voting Whig. Favorable contacts with Stephen 

Douglas turned them back to Democrats briefly, until Democrat Governor Carlin authorized 

extradition of Joseph Smith to Missouri for trial. A prominent Democrat politico and lawyer 

offered to help Smith, but only if he would pledge his vote of support. Smith did honor his 

pledge, but he instructed the Saints to vote their conscience, not to follow his lead. The Whig 

candidate won, despite Smith’s personal vote for the Democrat. His experience with politicians 

led Smith to declare, “And if we have to throw away our votes, we had better do so upon a 

worthy rather than upon an unworthy individual, who might make use of the weapon we put in 

his hand to destroy us with.”100  

During the years in Nauvoo, the church’s doctrinal and organizational development 

reached a relative state of maturity. Singular and definitive doctrines and practices for which the 

church became well-known were taught for the first time. Among those was the principle of 
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plural marriage or polygamy, which once again brought persecution upon the members and their 

new city. Navigating the politics of the day proved challenging for an unpopular religious sect 

that appeared to be growing ever more powerful in influence and its ability to extend its reach 

abroad. The Warsaw Signal and the Hancock Eagle stoked public indignation and hostility 

against the Latter-day Saints. On May 7, 1844, an anti-Mormon press the Nauvoo Expositor 

printed its single issue of approximately a thousand copies.101 The paper attacked Joseph Smith 

and the church from all angles: politics, commerce, and religion. On June 10, the Nauvoo city 

council designated the Expositor a libelous public nuisance and ordered it to be removed. The 

destruction of the printing press infuriated Americans who revered freedom of the press as a 

constitutional bulwark. The destruction of the press was not unprecedented. The Mormon press 

in Independence was destroyed in 1833 by mobs. In Alton, Illinois, Elijah Lovejoy died 

defending his abolitionist press in November 1837.102 Nevertheless, Joseph Smith’s roles as 

Mayor and General of the Nauvoo Legion added to the anti-Mormon hyperbole that the 

Mormons were going to wage civil war against their Gentile neighbors and establish a theocracy 

by force. The suppression and destruction of the Expositor was the final straw. The ensuing 

weeks’ rhetoric led to Joseph Smith’s arrest and his incarceration at nearby Carthage. While 

awaiting his arraignment, Smith, his brother Hyrum, future church president John Taylor, and 

several other prominent Latter-day Saints who remained with Smith, were attacked by a mob of 

two hundred men, with blackened faces. Joseph Smith and his brother were assassinated on June 

27, 1844.103  
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The assassination of Joseph Smith ended the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints’ 

infancy and propelled it into the next stage of development. The United Order, and the law of 

consecration that underpinned it, demonstrated that these principles generated capital effectively, 

addressed unemployment, reduced poverty, and decreased tensions between social classes. The 

experiments in Kirtland, Ohio, western Missouri, and Nauvoo, Illinois were disrupted by several 

factors, including inexperience, bad judgment, the unwillingness of rank-and-file church 

members to follow the counsel of their leaders, persecution, violence, and a national economic 

downturn. Nevertheless, the lessons learned demonstrated the potential for these principles to be 

adapted successfully in the building up of the city of Nauvoo, which became one of the largest, 

most prosperous cities in the West, only a few years after it was chartered. These experiences 

seasoned the new leader of the church, Brigham Young, who had previously organized the 

evacuation of Mormons from Missouri to Illinois. Young’s temperament, judgment, and capacity 

to inspire and lead proved invaluable to the survival of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 

Saints as it migrated to the Great Basin and where it later re-established the final, definitive 

phase of the United Order as a form of resistance to the invasion of Johnston’s Army, and the 

later arrival of American mass culture when the railroads came knocking on the door of the 

Latter-day Saints’ mountain sanctuary. The flourishing of the United Order and its expansion in 

the inter-mountain West is where the historical record leads next. 
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Chapter 3 

Building the Kingdom: The Large-Scale Implementation of the United Order 

I told the brethren, yesterday, that I was not afraid of men’s apostatizing when war and 
trouble are on hand, for then they will stick together. It is in calm weather, when the old 
ship of Zion is sailing with a gentle breeze, and when all is quiet on deck, that some of 
the brethren want to go out in the whaling-boats to have a scrape and a swim; and some 
get drowned, others drifted away, and others again get back to the ship. Let us stick to the 
old ship, and she will carry us safely into the harbor. You need not be concerned. 

—Brigham Young1 

When Brigham Young took the helm of the “old ship of Zion,” a metaphor he often used 

for the church, calm waters and gentle breezes were not what awaited him. His prophet and 

mentor, Joseph Smith had been assassinated. Several members of the church’s governing 

Quorum of the Twelve Apostles were scattered around the world on missions. There was 

controversy over who should lead the church going forward. Sidney Rigdon, a counselor in the 

church’s First Presidency, had moved away to Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. Upon hearing of 

Smith’s demise, Rigdon hurried back to Nauvoo to assert his claim to lead the Latter-day Saints 

until Joseph Smith’s young son should reach adulthood. Some of the Twelve considered inviting 

the Council of Fifty, an organization established by Joseph Smith that contained both members 

and non-Mormons, to reorganize the church. Brigham Young encouraged everyone to await the 

for the rest of the Twelve to return home. Most of the traveling apostles arrived by early August 

in response to the letters sent to summon them. After many meetings and councils, private and 

public, Brigham Young advanced the argument in a mass meeting that the Quorum of the 

Twelve had been given authority as a body, to act in the stead of the president of the church. 

While he was speaking, a manifestation occurred that was witnessed by thousands that convinced 
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them that Young’s argument was divinely approved. Glen M. Leonard cited William C. Staines’ 

recollection, “This was the voice like the voice of the Prophet Joseph. I thought it was he, and so 

did thousands who heard it. This was very satisfactory to the people, and a vote was taken to 

sustain the Twelve in their office, which with a few dissenting voices, was passed.”2 William 

Adams, also a witness to the event, wrote in his autobiography, “This was a strong testimony that 

the Twelve Apostles were the rightful leaders of the church and that the mouth of Joseph had 

fallen on Brigham Young.”3 From the moment Young assumed leadership of the church, 

“building the Kingdom” upon the foundation that Joseph Smith had laid became his purpose. 

Having settled the question of succession in the church’s leadership, however, did not 

stave off other major issues. The state repealed the Nauvoo city charter in 1845. Latter-day 

Saints were still working to complete the Nauvoo Temple, wherein they were to receive the 

ordinances and ceremonies that Joseph Smith had introduced to them before his death. These 

rites were of paramount importance in the minds of the Saints because they involved the sealing 

or binding of family relationships that would extend into the afterlife. All the while, the Latter-

day Saints were harassed by mobs, lawyers, and government officials. The situation escalated 

toward an actual hot civil war, even though the Mormons were already planning to evacuate 

Nauvoo. To Brigham Young and his followers, the completion of the temple and the receipt of 

the ordinances thereof were important enough to risk being attacked, even though they knew 

they would be forced to abandon the city soon. An October letter from Brigham Young declared 
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the intent to emigrate “after a final dedication of the temple and the April general conference” in 

1846.4 Persecution continued to mount, and the Latter-day Saints began to evacuate in February 

1846.  

The Mormon Battalion, Sutter’s Mill, and the Capitalization of the United Order in Utah 

Although the formal adoption of the United Order would not occur for several years,  

important seemingly serendipitous or providential events occurred that paved the way for its 

initial success in Utah. One of those events was the formation of the Mormon Battalion. While 

en route to the Great Basin in 1846, the vanguard group of Mormon pioneers was approached by 

the federal government to supply men for the war against Mexico. Although it was thought 

initially to be a great sacrifice for some five hundred men to leave wives and children on the 

westward trail to march with the Army to fight for a country that had recently driven them away, 

it turned into a great boon for the church. Brigham Young negotiated getting a $5,000 advance of 

half the men’s pay for their families, which could then be consecrated to buy needed supplies 

along the way. The Mormon Battalion, as it came to be known, marched two thousand miles and 

endured many hardships, but true to the promise Brigham Young gave them and their families 

before they departed, none of them died in combat.5 The Battalion concluded its service and was 

discharged in California in 1847. In January 1848, members of the unit discovered gold as they 

were building the famed sawmill for Johann Sutter.6 When they returned to their families in the 

Valley, they brought with them several thousand dollars’ worth of gold dust, which provided 
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specie which could back paper money to put into circulation. The Mormon Battalion capitalized 

the yet future United Order. 

The Saints in their new home struggled to cultivate crops and dealt with crickets, 

grasshoppers, pests, and a harsh New England-like winter in 1848-1849. The cooperative culture 

of the Mormon pioneers helped prevent starvation. Latter-day Saints in the East were put off 

from migrating unless they could bring enough provisions to sustain themselves. The Council of 

Fifty worked to control prices and prevent price gouging, also limiting use of corn to make 

whiskey in favor of its use as a food source.7 The temptation to abandon the community and 

follow the lure of the golden hills of California was strong during these first years. Brigham 

Young exhorted the Saints to “not scatter around and go off to the mines, or any other place, but 

to build up the Kingdom of God.”8 For the most part, Mormons stayed faithful to this counsel 

and focused on building new settlements and facilitating the arrival of tens of thousands of 

immigrants.  

The advice proved to be sage, because the Gold Rush came to the Mormons in the Salt 

Lake Valley. As gold diggers and merchants set out from the East, heading westward, they 

stocked up on food, clothing, tools, and loaded their wagons to overflowing for the cross-country 

journey. By the time these first companies of forty-niners reached Salt Lake City, they heard the 

news that ships had already arrived in California with these necessities. Instead of cornering the 

market for these goods, these land companies would arrive in a saturated market upon their 

arrival in California. To recover some of their investment, they sold their goods to Mormons in 
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Salt Lake for pennies on the dollar. Meanwhile, for those who wished to press onward, they 

purchased new teams of horses and oxen, refurbished or replaced their wagons to get through the 

last half of their journey. Brigham Young’s followers now had access to an abundance of tools 

and machinery for half the price it would have cost them to purchase and ship them to the 

Valley. Arrington estimates that some forty to fifty thousand travelers passed through Utah on 

their way to California in 1849 and that many again in 1850. The Mormons sold food and horses 

to the travelers at nearly ten times the going price and benefited from the cheap acquisition of the 

imported goods like coffee and sugar which had been scarce heretofore.  

These developments were important to the success of the United Order’s implementation 

this time. Previously, the attempts to establish the United Order commenced when the Latter-day 

Saints were in dire financial straits. In Ohio and Missouri, new Latter-day Saint converts ignored 

their leaders’ counsel and piled into the newly established communities. The relentless demands 

to take care of basic needs of food, clothing, and shelter made it difficult for the United Orders in 

those cities to gain forward momentum. In Utah, the Gold Rush, and later the invasion of 

Johnston’s Army brought great amounts of capital and resources to the door of the Latter-day 

Saints mountain kingdom. When the United Order was formally launched again in the mid-

1850s, it was from a position of relative financial strength that the earlier Mormon communities 

did not enjoy. To the Latter-day Saints, it seemed as if they were being showered with divine 

favor and blessings. 

Throughout the development of business and markets in Utah, the church was deeply 

involved, both in investing and managing assets. Arrington writes that Mormons expected 

laissez-faire from their government, but not from the church. They expected the Church,  as part 

of building up a literal kingdom of God, to “promote many types of new enterprises” and to help 
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the community to “counteract panic and depression” as part of its duty to the membership.9 

Nevertheless, there were seemingly constant economic challenges. One of those was the 

expectation that the Saints often did not repay debts to church-owned mercantile stores. In 

October 1852, Brigham Young argued,  

If I had 100,000 dollars’ worth of goods in that store, owned by myself, or held by a 
Mormon company, in six months the goods would be gone and we should not have 100 
dollars to pay the debt. But let an infernal mobocrat come into our midst, though he 
brands Joseph Smith with the epithet of ‘false prophet,’ and calls the ‘Mormons’ a 
damned picayune. . . . Suppose you owe that store across the road there 1500 dollars, 
would you try to pay it? Yes, you would lie awake at nights to think how to pay those 
merchants who do not belong to the kingdom of God. . . . You trade with the Almighty 
worse than you do with the devil.10 
 
The church largely controlled the distribution of land and stewardships to Mormon 

migrants who arrived in the Valley. Under the principles of consecration, the Saints considered it 

a vice to own more land than could be effectively brought into cultivation while others could not 

obtain land. An example of “ecclesiastical enforcement” took place in 1850s Utah when 

Marinner W. Merrill offered to buy land from a Mormon brother, Goudy Hogan, on which to 

build a home. Hogan declined to sell, but he had no plans to develop the property. Merrill met 

with Brigham Young to complain about the situation, prompting Young to order a surveyor to 

survey one hundred acres of Hogan’s land and give Merrill the certificate for it. Hogan was irate 

over the seizure, but in the scheme of consecration, the parable from the twenty-fifth chapter of 

the Gospel of Matthew, was used as justification to take from one who failed to improve his 

stewardship and grant it to another.  
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In another example of enforced cooperativism, in 1854, the town of Ephraim in the 

Sanpete Valley determined that “No man should cut a swath around a larger piece [of land] than 

he could mowe [sic] with a scythe, single-handed, in one day.” To settle a dispute over the 

ownership of a meadow, two miles in length, the land was divided into two-mile strips, three 

rods (approximately 60 feet) in length and lots were drawn to determine who received which 

swath. Essentially, this forced cooperative use of “private” property and settled quarrels over its 

ownership. These unorthodox land arrangements came because early settlement of Utah was 

beyond the reach of United States law until 1869. Land was essentially “’free’ in a financial 

sense” which made a market for land virtually “nonexistent” in Mormon communities until after 

1869. A person could labor on a “cooperative canal” or other public project and receive land 

from the Bishop on which to build a home.11 

This level of cooperation was only possible because the Latter-day Saints as a body 

recognized the ecclesiastical authority of the church’s president and priesthood officers and 

expected them to exercise that authority in temporal affairs. Every Mormon family had a bishop, 

who was under a stake president, who was in-turn, under the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, 

which appointed and ordained the President of the church and his counselors. In the vacuum of 

national authority in the territory, Mormonism was a functional theocracy in the Salt Lake region 

and the surrounding colonies it established in Arizona, Idaho, and Nevada. Even without a 

formally organized United Order, Nauvoo-style joint-stock companies flourished. Efforts were 

made to assist European converts, particularly those with industrial trades and experience, to 

migrate to the Valley. The Perpetual Emigration Fund established a system that helped provide 

wagons, teams, and supplies for immigrants from Europe to travel across the Plains, bringing 
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skilled labor to the community. Way stations along the trail for the travelers provided later 

outposts for which the church would use to operate a pony-express network for the US Mail.  

Brigham Young’s practical leadership was focused on self-reliance and “building up the 

kingdom of God” in tangible ways. Bishops received instructions to place skilled newcomers 

into job openings over giving handouts to the poor to relive the burden on the community. More 

people working meant more available revenues, thereby providing increased means to help the 

needy. The building of the Salt Lake Temple, much like the Kirtland and Nauvoo Temples 

before it, served as a giant public works project which provided income and employment. In 

addition to preaching missions to convert others, Young also called men on “iron ore missions” 

and “rag missions” to procure raw materials for manufacturing steel and paper. One emigrant, 

George Goddard, was called on a “rag mission” to collect rags for the paper mill. He found the 

prospect “humiliating” at first, but he resolved to be diligent. In three years, he collected “more 

than 100,000 pounds of rags for the paper project.”12 

Women were very much a part of the struggle to fulfill Brigham Young’s mission to 

build the Kingdom of God on Earth. Jill Thorley Warnick discussed the lives of Mormon women 

and the daily struggles to carve out a living in the desert valleys of the Great Basin. Warnick 

mentions the law of consecration and the United Order as background for the day-to-day 

hardships Latter-day Saint women faced. The Mormon concept of the Kingdom of God was not a 

pie-in-the-sky utopia, but instead, it was a struggle to turn what most Americans regarded as a 

barren wasteland into an Edenic paradise in the future. “They [pioneer women] saw the land 

idealistically in the sense that it would become the Kingdom of God, but they were also aware 

that the Kingdom would only come by hard work and struggle.” Latter-day Saint women also 
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viewed “the West as a place to rebuild society into one that gave women equal status and the 

credit they deserved.”13 Mormon women ultimately became the first American females to obtain 

the franchise. 

Circumstances Again Drive the Implementation of the United Order 

The first formal attempts at implementing the United Order as an organization began in 

the mid-1850s. Low tithing receipts, and the federal government’s failure to pay its share of 

territorial expenses, led the church to reestablish the system and about 40 percent of the seven 

thousand families in the regional church entered into the stewardship system and consecrated 

their properties to the church. During this time, the new Republican Party sought to establish its 

base, not only as an anti-slavery party, but also in voicing its opposition to popular sovereignty. 

Republicans used Utah as an object lesson, where the voice of the people would sustain the 

practice of polygamy. In the party’s 1856 platform, Republicans denounced the “twin relics of 

barbarism—Polygamy and Slavery.” Not to be outdone, slavery-supporting Democrats also 

denounced polygamy, paving the way for action to deal with the issue. Anti-Mormon rhetoric led 

President Buchanan to appoint a new territorial governor and ordered troops to Utah. Once again, 

Latter-day Saints were overtaken by events beyond their control and their response, as it had 

been in other locales, was to establish a formal system of communalistic cooperation. The 

incidental communism of the Mormons reached its zenith when faced with the intrusion of non-

Mormon outsiders into their territory and the threat of imminent invasion by the United States 

Army. 
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The re-institution of the United Order served two purposes. First, it brought about a 

leveling effect against inequality, combating “unfriendly economic interests” and the removal of 

property from speculators and apostates. Second, the system pooled capital for building the 

Kingdom, which included supporting “immigration, colonization, and public works.”14  

The years 1855-1856 brought on severe grasshopper infestations that ruined agriculture 

after five years of bountiful harvests. The dearth also starved cattle during the following winter. 

Only 420 head survived out of a herd of two thousand. Wilford Woodruff, one of the Twelve 

Apostles of the church, said that in the northern counties four-fifths of the cattle died. Apostle 

Heber C. Kimball, “who had gone through the hunger of 1848-1849, called this winter, the 

winter of 1855-1856, ‘more close’ than any yet experienced.”15 The near famine increased the 

price of food exponentially. A very large number of plural marriages took place in 1856-1857, 

probably to assist poor women to be brought under the care of families that could help provide 

for them. In a letter to his son, then a missionary in England, Apostle Heber C. Kimball wrote 

that “Money will not buy flour or meal. . . . Dollars and cents do not count now, in these times, 

for they are the tightest that I have ever seen in the Territory of Utah.”16 As a desperate measure, 

Brigham Young ordered a hundred men to form companies of ox teams “to fetch the Church 

goods that lie in Missouri and St. Louis” which had been staged to assist the European 

immigrants. With various other efforts, “all suffered, [but] none died of starvation.  
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Brigham Young was always concerned that the encroachment of the national economy 

and culture upon the Saints would undermine efforts to build the Kingdom of God among the 

Saints. He declared,  

The worst fear that I have about [members of the Church] is that they will get rich in this 
country, forget God and his people, wax fat, and kick themselves out of the Church and 
go to hell. This people will stand mobbing, robbing, poverty, and all manner of 
persecution, and be true. But my greater fear for them is that they cannot stand wealth; 
and they have yet to be tried with riches.17 
 
Keeping capital inside Utah and preventing it from leaving the state allowed members to 

be as independent as possible. Young was concerned at how the resource extraction economies 

in the Dakotas and Nevada created boomtowns that had no permanent economic basis once the 

resources were exhausted. Young intended for the church and the Saints to be as self-reliant as 

possible. He did not want to see the communities of Utah turn into ghost towns once resources 

were extracted for Eastern manufacturers. Young wanted local raw materials to be manufactured 

into finished products for sale, providing stable jobs in mills and factories for the people. One 

way to do this was to establish a freight company so the Saints could receive discounted rates 

and the communities in the Valley could obtain goods from the outside—all while keeping the 

money in Utah instead of paying outsiders. Young also wanted to “obtain the United States mail 

contract.”18 However, he knew the government would not allow him to win the bid in his name; 

therefore, church member Hiram Kimball placed a bid on a four-year contract, with an 

exceptionally low bid of $23,000, to run mail and freight monthly between Independence, 

Missouri and Salt Lake. Once awarded, the contract was transferred to Brigham Young in the 

capacity of the trustee-in-trust of the Church. Young organized the Brigham Young Express 
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Company (YX) to start pony express service as well as freight and passenger service. Way 

stations that had been previously established by the Church for emigrants became relays in the 

service and new stations were established along the route. At each station, “a mile square village 

settlement was to be equipped with mills and shops, storehouses, corrals, and other requirements 

of village life.”19 The objective was to provide walking-distance intervals for Mormon and non-

Mormon emigrants to rest and resupply along the route, relieving them of the necessity of 

carrying all their supplies for the entire trip across the Plains. The Church built a large freight 

warehouse in Independence to store cargo awaiting shipment. These were not way stations in the 

same sense as those built by other hauling companies like Wells Fargo or Ben Holladay; “they 

were to be settlements.”20 Obviously such a system entailed significant infrastructure, labor and 

property. Consecration provided much of what was needed to begin the project. Furthermore, the 

company was able to supply jobs to church members in need of employment to construct the 

villages and haul freight. Joint stockholders consecrated supplies. Arrington elaborates, “The 

church’s technique was to induce individuals in the territory to contribute labor, animals, and 

equipment as a matter of duty to the church and Kingdom, but to handle the enterprise on a 

partial business basis so that if and when profits accrued, those who participated would share in 

the dividends according to the investment made.” Many men were called as missionaries to go 

labor to build the villages. The project was never completed because the government cancelled 

the mail contract without notice—precisely coinciding “with the decision to send a large 

contingent of federal troops to Utah.” Thus, the YX company became insolvent, losing nearly 
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$200,000. Almost all the settlements were eventually abandoned in 1857 when Young ordered 

all Latter-day Saint missionaries home in anticipation of the “Mormon War.” 21 

The United Order as a Resistance Movement 

Shortly after President James Buchanan ordered the Army to Utah on June 29, 1857, 

Congress forced the president to suspend the US Mail contract with the Utah Saints and award it 

to a crony of the “principal subcontractor in supplying the Utah Expedition” when the troops 

deployed.22 “Gentile”23 merchants and traders represented to the government the opinion that the 

Church policies of consecration and cooperation “would not permit the freedom of enterprise to 

which they had been accustomed and which would make possible the profits they sought; 

therefore, the church was dictatorial and the Prophet was a tyrant. . . . The church was a 

combination in restraint of trade.”24 The impending military occupation by the government and 

the collusion of non-Mormon businesses against the church led Brigham Young to order a mass 

relocation of thirty thousand Saints to Southern Utah in a scorched-earth campaign to deny the 

government the opportunity to destroy the church. This event was simply called “the Move.” 

Everything useful that could be carried was taken with them. The Salt Lake Temple foundations 

were buried and covered over to protect them. “As late as May 24, when the Move had been 
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completed, Brigham Young and other church officials were giving serious consideration to 

burning Salt Lake City and all the settlements north of it.”25 

To finance this move, the church took many measures, including a renewed focus on 

“home manufacture and grain conservation.” The “Deseret Currency Association” provided 

banking services and the expansion of public works” to keep men employed. Some journals 

called it “the Bank of Deseret” but there was never an official name change. The territorial tax 

was abolished, and tithing labor was used instead. Currency and credit were based on 

consecrated supplies of livestock which was used like “the gold in Fort Knox.” Thus, the Saints 

were able to keep an economy functioning in exile, independent of the government.26 

On June 15, 1858, President Buchanan’s representatives in Utah announced a “free and 

full pardon” after having assessed that the territory was not in rebellion against the United States 

government and the occupying army departed several days later. The Saints began to return to 

their abandoned properties and homes, but they were a destitute and dismal lot. They had 

suffered greatly during the times of privation and many of them had been left “threadbare.”27 

They returned refugees made no protest of the soldier’s jeers. Arrington wrote that “it was clear 

that a decade or more of achievement and social independence, in the face of hostile nature and 

hostile humanity, had ended in poverty and disappointment.”28 Still, the fight went on for 

independence to continue building the Kingdom. Brigham Young declared, “The easiest way to 

conquer the Mormons would be for the government to pay Gentiles to carry in merchandise, year 
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after year, until the people had come to depend upon it. The Saints would then have lost their 

individuality and collective loyalty.”29 Young hoped to maintain an economy of goods and 

property, not a money economy, believing that it would encourage Saints to hold, not sell, 

property and accumulate more than they might otherwise spend in a cash economy. 

Ironically, the period of occupation turned into an economic boom for the Mormons in 

Salt Lake City. The army paid liberally for grain and other foodstuffs. Church leaders assured 

members that there was no shame in taking advantage of the government in terms of pricing. If 

the army “was perfectly willing to give up to $5.00 for a bushel of wheat,” why should they 

crowd the market with stock at 95 cents a bushel? For three years, Mormon cooperatives 

prospered at the government’s expense until the troops were redeployed to fight in the Civil War. 

When the troops left, the Army sold approximately four million dollars’ worth of property for 

approximately $100,000. Mormon publisher and poet William Clayton wrote the epitaph on the 

“Buchanan Utah Expedition, costing the Government millions, and accomplishing nothing, 

except making many of the Saints comparatively rich, and improving the circumstances of most 

of the people of Utah.”30 

While the Civil War raged in the rest of the United States, the church implemented what 

it called the “Church Train” system. A total of 20,417 immigrants came to Utah using this 

system which involved relays of wagon trains. Men were called to lead teams and paid in 

“tithing credits” as payment for their time and teams. It became common for unmarried men 

seeking a mate to volunteer as teamsters in the hopes of meeting a prospective bride among the 

incoming immigrants. Additionally, the church provided over a million pounds of flour, 17,000 
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oxen, and nearly 2,000 wagons to bring these immigrants to the territory. This initiative ended 

when the completion of the Transcontinental Railroad made it unnecessary.31 

The United Order Formalized 

The final phase of economic cooperation among Mormons took the name of the United 

Order from Joseph Smith’s initial system. The impetus that brought about this change was the 

threat posed by the coming of the railroad. Arrington documents several threats the railroad 

posed to the Saints and their mission to build the Kingdom. First, it opened competition to 

outside capitalists to compete against Mormon joint-stock cooperatives. Members of the church 

and their joint-stock companies had enjoyed a virtual monopoly for a season. The new arrivals 

from the East established mercantile stores that offered products heretofore considered as 

luxuries. Mormon homemakers found it tempting to purchase the latest fashions and enjoyed the 

convenience of ready-made goods. Second, it challenged the church’s theocratic dominance and 

autonomy. Not only did the “Gentiles” bring with them their vices, taverns, and saloons, but also 

their politics. Not since Nauvoo, where the Whigs and Democrats had attempted to court the 

Mormons’ votes, had the Saints experienced true political choices in Utah. Third, it offered 

opportunities for Latter-day Saints to become economically involved in outside ventures that 

would “secularize economic relationships generally.” Therefore, the United Order and a 

consecration economy became a “unique response to the challenge of eastern competitive 

capitalism.” 32  

Unlike other idealistic, communalistic groups that had separated themselves into small 

communities scattered throughout rural America, based on ideology or doctrine, Latter-day 
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Saints adopted communalism as a defense to what they perceived as a direct threat to the 

preservation of their way of life. Having survived a direct confrontation with the United States 

Army, tens of thousands of Mormons scattered throughout Utah’s cities and towns now faced an 

even more daunting enemy—American capitalism. Indeed, there was reason to fear, as George 

Q. Cannon related that national leaders boasted of their intentions to destroy the Mormon 

community from within. “We are told openly and without disguise that when the railroad is 

completed there will be such a flood of so called ‘civilization’ brought in here that every vestige 

of us, our church and institutions, shall be completely obliterated.”33  

The purpose of the United Order was not merely to establish an economic system. The 

Latter-day Saints scriptures taught them that God’s promised blessings were not just for the 

afterlife. They believe that, by living heavenly principles now, heavenly blessings would be 

poured out upon them in mortality. Devotion, obedience, and unity of faith could achieve what 

their scriptural prototype, the ancient patriarch Enoch, had achieve during his ministry; namely, 

the establishment of a city that was accepted by God and taken up off the earth.34 The arrival of 

non-Mormons was perceived as a threat to achieving that vision of harmony and unity. 

Latter-day Saints had already seen the potential divisiveness that could occur when 

mining concerns entered the region. Arrington described a class of “merchant princes” that 

emerged that disrupted Mormon social solidarity in some small measure.35 The impact of this 

effect was mitigated by the fact that Mormon incomes were less divergent between classes than 

other Americans or Europeans. Plural marriage or polygamy was not a part of the United Order, 
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but it acted as a corollary to it. Polygamist marriage also had a social levelling or averaging 

effect because it was often the means for caring for poor immigrants, spinsters, or the wives of a 

deceased relative with a family to be provided for. Although a critic of polygamy, “Mrs. Frank 

Leslie, wife of the most famed publisher of the day, who visited Utah in the 1870s” wrote that 

“the Mormons were better fed, better dressed, and better mannered than other Westerners, and 

lived in neater cottages, amid flowers and garden produce in profusion.” Leslie admitted, 

“Certainly, polygamy is very wrong, but roses are better than sage-brush, and potatoes and peas 

preferable as diet to buffalo grass. Also schoolhouses, with cleanly and comfortable troops of 

children about them, are a symptom of more advanced civilization than lonely shanties with only 

fever-and-ague and whisky therein.”36 The combination of plural marriage and communalism 

was synergistic in the combating of classism and poverty. 

The church organized and empowered individual communities and their ecclesiastical 

counterparts, called “stakes,”37 to establish the School of the Prophets and the Women’s Relief 

Society. The School of the Prophets began in Kirtland in the early 1830s to train the lay clergy 

and missionaries. The Women’s Relief Society was founded in 1842 by Joseph Smith to 

empower women, grant them authority within the church’s program, and provide opportunities 

for education and service. Arrington wrote that, 

In large measure the agencies which prevented the complete triumph of the eastern 
capitalist were the School of the Prophets ad the Women’s Relief Society. Together, 
these organizations countered an energetic and financially powerful laissez-faire 
capitalism with a vigorous, well-organized, socially minded, and theocratically directed 
program of economic action.38 

 
36Ibid., 238-239. 
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In Utah, these organizations took on the role of community forums for activism or even 

resistance in dealing with local issues and devising solutions with church-based manpower and 

resources. Cooperation extended beyond economic concerns to quality-of-life issues for the 

communities which were organized around the United Order. One of the first projects of the 

School of the Prophets was to arrange for the Church to sponsor a contract to provide labor for 

building the railroad. Providing Mormon laborers reduced the need for the railroad to import five 

or six thousand non-Mormon immigrants from Ireland and Germany, whose presence would 

attract businesses catering to their vices. Rather than resist the railroad companies directly, the 

members of the church sought to exploit them for their own ends. George Q. Cannon, an apostle, 

emphasized the need to use the railroad to advantage—to bring in raw materials rather than 

consumer goods and to ship out finished goods for sale, thereby keeping capital in Utah instead 

of it draining out of Mormon communities.39 One way the church effectively competed against 

outside railroad building companies was the ability to act collectively to lower wages to compete 

against outsiders. When has society ever seen organized labor negotiate wages downward in the 

interest of protecting a market or community? The railroad companies came to view the Mormon 

laborers as an advantageous partner that would also work with them. When the Union Pacific 

Railroad had financial trouble, it came to owe the church members who labored on the 

construction a substantial sum, upwards of $10 million. Brigham Young worked out an 

agreement that the church members would construct a branch line if the company would advance 

him $600,000 worth of “locomotives, rails and other equipment and supplies.” In return, Young 

would wait for the balance. The railroad “readily agreed” but did not deliver until February 7, 
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1870. The church’s ability to buffer against losses or delays in compensation helped to maintain 

employment for Latter-day Saints and shut out outside competitors. Mormons were willing to 

“make sacrifices for the cause of building Zion.”40  

Such actions were not taken without criticism, even from within the church’s ranks. A 

group of dissidents known as the Godbeites arose out of the School of the Prophets that opposed 

such strategies. After the group was disfellowshipped out of the church, they formed a political 

group that became anti-Mormon in nature and went on to establish the Salt Lake Tribune. The 

use of church cooperation to engineer the wage reduction was “. . . the first announced policy of 

the church which the Godbeites undertook to criticize in print.”41 

Another way the church competed was the formation of Zion’s Cooperative Mercantile 

Institution or ZCMI. ZCMI collectively absorbed mercantile establishments that were 

consecrated to the church to advantage. Rebranded and located in every Mormon settlement, 

ZCMI could undercut other mercantile establishments in price and the loyalty of the church 

members deterred Mormon shoppers from frequenting other establishments. Members were 

counseled by their priesthood leaders, “In all matters, [the members’] dealings should be as much 

as possible with those in full fellowship in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.” The 

School of the Prophets organized boycotts of merchants considered hostile to Mormon 

community interests. It even recommended excommunication for members who traded with 

outsiders, but the record shows no instances of this actually occurring.42 Curiously, Bancroft and 
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Bates’1889 History of Utah, 1540-1886, never mentions the United Order and only refers to the 

“cooperative movement” briefly when it discusses ZCMI and its effectiveness at shutting out 

Gentile merchants.43 From the time ZCMI was established in 1868 to 1870, Walker Brothers, a 

competing mercantile store, saw monthly sales fall from $60,000 to $5,000. Auerbach Brothers, 

another retailer, offered to sell out to ZCMI for fifty cents on the dollar. However, by 1870, the 

Mormon grip on the market began to slip and more competitors found success. The resistance 

movement in commerce was effective, albeit short-lived.  

Even the Mormon code of health, known as the Word of Wisdom, which had been 

observed casually prior to this period, took on the symbolism of defiance to outside interference 

in Mormon affairs. The Relief Society “encouraged the formation of ‘Retrenchment Societies’ 

among the young ladies of the various settlements,” Arrington notes. The Relief Society placed 

emphasis on home manufacture and defining new statements of fashion instead of welcoming 

trends and fads from outside. “The girls were taught to glean wheat, piece quilts, crochet, make 

hats, knit stockings, and to engage in many cultural activities. The fruits of their labors were 

commonly devoted to the Perpetual Emigration Fund and to other worthwhile church projects,” 

not only as charitable acts, but also as symbols of Mormon militancy. One group of young 

women pledged “We will not follow the fashions of the wicked world, but will endeavor to attire 

ourselves as becometh Saints of God, and as much as possible in the workmanship of our own 

hands.”44 

 
43Bancroft, Hubert Howe and Alfred Bates. History of Utah, 1540-1886 (San Francisco, 
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Secular detractors scoffed at these kinds of efforts, as did the editor of The Galaxy when 

he wrote in 1866: 

For rolling back the tide of Anglo-American civilization, whenever that tide shall wash 
over the mountain bounds of Utah, Brother Brigham’s bands will be just as efficient as 
old Mrs. Partington’s mop in keeping the Atlantic Ocean out of her back kitchen. . . . 
When the United States goes to Utah, Mormonism will disappear like a puddle with 
Niagara Falls turned into it.45 
 
Although the communalist efforts of Latter-day Saints effectively buffered the impact of 

eastern encroachment, it could not completely contain the commercial onslaught of the eastern 

interests. According to Arrington, “Utah did not become, at least immediately, an economic 

province whose chief function was to supply raw materials to the industrial East.” Utah managed 

to decelerate “. . . the ‘colonial’ status which characterized early Montana, Nevada, Colorado, 

and Wyoming.”46 The buffering effect of Latter-day Saint culture was not permanent, however. 

Kari Michele Main observed that: 

 Despite the initial enthusiasm to resist eastern encroachment, . . . cooperative craftsmen 
and customers were influenced by popular fashions in the East. . . . The historical myth of 
a unified and loyal cooperative is revisited in the light of these revelations to show a 
reality in which religious affirmations behind homemade products were not motivation 
enough to keep the residents from buying imported goods. With their home product 
cooperative, Brigham City resisted outside influence by trying to create local furniture, 
but failed in their efforts to convince people to demonstrate loyalty to their church in 
consumption habits.47 
 
Mormon resistance to the incursion of secular influences into their mountain haven 

expanded into a cooperative movement of joint-stock companies organized by church members, 
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often with church support. There were cooperative iron works, banks, textile factories, and other 

enterprises in which the members of the church worked as laborers and received some part of 

their compensation in stock from the company. Although church leaders and conservative 

apologists are hesitant to refer to these enterprises as communistic, Brigham Young’s application 

of the United Order differed significantly from Joseph Smith’s and it appears to have applied 

cooperative ownership of the means of production in an industrial system on a relatively large 

scale. The cooperative movement, with the church as an economic anchor and support, 

“successfully weathered the financial crises of 1873, 1891, 1893, and 1932,” according to 

Arrington.48 “Utah’s cooperative concerns were unique, not because they were cooperatives, but 

because of the ecclesiastical participation and influence and the broad basis of public support.”49  

The United Orders of Enoch 

Emboldened by the success of the cooperative resistance, Brigham Young began to teach 

the faithful that “This cooperative movement is a stepping stone” from which the Saints would 

transition into the “[United] Order of Enoch.”50 In saying this, he linked his teaching to that of 

Joseph Smith in a powerful way. Smith had published revelations that created a mythos 

regarding the antediluvian patriarch Enoch. Enoch was said to have established a holy city whose 

inhabitants became so virtuous that God took them unto himself two generations before Noah’s 

flood. This archetype became Joseph Smith’s touchstone for what he sought to achieve—the 

creation of a righteous covenant people, in a blessed and favored location, who would live 
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according to heavenly law, and where an individual’s self-interest was intertwined with the 

interest of the whole community. The heavenly law that was to crown this effort was living in the 

law of consecration—whose practical administration would ultimately be the United Order of 

Enoch, a system that intended to eradicate poverty entirely.51 

When the Panic of 1873 occurred, Brigham Young saw the opportunity to move in a 

more radical direction than he had done previously regarding cooperative, joint-stock companies. 

The crisis forced businesses to close and factories to stop production. Layoffs caused 

unemployment, affecting church tithing receipts by nearly a third. In nineteenth century 

America, such events precipitated hunkering down and retrenchment into home manufacturing of 

necessities. In the case of the Mormons, the existing organizational structure provided the 

opportunity to follow this approach in a very structured way. The church extended cooperation 

opportunities into every possible avenue, marshalling the resources of members and the labor 

pool. It used its ecclesiastical clout to deter profiteering and organized members in their wards 

(parishes) and stakes (dioceses) on a local basis to support cooperation.52 This became Young’s 

attempt to realize the United Order of Enoch among the Latter-day Saints. Young presented a 

plan for the Order of Enoch publicly in February 1874 after having won support in private 

communications with local bishops and elders. In a meeting on February 15, he called for a vote 

of support and, although he found the vote was not unanimous, there were no votes in opposition 

to the plan. At the meeting’s end, he called upon members to come up and enter their names on 

the “roll of the Order” and closed the meaning with a sobering warning stating, “If we are 

disposed to enter the Order of Enoch, now is the accepted time and blessed are the Latter-day 
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Saints. But if we are not disposed to enter the Order, the curse of God will come upon this 

people.”53 

Brigham City 

An experiment in the United Order had already commenced under Apostle Lorenzo Snow 

in Brigham City, with Young’s sanction. In Snow’s cooperative mercantile enterprise, 

shareholders were paid in-kind, rather than in cash. In a few years, the community had the 

resources to build a tannery and a water-powered woolen factory. By 1874, Arrington reports, 

“Approximately forty departments had been established covering almost every phase of industry 

and agriculture in the valley” and possessed, “paid-up capital of $120,000” distributed among 

approximately 400 shareholders.”54 The cooperative produced brooms, hats, molasses, and 

furniture; operated a general store, tannery, a woolen mill; had thousands of head of livestock, 

and operated numerous farms. It was estimated that the community was perhaps as much as 

eighty-five percent self-sufficient.55 When the Panic of 1873 came, Brigham City was scarcely 

touched by it and continued to experience growth. As an outreach borne of its prosperity, the 

Saints of Brigham City opened homes for the poor, widows, and provided food and labor for 

“tramps.” Brigham Young commented, as recounted by Lorenzo Snow in a sermon on April 21, 

1878, “Why, up there in Brigham City, Brother Snow has led the people along, and got them into 

the United Order without their knowing it.”56 Kari Michele Main cited a Deseret News article 
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from 1875 which stated that “Brigham City’s arrangement seems a God-like system, calculated 

to annihilate selfishness, and benefit temporally and spiritually all who embrace it with a desire 

to do right in all things before God and their mortal fellows.”57 

The success of Brigham City inspired Brigham Young to grander possibilities and he 

discussed the concept of communities that sounded very much like the cooperative laundries, 

communal kitchens, and dining halls of the Amana Colonies, Fourierist phalanxes, Oneidas, and 

New Harmony where efficiencies of labor could be applied to achieve more work and allow 

greater leisure time for self-improvement and recreation. Unlike the pastoral visions of some of 

his contemporaries, Young envisioned a great deal of high-technology for the time where diners 

could “telegraph” their orders to the kitchens, automation with conveyors moving plates on 

railed tracks58—a far step beyond the “ingenious contrivance” of a table with a “revolving disk 

on which the food is placed” that Nordhoff observed at the Oneidas’ communal dining halls.59 Of 

his grand view of the possibilities, Brigham Young had previously declared in August 1873, 

I want you to be united. If we should build up and organize a community, we would have 
to do it on the principle of oneness, and it is one of the simplest things I know of. A city 
of one hundred thousand or a million people could be united into a perfect family, and 
they could work together as beautifully as the different parts of the carding machine work 
together. Why, we could organize millions into a family under the order of Enoch.60 
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Saint George 

While traveling to spend the winter of 1873-1874 in warm southern Utah, Brigham 

Young preached the virtues of the Order of Enoch to congregations of Saints along the way. 

Soon thereafter, United Orders were formed in St. George, Hyrum, Ogden, Salt Lake City, 

Provo, Logan, Price City, Springdale, and Kingston in Utah along with several settlements in 

Arizona, Nevada, and Idaho. As the Order of Enoch was adopted in these cities, four variations 

of the United Order appeared that were adapted to local conditions and needs. The first variation 

could be called the St. George model, in which members consecrated all their property and 

received varying degrees of wages and dividends depending on the nature of their labor and the 

property donated. Specialization and collective farming led to improvements in efficiency. 

Arrington recorded that families were “given ‘credits’ for work performed and for dividends on 

capital stock” from which withdrawals could be made “in the form of consumer goods and 

services.”61 In the communities where this model was practiced, there arose problems when 

individuals declined to join the order, creating issues on how to deal with them equitably when 

they did not participate in the system.  

Generally, those who refused to join were Latter-day Saints of some means who did not 

trust their assets to be managed by the church community. British convert and scribe to Brigham 

Young, George D. Watt became a merchant, and although he committed verbally to join the 

cooperative movement, “he became convinced that his store could make a profit without joining. 

He did not feel like placing his assets into the hands of the Mormon merchants in Salt Lake 
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City,” even though it would be ill-advised to try to compete against ZCMI.62 When Brigham 

Young declared a boycott of non-cooperative merchants, Watt became embittered and critical of 

the church. In early 1874, he delivered a speech in which he criticized Brigham Young and the 

United Order stating that it was “for the people to give themselves and all they possess to the 

Lord Brigham and allow him to dictate where they shall live, what labor they should follow, and 

what they should do with the proceeds of their labors.”63 Watt further claimed that to submit to 

the United Order was “to give up their individuality and become slaves to the priesthood.”64 

After writing a series of articles in the Semi-Weekly Telegraph attacking Brigham Young’s 

character, Watt was excommunicated for apostasy in May 1874.  

Problems also arose over whether to extend credits to united order members who might 

become “overdrawn” due to illness, large family needs, or simply slothfulness. The church 

allowed localities to deal with these issues as they saw fit, but the results never achieved the 

desired harmoniousness. The United Order of Kanab, in southern Utah was plagued by strife 

almost from its inception as two affluent men strove to become bishop over the church in the 

town. Brigham Young sent a letter instructing the Kanab Saints to elect a President for the 

United Order and to let him be the bishop. The existing bishop, Levi Stewart did not consider 

this a valid “release” from his position. Factions formed, contention arose, and the lack of 

reconciliation eventually led to a split and the creation of an entirely new town named 
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Orderville.65 In the Sevier Valley, between Salt Lake City and Saint George, eight settlements 

wrestled with the introduction of the United Order. In Richfield, 80 percent of the members 

joined while in Salina and Wilson, just barely over half of the families entered the Order. Several 

bishops resigned their positions because they could not support the United Order and had to be 

replaced.66 In many of these cases, the bishops did not resign out of opposition to communalism, 

but the workload of administering the system was a full-time job for the lay clergymen who 

otherwise had to work their own farms, ranches, and businesses, in addition to their ecclesiastical 

responsibilities. Despite measures to keep Latter-day Saints within the Order and without 

unified, difficulties arose. Joseph A. Young, a member of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles 

who oversaw the church’s progress in the area, warned members to be “wise, prayerful, cautious, 

mild, and not to take notice of rumors, to keep our mouths shut that would create a bitter feeling 

among those either in and out of the Order.”67 Nevertheless, division occurred, with some called 

“Enochites” and “outsiders.” Social events like dances became segregated as those in the United 

Order began to exclude those who declined to join it.68 

The quest for unity was elusive. In a set of meeting notes taken by Benjamin Brown or a 

member of his immediate family around 1874, a list of “Suggested Rules for members of the 
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United Order” was recorded. The document was later published to the St. George United Order 

on August 20, 187469. The rules included the following list: 

 1st. We will not take the name of the Deity in vain, nor speak lightly of His character or 
of sacred things. 

 2nd. We will pray with our families morning and evening, and also attend to secret 
prayer. 

 3rd. We will observe and keep the Word of Wisdom according to the Spirit and meaning 
thereof. 

 4th. We will treat our families with due kindness and affection, and set before them an 
example worthy of imitation; in our families and intercourse with all persons, we will 
refrain from being contentious or quarrelsome, and we will cease to speak evil of each 
other and will cultivate a spirit of charity towards all. We consider it our duty to keep 
from acting selfishly or from covetous motives, and will seek the interest of each other 
and the salvation of all mankind. 

 5th.We will observe personal cleanliness, and preserve ourselves in all chastity by 
refraining from adultery, whoredom and lust. We will also discountenance and refrain 
from all vulgar and obscene language or conduct. 

 6th. We will observe the Sabbath day to keep it holy in accordance with the revelations. 
 7th. That which is not committed to our care we will not appropriate to our own use. 
 8th. That which we borrow we will return according to promise, and that which we find 

we will not appropriate to our own use but seek to return to its proper owner. 
 9th. We will as soon as possible cancel all individual indebtedness contracted prior to our 

uniting with the Order, and when once fully identified with said Order will contract no 
debts contrary to the wishes of the Board of Directors. 

 10th. We will patronize our brethren who are in the Order. 
 11th. In our apparel and deportment we will not pattern after nor encourage foolish and 

extravagant fashions, and cease to import or buy from abroad any article which can be 
reasonably dispensed with, or which can be produced by combination of home labor. We 
will foster and encourage the producing and manufacturing of all articles needful for our 
consumption as fast as our circumstances will permit.  

 12th. We will be simple in our dress and manner of living, using proper economy and 
prudence in the management of all entrusted to our care. 

 13th. We will combine our labor for mutual benefit, sustain with our faith, prayers and 
works, those whom we have elected to take the management of the different departments 
of the Order and be subject to them in their official capacity, refraining from a spirit of 
fault-finding. 
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 14th. We will honestly and diligently labor, and devote ourselves and all we have to the 
Order and the building up of the kingdom of God.70 

Despite such efforts on the part of the central church leadership, most of the united orders 

following the St. George model lasted approximately a year. The second type of United Order 

plan was the Brigham City model, which simply augmented existing cooperative arrangements 

by increasing community participation. Individuals and families in this model did not consecrate 

their personal property or their labor. Members who entered into this arrangement did so by 

covenant, indicating such by being re-baptized to signal their commitment, as mentioned in a 

letter by member Caroline Barnes Crosby of Beaver, Utah in 1877.71 The Brigham City model 

was adopted by communities in Hyrum, Utah and Paris, Idaho. It is difficult to assess the 

effectiveness of the Brigham City model after its initial success because of disasters and 

government persecution. Between 1877 and 1879, a fire destroyed the woolen mill and 

grasshoppers devoured grain crops. A hostile government official embargoed the church, 

preventing it from using timber in the territory closest the community’s sawmill; a federal tax 

collector imposed a tax on the use of church scrip that had been used since the beginnings of 

settlement by Latter-day Saints. Finally, Lorenzo Snow was sentenced to prison for polygamy, 

crippling this United Order’s ability to function. 

 
70Benjamin Brown Family Collection, Brown Family Miscellany, circa 1870-1922, 

Church History Catalog, Salt Lake City, UT, https://catalog.lds.org/assets/1976b41a-b281-4821-
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71Caroline Barnes Crosby, Caroline B. Crosby letter, Beaver, Utah to Mariah and David 
Crosby, October 21, 1877, Beaver, Utah, https://catalog.lds.org/assets/0833d2de-8148-4d23-
96b4-f5272af8aeb3/0/0. 
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Salt Lake City, Ogden, Provo, and Logan 

The third United Order model was a modification of Brigham City’s plan adapted for 

larger cities; namely, Salt Lake City, Ogden, Provo, and Logan. These were organized among the 

various congregations or wards. Although no community-of-goods would be attempted and little 

in the way of collective labor, Arrington explained that “surplus capital” was “mobilized to 

create employment.”72 Ward projects included founding several manufacturing operations 

including a shoe and boot shop, soap-making, a dairy, a large foundry, sawmills, and tool-

making shops. These businesses lasted until the mid-1880s when the government forced them to 

shut down after anti-polygamy raids.  

The last and most widely known of the United Order models was Orderville. Of all the 

various experiments with communalistic or cooperative economics, Orderville most closely 

resembled the other communalistic groups of the nineteenth century. A Deseret News article on 

Orderville touted the principle of common stock used by the group, stating “In our own times, 

such minds as Robert Dale Owen, Emerson, John Stuart Mill, and Horace Greely have 

recognized its claims . . .” to be the “. . . normal condition of society.”73 Orderville was founded 

in 1875 on the Virgin River in southern Utah with the express purpose of creating a 

communalistic United Order. The commune’s leader was Howard O. Spencer of Salt Lake City, 

who was appointed in 1874 by Brigham Young to be the bishop of the community.74 Twenty-

four families consisting of 150 people were “uniquely trained in precisely the type of disciplined 

 
72Arrington, 333. 
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cooperation required for a successful communal order,” according to Arrington. They had been 

pioneers dispatched to establish Mormon colonies and grow cotton along the Muddy River and 

operate a way station for emigrants on their way to and from California.75 Cooperation had been 

essential to the group’s survival in a desolate, harsh area of Utah. The community went to work 

“. . . Organizing Industries as fast as we could such as a Tannery, Black Smiths shop, Farming 

and buying an old upright Saw Mill” to start in the “Lumbering Business, the women starting 

with the straw making Hats.”76 

Orderville 

The Orderville colonists consecrated all their property to the United Order in a solemn 

religious ceremony, agreeing mutually that all they owned belonged to God and that they were 

merely stewards over it. In a personal letter to his family, Spencer wrote,  

[B]ut if I had my way all things should be where they are to be, then full confidence 
would be in the cause I have started out in. All my brethren have put their all into this 
United Order and I would like to do the same and be just like them[,] that my children 
might enjoy the same Blessings, that their[s] do. We are the only few that I know who 
have come together as a family to live as the Lord wishes them to do and I will say this 
for he has Blessed me greatly and his Spirit is with us.77 
 
The group constructed a fort-like set of shacks around a central town square and a large 

communal dining hall. Using only local materials with almost no outside assistance, they 

achieved near-total self-sufficiency. In a two year period from 1875 to 1877, the Orderville 

Saints produced a surplus of grain sufficient for two years for themselves with enough left over 
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to share with outside communities.78 Excess goods produced by the community were sold and 

retrenched back into the capital fund to buy agricultural equipment and additional land. They 

tithed 10 percent of their annual net increase as a group. Total equality regarding labor was the 

rule. An accounting system tracked debits and credits on purchases from the storehouse and 

surplus credits were consecrated back into the system, thus constantly maintaining a positive 

balance of debits over credits. The community’s most defining characteristic was self-restraint. 

At its peak, the Orderville Saints numbered approximately 370.79 As the more urban parts 

of Utah became increasingly civilized and up to date in terms of fashion, the Orderville Saints 

stood out as old-fashioned in their community-made “gray jeans, valley tan shoes, and straw 

hats.” Lamentably, even other Mormons ridiculed them, causing the younger generation in 

Orderville to chafe at the restrictions. Over time, seeing the growing cultural divide between the 

Hutterite-like citizens of Orderville, church leaders became concerned about losing the younger 

generation there. The church recommended that the community’s leaders set aside income to buy 

capital stock for the younger members to “show to the rising generation that you have their 

interest at heart; and it will be the means of binding them more closely to your organization.”80 

The initiative was undertaken too late to be effective and many of the young people left to join 

prosperous Mormon communities elsewhere in the state when they came of age. Eventually the 

group’s communal efforts devolved into contractual, individual stewardships where greater 

individual autonomy was allowed, and wages became differentiated by trade and skill. A flood 
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destroyed the commune’s bakery, dining hall, and other facilities, forcing the termination of the 

group meals and a return to dining as individual families.81  

By 1877, enthusiasm for many of the experiments with the United Order abated. For 

some, the growing “Gentile” economy brought by the railroads, the mines, and national 

mercantile chains weakened the Latter-day Saints’ will to resist the siren call of profit. Pioneer 

Eliza S. Keeler wrote in her journal of a difficult time when the order which her family had 

joined in Richfield began to discuss dissolution in 1877. The few years the family had spent in 

the system were difficult and they “did not get near enough to supply [their] needs.”  82  Her 

father had been called to serve as a missionary in September 1876 and had gone to the Sandwich 

Islands; therefore, she had no immediate way to communicate with him and obtain guidance on 

how to reclaim the family’s property or how to cash out of the system. Keeler complained that 

the order began “to get quite disunited, the people were quarreling and drawing out their property 

that they had put in. Some got out what they put in and some did not.” She lamented that “it was 

a big shame the way they served us, everybody was for themselves.”83  Despite the attempts to 

unite the Latter-day Saints under the United Order, fragmentation occurred not only among the 

members of the church, but also between Mormons and their non-Mormon neighbors. Byron L. 

Parkinson’s thesis on the history of the Box Elder Stake Academy claims that conflicts between 

non-Mormons and Latter-day Saints generally were more economic than religious in nature and 

they led to the formation of the Liberal Party, formed in Corrinne, Utah in 1870. Parkinson 
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wrote, “This party was largely responsible for the federal legislation to end Mormon rule in the 

territory of Utah.”84 

From 1866 to 1874, the United States Congress passed several bills that targeted Utah 

and the Mormon polygamists to settle the “Mormon Question.”85 Finally, in 1882, the Edmunds 

Act provided the enforcement clout necessary to effectively begin dismantling the Mormon 

power structure in Utah. It replaced Mormon officers with non-Mormon ones and imposed 

severe penalties for polygamy, including fines and imprisonment. It barred polygamists from 

jury duty and public office. President Chester A. Arthur appointed the Utah Commission to 

supervise voter registrations and elections. These federal officials interpreted the Edmunds Act 

to apply to all who believed in polygamy, not just those who practiced it, effectively 

disenfranchising Mormons in the territory to which they had been driven by persecution in the 

l840s. In 1885, the Supreme Court upheld the Act after a legal challenge and a “systematic and 

intensive prosecution” began against the Mormons and their polygamist leaders. This 

prosecution was known as “The Raid.”86 Mormon leadership and priesthood holders were driven 

into hiding, effectively ending all efforts at communalism. This legislation was followed by the 

Edmunds-Tucker Act in 1885, which dissolved the Corporation of the Church of Jesus Christ of 

Latter-day Saints, seized the church’s property and abolished female suffrage that had existed in 

Utah. The heavy involvement of the church as a partner in joint-stock united orders and other 

businesses effectively killed the United Order. Aside from some degree of government 
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persecution against the Hutterite pacifists during World War I, no American communalistic 

group ever faced the degree of persecution and government interference that the Latter-day 

Saints endured. 

It is unclear whether the United Orders of Utah would have survived, even if the 

government had never seized the properties of the church. The growing affluence of the Saints 

had already begun to draw them away from the communalistic motivations of Brigham Young. 

He declared, “The worst fear I have about this people is that they will get rich in this country, 

forget God and his people, wax fat, and kick themselves out of the Church and go to hell.”87 

Main summarized, “In the increasingly pluralistic society of nineteenth-century America, 

Mormon isolationist anti-pluralism became outdated, and members ‘found the perceived benefits 

of joining the larger American economy too attractive to resist.’”88 Latter-day Saint leaders had 

said previously of their failures in Missouri that the Saints “failed because of their love for 

money.” Lorenzo Snow considered that the “Lord could not sustain them against their enemies. 

So it will be with us.”89  

In the final phase of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints’ experiments with 

communalism and the United Order, Brigham Young’s “old ship Zion” metaphor was a common 

theme in his sermons. On June 17, 1866 he delivered these remarks as part of his sermon. They 

reflect his broad view of the relationship of worldly wealth and his life’s mission to build the 

Kingdom. The United Order of his day embodied these thoughts in its principles and application. 
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This kingdom or work is proffered to the whole of the human family, even to all who will 
accept it, upon the terms of strict obedience to all its ordinances and requirements, and to 
its organization of prophets and apostles, gifts and blessings and graces. All may receive 
it upon these simple terms, and become entitled to all its blessings and privileges. When 
all who constitute this kingdom are faithful to its requirements, it moves along; the old 
ship Zion will not stop; upon this we may be satisfied, and give ourselves no further 
trouble.90 

Brigham Young believed and taught a practical gospel that incorporated daily religious 

devotions and the daily labors of the believer. The United Order reflected a belief that the 

believer could successfully subordinate self-interest to the benefit of the community and, in so 

doing, receive material blessings as well as heavenly ones. In a characteristic, homespun manner, 

he preached how this material prosperity could come about and why so many people fail to 

achieve it despite their best efforts.  

 I will tell you the reason of this—you are in too much of a hurry; you do not go to 
meeting enough, you do not pray enough, you do not read the Scriptures enough, you do 
not meditate enough, you are all the time on the wing, and in such a hurry that you do not 
know what to do first. This is not the way to get rich. I merely use the term “rich” to lead 
the mind along, until we obtain eternal riches in the celestial kingdom of God. Here we 
wish for riches in a comparative sense, we wish for the comforts of life. If we desire them 
let us take a course to get them. Let me reduce this to a simple saying—one of the most 
simple and homely that can be used—“Keep your dish right side up,” so that when the 
shower of porridge does come, you can catch your dish full.91 

In each of the three phases or attempts to establish the United Order as a social and 

economic system, the church ran into economic difficulties arising from internal pressures and 

external conditions. The Saints, poor and rich, disobeyed the counsel of their leaders in many 

ways, causing confusion and strife, both within their own ranks and in their relationships with 

their non-Mormon neighbors. In essence, they did not “keep [their] dish right side up.” To 
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further complicate matters, there were external challenges in the forms of national financial 

panics, intolerance and persecution by non-Mormons, an invasion by the US Army, legislative 

actions, government seizures of assets,  and the arrival of the railroad to Utah.  

For those who lived in the United Order, it was both a blessing and a trial of faith. Human 

nature was the one variable with which each phase of the system had to contend. The early 

teachings of Joseph Smith did not aim the church he founded toward communalism. In each case 

where the church sought to implement the United Order, it was attempted out of necessity and 

often survival. The doctrinal and scriptural foundations for the practice evolved from the time 

Sidney Rigdon’s “Family” of community-of-goods believers converted to Mormonism through 

periods of settlement in Ohio, Missouri, Illinois, and ultimately, Utah. Indeed, the Latter-day 

Saints’ communalism endured many difficulties and hardships, but in the end, the very fear that 

Brigham Young voiced is what ultimately dissolved it: wealth. With the arrival of the twin tidal 

waves of American capitalism and culture, Latter-day Saints no longer wanted to resist anymore. 

Instead they sought statehood and to rejoin their fellow Americans and abandoned half a 

generation of isolation. Only time will tell if the return to mainstream America was the 

abandoning of the “good ship Zion” or just a temporary, pleasant port call after riding out a 

storm on history’s seas. Concluding this investigation into the history of Mormon communalism 

in the United Order, it is now time to put it in perspective by examining the movement in the 

context of the dominant communalist groups that were its contemporaries, a task that has largely 

been ignored in the historiography of American communalism. 
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Chapter 4 

The United Order in the Context of Nineteenth-Century Communalist Groups 

 
Behold, there went out a sower to sow: And it came to pass, as he sowed, some fell by the 
way side, and the fowls of the air came and devoured it up. And some fell on stony 
ground, where it had not much earth; and immediately it sprang up, because it had no 
depth of earth: But when the sun was up, it was scorched; and because it had no root, it 
withered away. And some fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up, and choked it, and 
it yielded no fruit. And other fell on good ground, and did yield fruit that sprang up and 
increased; and brought forth, some thirty, and some sixty, and some an hundred.1 

—Gospel of St. Mark 

 

Having elucidated the history, evolution, characteristics, and highlights of the United 

Order and its impact on Latter-day Saint settlements in the Great Basin, particularly its roles in 

addressing inequality, and as a form of political and cultural resistance, it is an opportune time to 

contextualize the movement among other American communalist societies of the nineteenth 

century. This metaphor from the Parable of the Sower might well be applied to the various 

communalist groups that sprang up in America and flourished in the nineteenth century. A 

generation after the American Founders had done their work, the dynamism of a free capitalist 

society with no strong institutions experienced social, political and economic upheaval that 

continued up to the time of the Civil War. The Second Great Awakening, which peaked near the 

end of the 1840s, was also a revivalist response to the exodus from the establishment churches of 

that time. Writing about the conditions of the early-to-mid nineteenth century, Stanley M. Elkins 

remarked that all strong institutions that were the pillars of European society underwent drastic 

liberalization and change in the United States. “Religious vitality everywhere was 
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overwhelming,”2 Elkins writes, “but that vitality lay primarily in demands for individual 

satisfaction which took inevitable and repeated priority over institutional needs.”3 Elkins 

observes that the “institutional balance between official coercion and individual self-expression 

had completely broken down.” He describes the diminution of the power of mainstream religious 

denominations, Federalism, mercantile and banking institutions, the Second National Bank, and 

the influence of the traditional governing classes, to illustrate how America had turned toward 

radical individualism. In such an environment, people began to feel rootless and adrift, even 

while enjoying the benefits of unrestrained laissez-faire capitalism. Europe was already in the 

throes of the Industrial Revolution where many experienced the dark side of capitalist 

exploitation. Jacksonian America was the field into which the metaphorical sowers of social and 

religious experimentation cast their seeds to create new systems, to satisfy the human need for 

belonging and security in a time of upheaval. The fruits of these visionaries were varied and 

vibrant, perhaps because of the richness of social soil that formed its matrix. As in the parable, 

some brought forth a meager harvest while others brought forth in abundance. 

The United Order of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints did not emerge in a 

vacuum. It came into existence in this fertile Jacksonian field amid several important and 

influential communalist movements. Ann Lee’s United Society of Believers, known as the 

Shakers, had already been practicing communalism in New York and New England since their 

arrival from Great Britain in 1774, with plans to gather the faithful and establish “the new 
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Eden.”4 George Rapp came to America in 1803 to scout a location to gather his followers after 

coming under investigation, and just before a crackdown by the British government on religious 

separatists. He founded Harmony Society in Pennsylvania in 1805 with five hundred charter 

members who agreed to “surrender all their property and possessions to the common treasury.”5 

Robert Owen, who espoused a “secular form of millennialism” finalized the purchase of George 

Rapp’s villages and twenty thousand acres of land for $150,000 upon which he founded his New 

Harmony experiment in 1825.6 Albert Brisbane, son of an upstate New Yorker and an American 

disciple of French socialist Charles Fourier’s theories, published Social Destiny of Man, which 

was the most extensive exposition of Fourier’s theory in English. Within just a few years of its 

publication, several Fourierist groups embarked on social experiments in association, as it was 

called.7 By 1842, Horace Greeley championed the Fourierist cause by giving Brisbane a column. 

His writing influenced the newly founded transcendentalist Brook Farm, which adopted the 
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Fourierist approach in 1843.8 The first Amanan immigrants arrived from Germany between 1843 

and 1844. The Icarians of Etienne Cabet made their move from revolutionary France to America 

in 1848 with the “first advance guard” of sixty-nine men in Texas.9 Finally, the Hutterites, a 

group of radical Anabaptists10 who had practiced community-of-goods communalism since 

approximately 1528, arrived from Europe in 1874, fleeing persecution in their homeland. The 

group, was named for Jakob Hutter (1500-1536) a martyr who was "remembered for his 

missionary labors and his skillful leadership in enforcing the practice of community of goods 

among new converts,” arrived with more than 1,200 members to establish their communal farm 

communities in South Dakota.11  

Geographical Similarities 

Geographically, there are correlations between the various communalist groups that 

followed the westward expansion of America. The port of New York became the entry point for 

many of the groups and they often established their first beachheads in the New World not far 

from their first point of entry. Tolerant Pennsylvania also attracted religious and social 
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innovators. Westward migration along the Erie Canal was a natural path toward unsettled lands 

in Ohio and beyond. Cheap land was also an important factor as to where these communities 

chose to settle. Shaker prophetess Ann Lee arrived with eight followers in New York City in 

August 1774. The group, like countless other immigrants, struggled to make a living at first. The 

group purchased land near Albany and moved to the new site. The small community began 

practicing communalism out of sheer necessity, eventually acquiring a surplus of goods that 

could be used to sustain newcomers after several years of hard work. In the next few years, the 

New Light Baptists of New Lebanon, New York inquired of the Shaker sect’s beliefs and unified 

themselves with the group, also adopting the communal property sharing. From 1784 to the late 

1830s, Shaker communities expanded to multiple locations in New York, Massachusetts, New 

Hampshire, Kentucky, Indiana, Ohio, and Pennsylvania.12 

George Rapp came to America to scout locations for potential settlement just as the 

German authorities were about to begin a crackdown on separatists in 1803. Although he hoped 

to obtain large tracts of land in Ohio, there was insufficient time for Congress to approve his 

request for a land grant before his followers began to arrive. Rapp hurriedly decided upon a site 

in Pennsylvania which he dubbed Harmony, some thirty miles north of Pittsburgh.13 Over the 

next several years, the group began to experience divisions and a new community was founded 

in Bull Creek, Columbiana County, Ohio. Rapp later set up a temporary community on 

Connoquenessing Creek in Indiana, on the Wabash River after buying thirty thousand acres of 

land there in 1814. Unfortunately, the area turned out to be “swampy lowland” with a “muggy 
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climate” which contributed to the spread of malaria. Approximately one hundred-twenty 

Rappites died at Harmony on the Wabash over the two years it took to drain the swamps and 

make the area livable.14 Perhaps believing that “restlessness while awaiting the millennium could 

seriously undermine his leadership,” Rapp believed that “moving and building a new town every 

ten years was an effective way to keep the discipline and spirit of his sectarian movement 

alive.”15 Robert Owen, to whom Rapp sold New Harmony for his own socialistic experiment, 

discerned that Rapp “desired to sell out at Harmonie because life there was getting to be easy and 

quiet, with leisure for thought; and because he found it difficult to keep his people in order, 

except during the bustle and hard work which attend a new settlement.”16 The new location was 

in Beaver County, Pennsylvania near Pittsburgh. The Rappites named this town Economy in the 

hope of establishing a perfect world order called the “Divine Economy.”17 This town’s 

businesses were more industrial in nature than agrarian. Nordhoff surmised that the “vicinity to 

Pittsburgh, and cheap water communication encouraged them in manufacturing.”18 

Robert Owen, who had previously established a communitarian industrial town in New 

Lenark, Scotland, acquired George Rapp’s site in Indiana and rebranded it as New Harmony.19 
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Owen did not cause his workers in Scotland to migrate to America; rather, he started fresh 

seeking to realize his concepts from scratch in the United States. New Harmony was not the 

place he intended to realize his utopia, but it provided a spot from which to begin. Owen sought 

to procure land on the Wabash River whereon to build a “quadrangular town” based on his 

design for joint-stock phalanxes that would form his “New Moral World.”20 This plan was never 

realized as Owens’ New Harmony collapsed in 1827 after having undergone seven 

reorganizations in a two-year period.21  

Joseph Smith was born in December 1805 in Sharon, Vermont. His family relocated to 

Manchester, near Palmyra, New York in 1815 after three successive years of unseasonably cold 

weather, which included snow in June, destroyed their crops, and caused them to lose their farm. 

Footnotes in Richard Bushman’s biography of Joseph Smith mention that this unseasonable 

weather was attributed to a period of climatic change caused by the explosion of Mount Tamboro 

on the Indonesian Island of Sumbawa in 1815. The explosion ejected enough volcanic ash into 

the atmosphere to change weather patterns in the Northern Hemisphere for several years.22 The 

move placed Smith in the bullseye of the “burned-over district” where circuit riders and camp 

preachers sought converts. It was in this area that Smith experienced his first vision in 1820 and 

received the plates from which the Book of Mormon originated in 1827. During those years, he 

worked as a laborer and traveled to Harmony, Pennsylvania, where he met his wife-to-be Emma 
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Hale. After the publication of the Book of Mormon in Palmyra in 1830, Smith organized the 

church formally in April 1830 in Fayette, New York in the log cabin home of David Whitmer.23 

From 1831 to 1847, the headquarters of the church moved from New York, to Ohio, Missouri, 

Illinois, and finally Utah. 

Albert Brisbane’s efforts in behalf of the Fourierist cause gained initial momentum 

because of the lasting effects of the Panic of 1837 and the long-lasting effects it had on business 

and employment. Fourier’s utopian schema involved the creation of ideal, structured 

communities of 1,620 individuals selected from exactly 810 identifiable personality types. The 

communities were to be called phalanxes, to be built around an estate called a phalanstery.24 

Between 1843 and 1858, twenty-eight mini-phalanxes were founded in America and attracted 

some 15,000 Americans to participate for at least a short time. Some of these communities 

included the Sodus Bay Phalanx in western New York, Rochester, Albany; Southport (Kenosha), 

Wisconsin, and Raritan Bay, New Jersey.25 Another attempt to establish a phalanx was attempted 

in 1855 when a colony of French Fourierists founded La Réunion, an association on a Texas site 

near modern-day Dallas, not far from where the Icarians made their first attempt at establishing 

their American Icaria. Drought, rattlesnakes, and internal strife doomed the attempt by 1859. By 

the time of the Civil War, Fourierism was a failed experiment in North America. The true 

phalanx as Fourier had envisioned it was never established anywhere in the world. The last effort 
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at association was attempted with the establishment of Silkville Cooperative Farm near Ottowa, 

Kansas between 1869 and 1892.26 

Between 1843 and 1844, the first Amanans arrived in America from Germany. They 

purchased five thousand acres of the old Seneca Indian reservation at a cost of ten dollars an acre 

and named the village Ebenezer.27 The group later established several villages in Iowa.28 

 John Humphrey Noyes, founder of the Oneida Perfectionists, was born in Vermont. He 

founded a Bible school in Putney, Vermont that later relocated to Oneida, New York in 1848, the 

place he would organize his utopian community. The fresh start gave the group the opportunity 

to consider how they might organize along social and economic lines. The group had not 

practiced any kind of communalism up to this point, but the situation in which they found 

themselves lent itself to working collectively. They decided to establish a “community of 

goods,” following the biblical passages as other groups had done.29 

A noteworthy group, for the sake of comparison, is an 1846 effort to establish a 

community of free African Americans in the New York Adirondacks. Gerrit Smith (no relation 

to the Mormon founder) was a reformer, abolitionist, and religious fundamentalist. In the mid-

1840s, Smith inherited nearly a half-million dollars in debt from his father, most of which was 

tied up in land “. . . whose legal history was so dim that no one knew which plot of land the tax 
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bills described.”30 His noble, social activist urges suddenly found a compelling impetus in the 

need to divest himself of the property in question. In October 1846, Smith transferred one-

hundred twenty thousand acres of land, divided into three thousand parcels measuring from forty 

to sixty acres in size, to African American families for a token one-dollar price. His plan 

intended to assist black New Yorkers to obtain the necessary property requirements to be able to 

vote in state elections. He believed that the land, once cultivated and improved, would increase 

enough in value to enable the African American citizens to meet the requirements and participate 

fully in the democratic process. It became a “radical experiment in land redistribution, 

agrarianism, and nonviolent civil liberation.”31 Environmental historian Daegan Miller 

characterizes Gerrit Smith’s effort as part of the numerous social experiments of the time that 

lacked coherency of purpose despite the goodwill demonstrated. Miller called them “utopian 

agrarians” who were “guided by a subversive ecology not of competition and struggle for 

survival, but of mutual aid.”32 The community, organized philosophically around Jeffersonian 

agrarian notions, became known as Timbuctoo. Although it was utopian in its intent, it was not 

communitarian in its methodology. (This key difference will be evaluated in Chapter 5.) 

In 1848, Frederick Douglass voiced support for Smith’s plan and wrote at least nineteen 

articles in The North Star about it. In 1849, a still-obscure John Brown, seeking relief from his 

creditors, moved to the Adirondacks on a property he purchased adjacent to Timbuctoo. It was 
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there that he encountered Gerrit Smith, who became one of the Secret Six who came to know of 

the then future Harper’s Ferry incident. Much of the history of Timbuctoo has been 

overshadowed by this connection with John Brown. The Timbuctoo community lasted until 1859 

and did not survive the Civil War. 

The Icarian movement was one of the most influential of the communalistic movements 

in Europe of the mid-nineteenth century, numbering at perhaps one hundred thousand supporters 

by 1847.33 The first group of Icarians arrived in America in 1848 where they had purchased a 

million acres of land in northeast Texas. Upon arrival, they found that the acreage was not 

contiguous, but was scattered in lots like the spaces on a checkerboard amid land owned by 

others. Acquisition of the land was to be based on the condition of actual occupation: 320 acres 

per man, and the building of a dwelling, and residing thereon. The offer of free possession 

expired in July 1848; thereafter the land would go for a dollar an acre. The first advance guard 

was able to build no more than thirty-two cabins, giving them possession of roughly 10,000 

acres.34 After the first summer of sickness and the Texas heat, the Frenchmen advised Cabet that 

Texas would not be a suitable location and they abandoned the site.  

A fortuitous opportunity unexpectedly came to the Icarians to purchase an entire city, 

intact, abandoned, and ready for occupation. In 1846, following the assassination of the Joseph 

Smith two years earlier and continued persecution from the state government and local mobs, the 

Mormon people evacuated the city of Nauvoo and headed westward toward the Great Basin. The 
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Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints left behind two agents to dispose of properties that 

had been abandoned. In March of 1849, the Icarians purchased some Mormon properties and 

leased others for $5000, approximately a third of their 86,000-franc treasury, and took possession 

of Nauvoo.35 By 1855, internal dissension within the Icarians split the group. A year later, a 

small group of about 180 supporters of founder Etienne Cabet departed to set up a new 

community in Iowa.36 In 1881, Icarians attempted to establish a Cabetist utopia, known as Icaria 

Speranza, in Cloverdale, Sonoma County, California.37 This site was abandoned by the group 

and deeded to the county in 1886.38 

Fleeing intolerance and persecution in Europe, America attracted the Hutterites with its 

promise of religious liberty and the abundance of available land. In 1874, the first group of more 

than 1,200 Hutterites arrived in the United States. Over the next three years, they formed three 

communities in what is now South Dakota: Bon Homme Colony, Wolf Creek, and Elmspring. 

These three groups expanded and divided into some 400 colonies today in the United States and 

Canada with an estimated 36,000 inhabitants.39 
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The general westward tide of America’s population in the era of Manifest Destiny drew 

opportunity-seekers, utopians, and religious Zion-builders along with it. The burned-over district 

of upstate New York created conditions favorable to a wide range of religious experiments and 

its proximity to the Erie Canal provided the means to send forth evangelical messengers or to 

migrate to a new promised land in the West. The port of New Orleans provided access to 

visionaries seeking the wide-open spaces and cheap land in Texas, and America’s carotid artery, 

the Mississippi River, increasingly allowed western communities access to commerce, 

technology, and information that encouraged the development of communities along its course. 

In succession, with some occasional overlap, the communalists of the nineteenth century shared 

spaces in New York, Vermont, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Missouri, Iowa, Illinois, Texas, and later, 

California.  

Economic 

The several communalistic movements had varying degrees of success economically and 

the national and local economies influenced their development, also in varying degrees. During 

the nineteenth century, and in particular the period of time concerning the advent of the United 

Order, America experienced financial panics and depressions in 1825, 1833, 1837, 1839, 1857, 

and 1873.40 As previously noted, Arrington points out that speculation forced land values in 

Kirtland, Ohio where the United Order first appeared to soar between 1831 and 1836. The 

Kirtland Safety Society, a financial institution established by several prominent Latter-day Saint 

leaders, including Joseph Smith, was capitalized with real estate prices that were significantly 
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inflated. When the bubble burst with the Panic of 1837, depositors lost their investments.41 The 

collapse of the bank turned many of Smith’s followers against him.  

Other communalistic groups benefited or suffered from the financial pressures. Some 

individuals sought financial security in communalistic groups like the Fourierist phalanxes.42 

Nevertheless, the Panic of 1837 ruined Brisbane’s plan to finance the “first American Fourierist 

community” through land speculation. Instead of financing the project himself, he turned to 

writing about Fourierist philosophy in the hopes of generating interest and attracting likeminded 

investors.43 Apostasy was a growing problem for the Shakers until the winter of 1837-1838 

brought a spirit of renewal and revival to the Shakers in Watervliet, New York.” This revival 

lasted into the mid-1840s.”44 Perhaps the national financial crisis encouraged “Mother’s 

Renewal” and caused the reduced attrition during the recovery.45 The Panic of 1837 convinced 

Harmonist founder George Rapp that the millennium and the Second Coming was near. His 

preparations for Armageddon included the collection of a half-million dollars in gold and silver 

coins by 1845, which he kept stowed in a vault beneath his bedroom.46 Oneida founder John 

Humphrey Noyes exploited the social upheaval of the 1837 financial crisis to advantage, using it 
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to attract people to “a form of unified community life.” 47 He declared in 1837, “God has set me 

to cast up a highway across this chaos, and I am gathering out the stones and grading the track as 

fast as possible.”48 

As the various communalistic groups matured, it appears that their systems were well-

adapted to weather financial crises. By 1857, the Oneida Perfectionists had an “extraordinarily 

high rate of membership retention” and they became “relatively affluent.”49 The Icarians did not 

fare as well during the Panic of 1857. Their leader Cabet was dead. Their crops failed, and the 

“prices of Icarian products sold at Keokuk, Iowa, plummeted.”50 Without Cabet, financial 

support from France dried up. Deep in debt, the Icarians sold their Nauvoo properties for half 

their value and regrouped in Adams County, Iowa. The move forced them into living in 

traditional family homesteads and much of the trappings of communal living withered.  

For Latter-day Saints, who were largely disconnected from the general American 

economy, 1857 brought continued hardships from a near-famine resulting from grasshopper 

infestations and starved cattle. Mormon pioneer and apostle Heber C. Kimball wrote that 

“Money will not buy flour or meal. . . . Dollars and cents do not count now, in these times, for 

they are the tightest that I have ever seen in the Territory of Utah.”51 In 1857, there was a very 
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large number of plural marriages that took place, probably to assist poor women to be brought 

under the care of families that could help provide for them. Nevertheless, as the church 

organization matured, Latter-day Saints expanded and institutionalized the United Order through 

its Utah communities. The Mormons became much more financially resilient. Arrington states 

that, by the time the Panic of 1873 hit Utah, “Brigham City was left almost untouched, 

experiencing in that year its greatest expansion.”52 Part of this financial independence was the 

deep reach of the United Order into all parts of the local economy, with its own monetary and 

banking system separate from that of the general American public. Zion’s Savings Bank, the 

church-owned banking cooperative, “successfully weathered the crises of 1873, 1891, 1893, and 

1932.”53 

Community-of-Goods and Communal Family Life 

In addition to the communalistic arrangements regarding ownership of property, most of 

the various societies that formed also experimented with other human interactions including 

family relations, marriage, parenting, and the relationship of citizen to nation. These alternative 

lifestyle choices often brought criticism, ridicule, derision, or outright persecution upon them in 

varying degrees. The European groups that came to America, particularly the Hutterites, the 

Harmonist, the Shakers, and the Amanans were religious separatists from official state churches 

in their homelands. Their militant separatism protested against what they saw as corruption 

within the mainstream churches and their beliefs were often regarded as heretical. Ann Lee of the 

Shakers and Philip Jakob Spener of the Amanans descended from the charismatic “French 
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Prophets,” who also influenced early Quakers.54 A common point of conflict was rejection of 

clerical authority or even the need for a priesthood in the role of an intermediary between the 

believer and Deity. The European communities experienced informal intolerance from their 

countrymen and formal, legal harassment from their governments. For these groups, coming to 

America meant escaping the pressures of at least the official harassment, although they were 

sometimes subjected to religious and social persecution in this country. Mormonism came almost 

instantly under persecution from the moment the boy Joseph Smith related the account of his 

first vision to a trusted Methodist preacher, who treated the experience “with great contempt.”55 

The Latter-day Saints’ rejection of the creeds of Christendom, claims of restored apostolic 

authority, the renewal of revelation to modern oracles, and the revelation of new scripture in 

addition to the Bible, while claiming to be a restoration of the primitive church of the first 

century excited intense, and often violent, opposition from mainstream denominations. The 

resulting social barriers, and persecution for the groups who experienced them, were often the 

result of clannishness or otherness through which the communalists established a sense of group 

identity, as well as the social ostracism by the mainstream. 

Shaker founder Ann Lee, known as Mother Ann, and her followers, like countless other 

immigrants, struggled to make a living at first. On land near Albany, New York the community 

began practicing communalism, eventually achieving a degree of self-sufficiency. After merging 

with the  New Light Baptists of New Lebanon, New York, New Light minister, Joseph 

Meacham, Jr. became an influential person among the combined communities and eventually, he 

proved essential to the group’s survival after Ann Lee’s death in 1784. Ann Lee’s counsel 
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regarding temporal affairs was regarded as inspired by her followers. A short time after the 

establishment of a Shaker community at Enfield, New Hampshire, the excitement of new 

converts for the arrival of the new Millennium led them unwisely to “not make provisions for a 

living” and neglected to use their property prudently to ensure steady income. Their neglect “. . . 

brought great trials upon some others of their Brethren, particularly Jacob Heath.” Heath met 

with Elders and Mother Ann regarding the situation. She gently chastised her new followers and 

instructed them to “. . . go home and set out apple trees and raise calves, and make provisions as 

though they were to live a thousand years, and gather something to do good with.”56  

An 1881 editorial from The Shaker Manifesto discussed the principles of what G. L. 

Lomas called “Christian Communism.” After citing relevant biblical passages regarding early 

Christians having “sold their possessions and goods, and parted them to each that needed. . . ,” 

Lomas lamented that such a system “[u]nder the civil rules of modern society . . . is impossible 

of accomplishment.” Instead of an economic system, the Shakers were intent on establishing a 

new spiritual system that interfaced with material living. The form or process of organizing a 

community was secondary to the spiritual intentions and motives of the group. The 

organizational form was expected to emerge organically from compliance with Lee’s spiritual 

teachings. The editorial elaborated that, prior to departing with individual material goods, it was 

necessary to free the believer from all other worldly ties, including family relationships and 

parent-child bonds. To the Shakers, marriage was inherently “acquisitive.” The renunciation of 

the carnal nature necessarily preceded the shedding of material possessions. Christian 

Communism, therefore, was proposed to “supplant the old system of husbands and wives; of 
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individual possessions; of war and jealousies, and envying, and family feuds; of the corrupting 

expensiveness of gaudy fashions, by the simple rules that guided the Communism of the first 

Pentecostal Community . . . ” of the first century.57  

The Shakers divided daily activities along gender lines, with men responsible for building 

and maintenance of community properties and buildings, farming, animal husbandry, and various 

trades and crafts. Women tended to producing cloth, clothing, food preparation, and making 

items for cash sales. Male and female physicians cared for the sick of their own gender as much 

as possible. Children came into the society mostly via the families of converts or with single 

parents. They were taught and prepared to take on the obligations of the community once they 

reached the age of maturity.58 The Shaker community was divided into “Families” ranging in 

size from thirty to approximately one hundred members. These were grouped into “Orders” 

determined by varying levels of commitment. Priscilla Brewer related that “[E]lders and el-

dresses superintended spiritual development, deacons and deaconesses managed temporal 

activities, and trustees handled business transactions with the outside world.” These communities 

were then organized into “Bishoprics” led by the spiritual leaders, the deacons/deaconesses and 

elders/eldresses.59  

The origin of the Amana Colonies dates back to German Christian separatists who 

formed the Community of True Inspiration in the early eighteenth century and migrated to the 
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United States to escape persecution and social marginalization in their German homeland. The 

group evolved organically from the time Philip Jakob Spener, a Lutheran pastor from Frankfurt-

am-Main, distanced himself from the state Evangelical, or Lutheran, Church to pursue a simpler, 

more direct fellowship with Deity. Spener and his associates had been influenced by the 

Huguenot Inspirationists of the late seventeenth century and the “French Prophets” who also 

influenced early Quakers and the Shakers. The German separatists that followed Spener came to 

believe that God “spoke to them through divinely inspired instruments (Werkzeuge), much as in 

the days of the biblical prophets.” The group was led to America by Christian Metz, who filled 

the role of prophetic leader for several years. Metz’s followers pooled their resources and 

purchased land near Buffalo, New York, where nearly 700 of them arrived between April 1843 

and August 1844. They purchased five thousand acres of the old Seneca Indian reservation at a 

cost of ten dollars per acre.60 They dubbed the new village, Ebenezer. The new start in the New 

World gave the group the opportunity to consider how they might organize along social and 

economic lines. The group had not practiced any kind of communalism up to this point, but the 

situation in which they found themselves lent itself to working collectively. They decided to 

establish a biblical community of goods, however, unlike many of the American communalist 

groups, the Inspirationists “had considerable means from the first.” Nordhoff related that 

“several persons of wealth . . . contributed large sums to the common stock” ranging upwards of 

fifty to sixty thousand dollars.61  

In a step that was rather atypical, the Inspirationists prudently networked with 

communalist groups that had preceded them. Metz had visited the Zoar Society in Ohio after his 
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arrival in New York and this proved to be formative in his suggestions that the sect adopt 

communalism. The group decided that “[l]and the means of production” would be owned jointly 

in what would be called the “Ebenezer Society.” Members did not receive pay, but the society 

provided “food, housing, health care, and an annual spending allowance.” Items like personal 

clothing and household furnishings were recognized as private property. Families retained their 

traditional form. Practical necessity, not divine inspiration, had led the Inspirationists to adopt 

communalism as a social contract. It was unclear whether the social contract was intended to be 

a permanent one; nevertheless, the Inspirationists maintained their communal ownership 

arrangements until 1932, when the Great Depression forced the change.  

Unfortunately, the proximity to the worldly cities and their temptations posed a threat to 

the spiritual welfare of the Inspirationists’ community. “In 1854,” Nordhoff declares, “they were 

‘commanded by inspiration’ to remove to the West.’”62 The group bought twenty-six thousand 

acres and they incorporated under an Iowa charter as the Amana Society. Metz prudently 

managed the relocation over a period of nine years, building seven villages in the process. When 

the migration was completed in 1864, the total population was around thirteen hundred. The 

successful experience of building Ebenezer served as the model for constructing the new 

villages.  

Amana’s economy was founded in a mix of agriculture and industry. The Inspirationists 

operated woolen mills, produced cloth, blankets, flannel, socks, gloves, yarn and other items for 

wholesale distribution. Local shops produced soaps, lumber and shingles for construction, laths, 

and laundry bluing. Farmers produced a wide variety of vegetables in the fertile, well-watered 

soils and raised horses, cattle, hogs, and poultry. Amana beekeepers produced honey and sold as 
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a retail product. The group’s members shared all labor  and they were joined by children after 

they finished eight years of schooling. A Great Council, a steering committee elected by men 

over the age of twenty-one and women over the age of thirty, directed entire operation. The 

Amana Society divided the temporal affairs from the spiritual to a large extent. The Werkzeuge 

served as spiritual leaders and they rarely spoke out on temporal matters. When they did, 

however, their counsel was considered “sovereign.”63  

The apparent hallmark of Amana management was effective, pragmatic balancing the 

spiritual with the temporal. Andelson noted that “pragmatism kept them from adopting extreme 

postures in matters of religion, and their religiosity restrained their profit seeking.” Group 

discipline of dissidents generally consisted of warnings, reprimands, and expulsion only in 

extreme cases. Compliance with the system was voluntary and usually unforced, seeing that 

members of the group enjoyed relative security from want and need, received medical care, 

maternity leaves of up to two years in length, day care, job security, and care for the elderly and 

infirm. Members were sheltered from dishonest business dealings with the outside world, 

criminal elements, and corrupt politicians. Andelson characterized Amana life “as carefree from 

cradle to grave as one could have found in nineteenth century America.” 

Daily life among the Amanans differed from other groups in the degree of family 

autonomy in the communal system. Each family had its own home. Young married couples often 

lived with parents for a few years before establishing their own households. Family groups 

gathered for communal meals with neighbors. There were fifteen “cooking and eating houses” 

for a community of approximately 450 people. Nordhoff also noted that, in typical German 

fashion, home-made beer and wine were permitted and there were no prohibitions against 

 
63Andelson, 183-184. 



123 
 

tobacco use. During meals, males and females segregated themselves and dined with their own 

sex. Upon inquiring about this division, Nordhoff was informed that the separation of men and 

women at the table was “[t]o prevent silly conversation and trifling conduct.”64 Separation of the 

sexes was also practiced for children in schools from age six to thirteen. Male teachers instructed 

students, but women teachers substituted when various community labor tasks required the male 

teachers’ attendance. Children learned reading, writing, knitting music, and religious training. 

The need for higher education was usually dismissed as was related to Nordhoff, “We need no 

lawyers or preachers; we have already three doctors.”65 

Males and females dressed in modest clothing of their own making in plain styles like 

that of German peasants. “Great care is used to keep the sexes apart,” Nordhoff observed. “In 

evening and other meetings, women not only sit apart from men, but they leave the room before 

the men break ranks. Boys are allowed to play only with boys, and girls with girls.”66 No 

opportunities for dating or evening amusements were provided. Nevertheless, “. . . love, 

courtship, and marriage go on at Amana as elsewhere in the world. The young man ‘falls in love’ 

and finds ways to make his passion known to its object.” Marriage was not permitted until the 

age of twenty-four and when the day of the nuptials arrived, it was “. . . treated with a degree of 

solemnity which is calculated to make it a day of terror rather than of unmitigated delight.”67 The 

Amanans considered their society as having three orders and newlyweds were considered to have 
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descended to the lowest order, the “children’s order” for a few years until they “won their slow 

way back by deepening piety.”  

In general, disengagement with the secular world that surrounded the Amanans was 

characteristic. Interestingly, the Amanans did not adopt the American Protestant Ethic described 

by Max Weber. They were not particularly hard workers—Nordhoff noted that “three hired hand 

would do as much as five or six of the members.” Perhaps it was the focus on frequent spiritual 

meetings and preoccupations combined with a characteristic European desire to live well and 

enjoy life, unconcerned with American acquisitiveness, vanity, and ambition that contributed to 

this moderation of Amanan industriousness. This attitude was also manifest among French 

Icarians and the Fourierists in some degree. One might ask, what point is there in Utopia if life is 

to be dominated endless striving and labor?  

Celibacy was not the ideal lifestyle for the other communalistic movements of the day, 

however. The secular Fourierists occupied the opposite end of the spectrum, quietly endorsing 

Fourier’s philosophy of “passional attractions” and free love.68 Robert Owen’s New Harmony 

approached social reform in a legislative or regulatory regime. Owen denounced traditional 

marriage in a Fourth of July address in 1826, to which a newspaper writer from the Indianapolis 

Indiana Journal declared, “it would be no breach of charity, to class them all with whores and 

whoremongers, nor to say that the whole group will constitute one great brothel.”69 According to 

Pitzer, “[Owen] did not believe or advocate that anyone should be forced to relinquish private 

property through coercion or violence as in Marxist theory—a point on which Marx and Engels 
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never forgave him.”70 Despite his intentions, Owen had difficulty understanding the differences 

between England’s downtrodden urban-industrial laborers and the American working classes. He 

found it “. . . all too easy to regard the majority of [New Harmony’s] 800 to 900 American 

farmer and mechanic volunteers as he had the poor, submissive residents of his mill town in 

Scotland.”71 Despite his benevolent attempts to instill community discipline as he had in New 

Lenark, with “curfews, fines, random body searches to prevent theft, and fines for drunkenness 

or for having children out of wedlock,” Americans chafed at the “nagging paternalistic bent” and 

stonewalled such measures. 

Owen’s master plan for a worldwide movement involved creating a new type of hybrid 

industrial/agricultural town. Early engravings of his visionary social plan took in mind economic, 

social, and cultural elements for his utopian community. Drawings of Owen’s plan displayed an 

enclosed quadrangle, intended to house around two thousand people, of approximately one 

thousand feet per side surrounded by agricultural land, mills, and factories. The hoped-for 

amenities were to include gas lighting, hot and cold running water, as well as “kitchens, dining 

halls, baths, laundries, stores,  . . . schools, a library, a museum, botanic gardens, gymnasiums, 

music rooms, and dance and lecture halls.”72 In this environment, the laboring classes, without 

the fear of want and need, focus on self-improvement, bringing mankind to a “second creation or 

regeneration.”73 Owen characterized the desired transformation of society in millennialist tones, 
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despite his secular leanings, declaring that this second creation would “. . . bring forth in 

[humanity] new combinations of his natural faculties, qualities and powers, which will imbue 

him with a new spirit and create in him new feelings, thoughts and conduct, the reverse of those 

which have been hitherto produced.” Although Owen did meet with Shakers and Rappites, he did 

not recognize that religious faith provided the incentive and cohesiveness necessary for the group 

to overcome obstacles and remain intact. Owen failed to consider that American yeomen farmers 

shared less of the Founders’ deism and were more influenced by the revivalism of the Second 

Great Awakening. Furthermore, Owen had made a strategic error in marketing his ideas to 

America’s elite, hoping they would support and finance his initiatives. America’s most 

successful communalist movements typically appealed to the religious and working classes, not 

the politicians and financiers. Owens distaste for mixing of social classes did not fare well in 

Jacksonian America’s empowerment of the common people. Members of his New Harmony 

refused to show deference toward class status and resisted efforts to establish uniform, official 

dress prescribed by Owen and resented his paternalistic attitudes. Pitzer confirmed that “Owen 

miscalculated his need for the consent of the common people as the foundation of his communal 

experiment as badly as the aristocratic Federalist Party, which died in 1820, had misjudged its 

need for political support from the common man in an emerging democracy.”74 

Unable to shed his elitist European notions, he returned to Britain and he never came 

back to the United States. The ultimate failure of New Harmony as a secular socialistic 

community established a pattern of potential failure points that would continue to plague this 

type of society. New Harmony failed to screen new members, invited people of all classes to join 

and then, discovered it was nearly impossible to create a sense of group loyalty and commitment. 
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It denied membership to African Americans while pretending to stand for human rights and 

emancipation. Although equality for women was touted, in the practical day-to-day life of the 

community, women were most often relegated to domestic duties. Women from upper classes 

who came with their husbands to New Harmony found themselves in a more demeaning social 

role that in their life before joining: the role of a “community wife” doing the “cooking, sewing, 

and cleaning for the entire village.”75  

Local governance of Owen’s New Harmony became problematic. Whereas Owen had 

extolled democratic process, he could not get his villagers to agree to a single constitution for the 

community. Democracy proved too messy for the utopians and ultimately, Owen recommended a 

politburo-like governing committee be organized, which also met with resistance. Owen later 

recommended separate communities organized by trades and occupations, including an 

Agricultural and Pastoral Society and a Mechanic and Manufacturing Society.76 No matter what 

was tried, Owen and partners could never successfully organize community for any significant 

length of time. Owen’s writings and autobiography influenced later socialists. In particularly, 

Icarian leader Etienne Cabet sought his counsel, meeting with Owen in London in 1847, prior to 

his group’s first emigration from France to Texas. His ideas eventually settled into the national 

conversation about progressive reforms in the United States and Great Britain. Those ideas 

championed “tax-supported public schools . . . , public libraries, museums, women’s rights, birth 

control, liberalization of divorce laws, and freedom for slaves.” These concepts still inform 

modern liberalism today, despite Owens failure in practice to establish working communities that 

operated according to his visionary concepts.  
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The Fourierist theories that Brisbane brought to America also challenged traditional 

family and social constructs. A Concise Exposition of the Doctrine of Association expounds the 

benefits of association in terms of ridding society of non-producers (women, children, servants, 

armies, fiscal agents and police, controvertists and sophists, the idle rich, and outcasts) and 

organizing them into productive societies.77 Fourierism proposed the maintenance of individual 

property, but presumed that only one person in ten actually owned personal property free and 

clear; therefore, “as a general rule, Individual Property does not exist.”78 Regarding marriage, the 

associations would respect family and marriage ties because “they exist in the moral Nature of 

man,” but the Fourierist design condemned “Isolated Households.”79 Brisbane considered that 

marriage only endured because couples separated themselves into separate households when they 

married. “The Isolated Household” he advanced, “is the tomb of Love.”80 The Association also 

pledged to respect “Religious Sentiment and preserve religious worship,” because it is part of the 

nature of human beings.81 Nevertheless, it was anticipated that once society is so organized, that 

the need for individual property, marriage, and religious worship would diminish because the 

“economies of association” would render them unnecessary to human happiness. 82 In the 

extremes of Fourier’s thoughts, his communities would evolve in to a “free-love utopia where 
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passional attractions governed relationships.” Knowing his American audience, Brisbane toned 

down such ideals.83 

Contrary to Fourier’s theories, Brisbane believed it was possible to launch small phalanx 

communities and build them up over time. Fourier insisted that the phalanx must contain the 

proper mix of the 810 specific personality types he had identified, housed in communal 

residences that were almost palatial in size. The phalanxes never achieved the palatial size 

dictated by Fourier, but in most cases were modern two-story apartment buildings with a 

common dining hall. Fourier’s notions of passional attraction were downplayed and the 

American participants generally were very conservative in their sexual and family relations, with 

the nuclear family being the predominant social organization. Ideological disagreements also 

arose and played a role in the inability to fully integrate the associations in America. Guarneri 

described as overly optimistic the “naïve faith that under the proper conditions Baptists would 

get along with freethinkers and intellectuals would make great farmers.”84 As one would expect, 

disagreements over religion, communal dining, alcohol use, and wage differences arose and 

caused contention. Of the American phalanx communities, the longest only endured twelve 

years; a dozen of them only survived just one.  

One of the most controversial of the communalist groups and their rethinking of Christian 

sexual relationships was John Humphrey Noyes’ Oneida Community. Writing in 1875, Charles 

Nordhoff wrote of the Oneida Perfectionists, 

The community system, which they thus hold to have been divinely commanded, they 
extend beyond property—to persons; and thus they justify their extraordinary social 
system, in which there is no marriage; or, as they put it, “complex marriage takes the 
place of simple.” They surround this singular and, so far as I know, unprecedented 
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combination of polygamy and polyandry with certain religious and social restraints; but 
affirm that there is “no intrinsic difference between property in persons and property in 
things; and that the same spirit which abolished exclusiveness in regard to money would 
abolish, if circumstances allowed full scope to it, exclusiveness in regard to women and 
children.”85 
 
One of the more unusual aspects of this unconventional social arrangement was the 

practice of “male continence” or “coitus reservatus.” Oneida Perfectionists practiced a method of 

controlling unwanted births by engaging in “sexual congress without the man ejaculating, either 

during intercourse or after withdrawal.” This allowed “gratification of ordinary amative 

instincts” without the prospect of “propagative crisis.”86 The effectiveness of controlling births 

was shown in the community’s records which showed only twelve unplanned births among a 

group of some 200 sexually active adults having frequent relations with several partners.87  

Socially, equality of the sexes was encouraged and men and women shared 

responsibilities and authority, under Noyes’ paternalistic guidance. Children of the Oneida 

Community members were cared for by their mothers until weaned and then they were 

introduced into a community nursery. At mealtimes, the children ate together at their own 

communal table instead of dining with their biological parents. Nordhoff commented that the 

children appeared healthy and sound, but “they seemed to me a little subdued and desolate, as 

though they missed the exclusive love and care of a father and mother.” Admitting that his 

perceptions could be mistaken, Nordhoff further elaborated that the children exhibited “. . . a 

lack of buoyancy, or confidence and gladness” and speculated that the communal family 
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arrangement may have been less than ideal for children. He likened them to “little chickens 

raised in an egg-hatching machine.”88  

Politics, Pacifism, and Polygamy 

Despite the radical take on marriage by Noyes, public outcry and persecution was minor. 

Noyes was arrested and charged with adultery in October 1847, but he posted bail and was given 

a trial date the following April.89 Americans, apparently, were more tolerant of free-love than it 

was for biblical polygamy as espoused by the Latter-day Saints, which aroused the outrage of 

both political parties and the impelled the deployment of the United States Army to occupy Utah 

in 1856. 

Polygamy was as controversial to the Latter-day Saints at first as it was to their fellow 

Americans. Although some states had anti-bigamy laws, bigamy was not illegal in the United 

States until the passing of the Edmunds Act in 1882, but it ran afoul of centuries of Christian 

tradition. Latter-day Saints had already rejected Christian traditions and creeds and believed that 

existing Christian churches were apostate offshoots of the primitive first century church. The 

Restoration, as Latter-day Saints called it, was an ever-evolving process through which Deity 

would unify past and present dispensations into one. Mormons straddled the disconnect between 

Jews and Christians. They built temples. They believed in the principle of sacrifice. They had a 

Levitical priesthood and a Melchizedek priesthood. They performed Christian ordinances like 

baptism, yet many important revelations came to Joseph Smith on Jewish high holy days. The 
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plates from which the Book of Mormon were translated were entrusted to Joseph Smith on the 

eve of the Feast of Trumpets in 1827. A significant vision of Moses and Elijah occurred in the 

Kirtland Temple on Passover Day in 1836. Therefore, it was not altogether unreasonable for 

Joseph Smith to teach that the restoration, which Latter-day Saints believed he was 

commissioned to perform, would include the restoration of polygamy practiced by Abraham, 

Moses, and other biblical figures. The official Latter-day Saint scripture that documents the 

acceptance of the practice was published in July 1843, less than a year before Smith’s death. The 

heading to that section of the Doctrine and Covenants relates that “evidence indicates that some 

of the principles involved in this revelation were known by the Prophet as early as 1831.”90 

Rumors began to circulate as early as 1835 accusing Joseph Smith with an adulterous affair with 

Fanny Alger. Internal investigations by other leading church members like Oliver Cowdery—a 

close associate of Smith, one of the witnesses of the Book of Mormon who had been present for 

watershed events like the revelations that restored the priesthood, the Passover appearances in 

the Kirtland Temple—inquired after the matter with Smith. All Smith would admit was that there 

was a relationship between him and Alger, but that it was not adulterous. He declined to 

elaborate further, suggesting that Smith considered the union lawful and approved by God.91 

Bushman relates that an 1890 journal of Mosiah Hancock, a contemporary of Joseph Smith and 

Mormon pioneer, recorded that Hancock learned from Alger’s father that Smith had asked him 

and his wife for permission to marry their daughter. Setting the pattern for later polygamous 

unions, Bushman states that “[t]he whole process was formal and, in a peculiar way, old-
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fashioned.”92 Because of the potential of public outrage and persecution, the practice was kept 

secret as much as possible until the Saints reached Utah. Bushman assessed that “Smith could 

not have spent much time with any of the women he married. He never gathered his wives into a 

household—as his Utah followers later did—or accompanied them to public events. There were 

no Mormon harems in Kirtland, Nauvoo, or later communities occupied by the Saints. The object 

of the ordinance of marriage in Mormonism is to “seal” a couple together in an eternal union that 

endures after death. There is no “till death do you part” in a Mormon marriage. In some unusual 

examples, Joseph Smith was sealed to Latter-day saint women who were married to non-

Mormon husbands. In these cases, women continued to live with their husbands who they did not 

anticipate would ever embrace their religion. Their sealing to Joseph Smith was only received as 

a heavenly blessing, not as a mortal relationship.93 Brigham Young found the teaching to be a 

great test of faith and obedience. He recalled, 

Some of these my brethren know what my feelings were at the time Joseph revealed the 
doctrine; I was not desirous of shrinking from any duty, nor of failing in the least to do as 
I was commanded, but it was the first time in my life that I had desired the grave, and I 
could hardly get over it for a long time. And when I saw a funeral, I felt to envy the 
corpse in its situation, and to regret that I was not in the coffin, knowing the toil and labor 
that my body would have to undergo, and I have had to examine myself, from that day to 
this, and watch my faith, and carefully meditate, lest I should be found desiring the grave 
more than I ought to do.”94 
 
Anthropologist William Volf’s research indicates that the level of participation in what 

Mormons came to call plural marriage “was quite low considering it was the church’s ‘ideal’ 
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marriage form.”95 In the nineteenth century, the mainstream Latter-day Saint communities had 

approximately a 28 percent participation rate in plural marriage and “[o]f polygamous males, 68 

percent had only two wives, 20 percent had three wives and the remaining 12 percent had four or 

more wives.”96 It was traditional for husbands to ask their existing wives’ permission before 

taking on a new marriage relationship with an additional wife. It was common, to favor potential 

harmony between wives, for husbands to marry sisters. In general, most of the practitioners of 

polygamy held leadership positions in the church, who felt more acutely the pressure to sustain 

and conform to church policies. In general, each plural marriage was regarded as a separate 

family entity under a single patriarch. More than half of polygamous wives had their own 

household. In cases where this was not possible, the plural wives lived in a single home until 

resources were available to build additional homes. In this regard, the United Order and plural 

marriage were mutually self-supporting. The principle of consecration and disbursement of 

surpluses aided husbands of multiple wives to establish households more quickly. Plural 

marriage was a means of providing for women who might otherwise be dependent upon the 

church for their support. The women in their homes enjoyed a great deal of autonomy and they 

were often “less dependent upon their husbands for economic or emotional support” and enjoyed  

strengthened mother-child bonds.97 The independence enabled husbands to offer service in the 

church’s lay clergy and to serve proselyting missions away from home more easily. Husbands 

were obligated to visit the families of each wife for morning and evening prayers, and to assist 
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the family as needed. “Romantic love was not a fixture of Mormon marriage in the nineteenth 

century,” according to Volf.98 

The political parties of the day courted the Latter-day Saints in Missouri and Nauvoo, 

who tended to vote as a bloc. After having petitioned the federal government to intervene and 

assist the Latter-day Saints in obtaining redress for their losses in Missouri and finding only 

passive sympathy for their situation, Joseph Smith declared himself a candidate for President of 

the United States in 1844.99 The primary motive of this action was to elevate the Latter-day 

Saints’ legal claims against Missouri in the public narrative. Additionally, Smith advanced a 

hybrid agenda that included reducing the size of government, establishing a national bank, 

annexation of Texas, offering to Canada and Mexico to join the Union, and prison reform. As 

rumors of polygamy began to circulate, an anti-Mormon political party formed in Illinois, and 

newspapers near Nauvoo became increasingly hostile. The only real impact Smith’s 1844 

candidacy had was that it prevented Latter-day Saints from becoming divided between Whigs 

and Democrats, unifying the church prior to his murder in June that year. After Smith’s 

assassination in 1844, continued to lobby the government for removal of the Mormons, urging 

Illinois Governor Ford “to take Lilburne W. Boggs [of the infamous Missouri extermination 

order of 1838] as a pattern for his action in relation to the Mormons.”100 

After the expulsion of the Latter-day Saints from Nauvoo, they enjoyed the relative 

isolation in the Great Basin until they became the targets of Democrats and Republicans in 1856 

when polygamy became an issue to mitigate the Republican’s moral high ground on slavery. As 
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previously discussed, the federal government ultimately dispatched the Army, occupied the Salt 

Lake Valley, seized church properties, and imprisoned many of the church’s leaders. No other 

religious group in America ever experienced the intensity and scope of concerted government 

action against them. Nevertheless, Mormons remained loyal to the Union and, as exemplified by 

the Mormon Battalion, sought to demonstrate their patriotism and devotion to the principles of 

American liberty. 

In contrast, Hutterites, Harmonists, and Shakers were pacifists and declined military 

service to their countries, often landing them in prison for refusing to fight for king and country. 

In America, pacifism also brought troubles with which they had to deal in various inventive 

ways. Frederick Rapp protected Harmonists from military service by taking a position on the 

first Indiana constitutional convention. Through his connections he arranged for Harmonists to 

pay fines instead of having to bear arms in state militias. This did not prevent trouble on the 

federal level when he and his followers refused to comply to the draft for the War of 1812.101 

The Hutterites conferred with President Ulysses S. Grant and “petitioned him for fifty years of 

freedom from military obligation.”102 They also asked to be exempted from other duties of 

citizenship such as taking oaths, holding office, voting, etc. The President explained that he did 

not have authority to exempt them from state laws or from the military draft, but he assured them 

“for the next fifty years we will not be entangled in another war in which military service will be 

necessary.” When World War I erupted, there were no laws providing for “alternative service for 

conscientious objectors” and young Hutterite men were drafted, court-martialed, ridiculed, and 

mistreated. Two young Hutterite men died from the abuse. Hutterites responded with a “mass 
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migration” to Canada in 1918.103 By World War II, alternative service arrangements were in 

place for pacifists. 

The two French organizations, the Fourierists—brought to America by Albert Brisbane—

and the Icarians, were secular, not religious revolutionaries. In Brisbane’s Social Destiny of Man, 

which expounded Fourierist theories in English, one of the classes of servitude to be abolished in 

the New Moral World was military conscription.104 In contrast, Icarian Etienne Cabet had been a 

revolutionary in France. Icarians took on the full burdens and obligations of American 

citizenship, including military service in the Union Army.105 

Many Latter-day Saints of the day considered the Civil War as God’s judgment upon 

America, not only for the sin of slavery, but also for the persecution of the church and the 

martyrdom of the Prophet Joseph Smith. Wilford Woodruff, third successor to Joseph Smith as 

the president of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints gave his opinion that the war was 

“a judgment of God upon the country for the wrong doings of the people” and that it showed “in 

a measure, what it costs a nation to shed the blood of the prophets, apostles, and the Lord’s 

anointed.”106 James B. Allen noted that, “During the American Civil War, for example, many 

Mormons leaned heavily toward the Southern cause, and Brigham Young himself, in effect, 
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declared a pox on both sides. In this case no Utah Mormons enlisted on either side.”107 However, 

this distinction of “Utah Mormons” does not give the whole picture. Robert C. Freeman provides 

some short biographical sketches of several Latter-day Saints—who were not from Utah—who 

fought for both sides in the conflict.  

Henry Wells Jackson (1827-1864) was a member of the Mormon Battalion who 

reenlisted for six months after the unit was decommissioned in California. He returned to Utah in 

1857, married and started to raise a family. He worked carrying mail to California, but when his 

final pay was not issued by the government, he went east to file a claim. The journey exhausted 

Jackson’s personal funds and he took a job as a wagon master to support himself while waiting 

for his claim to be processed by the government. After the outbreak of the Civil War, he was 

captured by the Confederates as he transported freight for the Union Army. Jackson was held in 

a Southern prisoner-of-war camp for three months, but he managed to escape. When he arrived 

back in Union territory, he enlisted in the First District of Columbia Cavalry and was 

commissioned as first lieutenant because of his prior service. He was wounded in a battle at 

Jarrett’s Station on March 8, 1864 and died from his injuries two weeks later at a hospital in 

Hampton, Virginia. Freeman surmises that “Jackson was the first Latter-day Saint soldier to die 

in consequences of injuries sustained in action during a U.S. war.”108 
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William Rex (1844-1927) was from an English immigrant family who joined the church 

in his home country. His father died after the family settled in St. Louis, Missouri in 1850 and 

his widowed mother did not travel west with the Saints. Rex ran away from home at the age of 

fifteen and enlisted in the Union Army in 1863. His mother had him summoned home, but he 

went back to the Army in May 1864 and served under General William Tecumseh Sherman. 

After the war, Rex was honorably discharged and relocated to Utah where he lived until 1927.109 

David Harold Peery (1824-1901) of Tazewell County, Virginia was a Confederate soldier 

and wartime convert to the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. During the war, he 

contracted typhoid fever and was sent home to recover. Many members of his family, including 

his mother, father, father-in-law, his two-year-old son, and finally his Latter-day Saint wife, fell 

ill and died from typhoid. A lifelong agnostic, his grief led him to seek consolation, which he 

found in his wife’s religion. In November, 1862, Peery found a Mormon elder who lived twenty-

five miles away and prevailed upon him to “cut a hole through six-inch-thick-ice” and baptize 

him.110 After returning to service, he fell ill again with typhoid fever and hovered near death in 

Kentucky. A month later, the Union Army ransacked his home, store, and property. Anticipating 

the South’s defeat, he gathered his family in 1864 and brought them to Utah. There he married 

his wife’s sister and served in church leadership positions. He was elected mayor of Ogden, Utah 

in 1883 and 1885 and served in the territorial legislature.111  

Aside from the rare instances like these, the Mormon contribution to the Union’s Civil 

War efforts was limited to a ninety-day tasking requested by President Lincoln of Brigham 
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Young (not the territorial governor), to provide teams to patrol and protect “telegraph lines and 

overland traffic.”112 Utah was untouched by war’s devastation. Latter-day Saints kept their focus 

on building the kingdom of God and, for a time, were untroubled by their antagonists in the East. 

Of the country that had expelled them and occupied their mountain refuge, Brigham Young 

declared, “The North prays that their swords may strike into the heart of every rebel, and I say 

Amen; and the South prays that the North may be cut down on a thousand battlefields, and again 

I say Amen.”113 The withdrawal and redeployment of the occupation Army from the Salt Lake 

Valley to fight in the Civil War was regarded as vindication of this sentiment among the 

Mormons, that God had removed their oppressors and poured out tribulation upon the nation that 

had driven them out from its midst. This militancy was driven in part by the persecutions to 

which the Latter-day Saints were subjected in the nineteenth century. Otherwise, as demonstrated 

with the Mormon Battalion, many Latter-day Saints saw themselves as Christians and patriotic 

American citizens. At best, however, Mormon loyalty to the Union was ambivalent. 

The aftermath of the American Civil War affected other communities in different ways. 

Secular communalism of Owen, Fourier, and Cabet was largely abandoned in favor of Marxist 

models and non-communalistic social movements like the Knights of Labor.114 According to 

John Curl, “[w]hen communalists left their intentional communities, or the communities 

disbanded, they often joined the larger existing farm and town communities and tended to blend 
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right in.”115 Another factor was the Homestead Act of 1862, which offered land nearly for free 

with certain requirements. Homesteading promoted cooperativism, not communalism. 

Homesteaders often became associated with the Grange and the Farmers’ Alliance, the Knights 

of Labor, and the Populists.116 This trend coalesced in the first decades of the twentieth century, 

particularly in Oklahoma and the Central Plains when Jeffersonian values merged with Marxism 

and Evangelical Christianity to reassert the values of yeoman democracy.117 Instead of 

transforming society by retreating from it, communalism dissolved, with few exceptions, into the 

matrix of the greater society around it.  

In sheer numbers, it is difficult to estimate the impact that the various communalist 

groups had in the greater American society. The groups arose in the fashion of a relay as opposed 

to being contemporaries. As one group peaked, another was in its infancy, while yet another was 

in decline. A group with meager numbers of adherents, like the Owenites at New Harmony, 

could prove to be quite influential, while others had large numbers, but were marginalized 

historically as were the Mormons. The Shaker population peaked with 3,842 members by 

1850.118 The Harmonists numbered over twelve thousand in Europe, but in America, where they 

made communalism mandatory, their numbers never exceeded eight hundred.119 Robert Owen’s 

secular New Harmony community is estimated at approximately eight hundred to nine hundred 
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residents in its two years of existence, from 1825-1827.120 Guarneri relates that some fifteen 

thousand Americans were involved with Fourierist communities in the United States from 1843 

to 1858, but not all at the same time. A dozen Fourierist experiments lasted only a year and only 

one lasted as long as twelve years.121 The Amana Colonies population peaked at 1,813 members 

in 1881, according to Jonathan G. Andelson.122 The Oneida Community numbered just over 

three hundred members in 1878.123 Etienne Cabet’s Icarians brought about five hundred of his 

followers to America, but over half of them returned to France almost immediately after their 

arrival. The fractious Icarians had difficulty maintaining group cohesion and only neared three 

hundred  members at their most numerous.124 The Hutterites migrated en masse to the United 

States in 1874, bringing 1,267 of their members from Russia. Of that number, about four 

hundred abandoned communalism and received individual homesteads under the Homestead Act 

of 1862.  The rest formed three communal congregations that stayed true to their tenets and 

formed colonies in the territory that became South Dakota. The Hutterites continued to grow and 

expand into the present with over four hundred colonies with populations estimated at thirty-six 

thousand. Latter-day Saint united orders in the west numbered more than two hundred by 1874, 
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with approximately eighty thousand members that formed what Dean L. May called a 

“commonwealth of communes.”125  

Each of the various communitarian groups were, to a degree, insular. The history and 

tendency toward separatism was particularly notable in the European imports. Their willingness 

to set aside the acquisitiveness that marked mainstream American life was even more divisive 

amid Jacksonian America’s laissez-faire economy, when few institutional obstacles buffered 

upward mobility. Each of the various communalistic groups cocooned themselves amid the 

commercial clamor for profit and several of them established very profitable joint-stock ventures 

or successful community-of-goods relationships among themselves. Each of them, in some 

manner, experimented with the social constructs of family and marriage. The parallels in terms 

of geography are also notable as they were closely related in terms of time and space in frontier 

America. How curious it was that Latter-day Saints should experience the levels of opposition 

that they did in the context of the other contemporaneous communalistic experiments! No more 

striking comparison can be found than that of the Latter-day Saints and the Icarians, who 

occupied the same city in succession, surrounded by the same neighbors. The Latter-day Saints 

met with persecution, violence, political opposition, and expulsion while Icarians, who were also 

fairly insular, clannish, French-speakers, who practiced communal child-raising, and lived in 

multi-family residences, were peaceably received by the very same people who drove out the 

Mormons with “powder and ball.”126 Life in Nauvoo for the Icarians was pleasant and congenial. 

Nauvoo residents, wary from their experiences with the Latter-day Saints, welcomed the Icarians 

 
125Dean L. May, “One Heart and Mind: Communal Life and Values Among the 

Mormons,” in America's Communal Utopias, ed. Donald E. Pitzer (Chapel Hill: The University 
of North Carolina Press, 1997), 145, ProQuest Ebook Central. 
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after the group had distanced itself from its teetotaling Mormon predecessors by establishing a 

distillery. The Icarians generally did not consume much alcohol, but they had no aversion to 

selling to the locals as a means of bring in cash to the society. The Icarians founded a community 

band that played for festive events and entertained the neighboring towns. The Frenchmen also 

enjoyed staging theatrical productions, dances, and lectures. It was not the picturesque, carefree 

Icaria of Cabet’s novel, but life in Nauvoo gradually improved for its residents. The problems 

they faced came primarily from internal infighting.  

It is perhaps this contrast between the reaction of the surrounding communities to 

Mormonism, compared to its communalistic counterparts of the nineteenth century, that makes 

the story of the United Order so compelling. The United Order, which began its life among 

Latter-day Saints almost coincidentally, became the means by which the Church of Jesus Christ 

of Latter-day Saints was able to weather the opposition generated by the governments of three 

states and the federal government, to survive and continue to grow while other communalistic 

experiments that did not face such trials, withered and died slowly as the twentieth century 

approached. 
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Chapter 5 

Summary and Conclusions 

It is a fact, if I now had in my possession, every decision which had been had upon 
important items of doctrine and duties since the commencement of this work, I would not 
part with them for any sum of money; but we have neglected to take minutes of such 
things, thinking, perhaps that they would never benefit us afterwards; which, if we had 
them now, would decide almost every point of doctrine which might be agitated. But this 
has been neglected, and now we cannot bear record to the Church and to the world, of the 
great and glorious manifestations which have been made to us with that degree of power 
and authority we otherwise could, if we now had these things to publish abroad. 

—Joseph Smith1 

 

The events that transpired to bring the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints into 

existence were not altogether unprecedented. The Shakers, the Rappites, the Amanans, the 

Oneida Perfectionists, and the Hutterites shared some commonalities with early Mormons, but 

with important differences. Individual luminaries seeking the welfare of their own souls reached 

heavenward and received similar inspiration. Based on their personal visions and experiences, 

they sought to separate themselves from a world they saw as corrupt and sinful. They sought 

practical ways to live in a world where the powerful and wealthy exploited the poor and the 

weak. They found an ideal in the descriptions of ancient believers in the New Testament, who 

abandoned materialism and shared a community-of-goods in which the faithful held all property 

in common. 

 
1B. H. Roberts, ed. History of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, vol. 2 (Salt 

Lake City, UT: The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 1902), 198-199. 
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Similarly, secular reformers saw injustice taking on new forms in the development of the 

early Industrial Revolution. Fourier, Owen, and Cabet each sought a non-religious path to create a 

just working and living environment for laborers, to protect them from the exploitive aspects of 

capitalism. Yet even these secularists could not resist the lure of millennialist rhetoric: the common 

dream of a city set upon hill, a modern Zion where peace and plenty could abide. Their secular 

visions dovetailed with those of their religious contemporaries as they faced the practical aspects 

of communal living. In the process, they reinvented social conventions ranging from the division 

of labor between the sexes to the custodial provisions of children born in group-marriage 

environments. Each of the groups had to come to terms with human frailties and desires: 

possessiveness and self-interest, the desire to control outcomes, to find satisfaction beyond 

established group limits, and to assert individuality at the expense of other group members. 

What Latter-day Saints call the Restoration—meaning the new revelation of the 

primitive, biblical church with investiture of divine authority and continuing revelation to living 

apostles and prophets—brought with it a sense of urgency and authority that was compelling. 

Converts to the new religion believed that Jesus Christ again spoke to mankind and had 

reasserted direction over an earthly church to complete a work that would prepare the world for 

his eventual return. That work included an archetype of a communal Zion in which there would 

be no poverty and where justice would prevail. This New Jerusalem was not figurative, and the 

place of its founding was declared to these Saints of the latter-days by their living prophet to 

occupy the western counties of Missouri, centered on the city of Independence. The burgeoning 

work of gathering souls created an instantaneous pressure to provide for the poor and the needy 

who gathered in hopes of occupying this earthly Zion. 
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The church led by Joseph Smith, an uneducated farm laborer, faced this dilemma and the 

United Order was born of necessity. In 1831, the church navigated problems by seeking inspired 

answers to prayers. Those answers could come in a variety of ways, including being guided to 

knowledgeable persons, experts in law or government, receiving inspired promptings, dreams, 

visions, and on some occasions, direct communication from Deity. Revelation is clearly a matter 

of faith and it is problematic to the historian. As Joseph Smith himself admitted in the quotation 

at the start of this chapter, early records of the church were sketchy. Record-keeping was poor 

and sometimes nonexistent. The church did not spring into existence fully organized with the 

hierarchy known today. In the early years, that organization changed frequently as the church 

expanded to new locales and dealt with difficulties of managing rapid growth. The transient 

nature of the church as it moved westward complicated the record-keeping because there was no 

central, secure storage. For example, the papyrus from which the Book of Abraham, one of the 

books of the Pearl of Great Price, was thought to have been securely placed in the cornerstone of 

the Nauvoo Temple, but it was ruined by moisture and fire. Regarding the documentary evidence 

of the origins of the United Order, Fawn Brodie wrote, “The structure of the United Order as 

developed in Joseph’s revelations is sketchy and ambiguous, and the details of how it was 

actually worked out in Kirtland are simply not recoverable.”2 

The question arises, where did Joseph Smith learn of communalism? Smith’s education 

was minimal, perhaps two years or less. In an 1879 issue of The Saints Herald, the official 

newspaper of the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, Joseph Smith’s wife 

Emma declared that, before he translated the Book of Mormon by inspiration, Joseph “could 

 
2Fawn M. Brodie, No Man Knows My History: The Life of Joseph Smith, 2nd ed. (New 

York: Vintage Books, 1995), 107. 
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neither write nor dictate a coherent and well-worded letter; let alone dictating a book like the 

Book of Mormon.” Emma Smith declared that it was “a marvel and a wonder.”3 The Prophet 

Joseph Smith clearly was not a reader of socialistic theory. As Benjamin Park also demonstrated, 

Joseph Smith was not educated in any way as an urban planner, but he followed his own sources 

of inspiration that highlighted his  native genius in devising the layout of the Plat of Zion and the 

city of Nauvoo.4 It is possible that outside influences shaped his view on how to address the 

problems that growth placed upon the church’s then-meager resources.  

In 1944, Karl J. Arndt attempted to establish a link between the Rappite Harmonists in 

Pittsburgh through Sidney Rigdon, claiming “there is good reason to advance the theory that the 

living model of the Mormon Church was the Harmony Society of George Rapp.”5 Rigdon was 

still a Baptist minister leading a church in Pittsburgh when the Harmonists returned from a 

period in Indiana to build the town of Economy. Whether Rigdon had any close associations with 

the Harmonists is left unanswered, however. Mere geographical proximity does not ensure this; 

Pittsburgh and Economy are separated by about twenty miles’ distance. Arndt’s evidence is 

derived from a few letters written a Harmonist-turned-Mormon convert, Jacob Zundel. Zundel’s 

family was associated with the Harmony Society on Connoquenessing Creek near Pittsburgh 

Creek in the early 1800s. The family followed Rapp to establish New Harmony on the Wabash 

in Indiana, and back to Pennsylvania to build Economy. The Zundels left the Harmonists when a 

split occurred over the anticipation of the Second Coming in 1829 and the controversy over one 

 
3“Last Testimony of Sister Emma,” The Saints’ Herald (Plano, Illinois), October 1, 1879. 

4Park, 24. 

5Karl J. Arndt, “The Harmonists and the Mormons,” The American-German Review 10, 
no. 5 (June 1944): 6-9. 
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Count Leon, a German separatist, who joined the movement after emigrating from Europe. When 

Christ did not return as predicted in 1829, Rapp claimed that Count Leon was the “Lion of the 

Tribe of Judah” and that his arrival in America fulfilled the prophecy.6 Jacob Zundel joined the 

Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and his brother later followed him into the waters of 

baptism. Arndt cites letters from 1846 and 1847 wherein Jacob Zundel relates to his former 

Harmony associates the persecutions of the Latter-day Saints in Nauvoo, the beginnings of the 

westward migration, and the establishment of Winter Quarters at Council Bluffs, Iowa. In an 

1865 letter, well after the Latter-day Saints had become established in the Salt Lake Valley, 

Zundel wrote to his Harmonist friends, inviting them to come out to Utah and see what the 

Latter-day Saints had accomplished. Zundel’s letters always included invitations for the Rappites 

to embrace the Restoration and join the church. In 1870, Zundel traveled to the East and met 

with the Harmonists, again encouraging them to come see what the Mormons had achieved. By 

this time, “[t]he Harmony Society . . . had ceased to function as a Society and any change of 

preaching or organization would have been dangerous.”7 Arndt’s “very tangible evidence” 

amounts to no more than correspondence between a former Harmonist and his former associates, 

whom he invited to convert to Mormonism. Zundel held no leadership position within the 

hierarchy of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, but he did serve as a Temple guard 

in Nauvoo and as a missionary. He was never positioned to influence Church policy or practice. 

There is no documentary evidence of dialogue or contacts between the leaders of the Harmonists 

and the Mormons. 

 
6Ibid. 

7Ibid. 
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As a young man, while still translating the Book of Mormon, Joseph Smith had worked 

around Harmony, Pennsylvania in 1827. George Rapp and his followers left that settlement in 

1814 and moved west to Indiana where they created New Harmony. Rapp then sold the Indiana 

property to Robert Owen in 1825 and returned to Pennsylvania to establish the village named 

Economy, about thirteen miles away from the original Harmony site. Therefore, the Harmony 

where Joseph Smith worked at was not populated by Rapp’s followers when he worked there in 

1827, and the Rappites were just returning to the state after an absence of several years. This 

makes it unlikely that Rapp and the Harmonists had much of an influence on Smith. By the time 

Joseph Smith would reach Ohio, in the first two years of the Church’s existence, in 1831, Robert 

Owen’s secular New Harmony experiment had already met with failure in 1829.  Owen was 

outwardly antagonistic toward religion, as demonstrated by his 1829 Cincinnati debate with 

Alexander Campbell. Even if Owen’s social experiment succeeded, it is unlikely that Joseph 

Smith would have adopted a failing secularist commune as the model for the United Order. 

Clearly, George Rapp and his followers were not the model for Joseph Smith’s United Order and 

there is no direct link to Robert Owen’s New Harmony. However, there are interesting, indirect 

links to both Owen and to the Shakers.  

The primary link appears to be Robert Owen’s 1829 well-publicized debate in Cincinnati, 

Ohio, with Alexander Campbell via Sidney Rigdon. Campbell had debated his restorationist 

teachings across America by this time and was well-known. Robert Owen’s reputation was also 

well-established as a “social philosopher and a champion of unbelief.”8 Spectators came from as 
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far away as New York, Kentucky, Tennessee, and Mississippi. Each night of the debate was 

filled to overflowing, with over a thousand people each evening in attendance. The transcripts of 

the debate were published in newspapers around the country. Owen had proposed argument of 

five specific issues, which the secularist had previously addressed to the clergy of New Orleans, 

arguing that religions are founded on ignorance, are opposed to the laws of nature, are sources of 

vice and division, that they stand as an obstacle to progress, and that they can only be maintained 

by keeping the populace ignorant and oppressed. Owen proposed that his twelve “natural laws” 

of association would reform and benefit mankind. During the debate, the subject of 

communalism arose as Owen advanced it as a superior system. Kahlert summarized Alexander 

Campbell’s counterargument that a biblical community-of-goods might result eventually from 

the biblical restoration in which Campbell’s followers believed.9 In essence, Campbell asserted 

that biblical teaching subsumed and encompassed Owen’s communism, therefore negating his 

argument on that point.  

It is unknown whether Rigdon was present for the debate or whether he read the widely 

reported transcripts of it, but it apparently influenced him enough to convince him to attempt to 

establish a community-of-goods arrangement among the Ohio congregations to which he 

preached. Rigdon established his commune, known as “The Family,” which centered on Isaac 

Morley’s farm near Kirtland, Ohio. This led to a disagreement with Campbell and left Rigdon 

ejected from the ranks of the Campbellites. Two months later, Rigdon converted to Mormonism, 

bringing his devotion to community-of-goods, and over a hundred eventual converts with him.10 

 
9Robert Christian Kahlert, Salvation and Solvency: The Socio-Economic Policies of Early 

Mormonism (Berlin, Germany: Walter de Gruyter GmbH, 2016), 154, 
https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/apus/reader.action?docID=4587119. 

10A. S. Hayden, Early History of the Disciples in the Western Reserve, Ohio with 
Biographical Sketches of the Principle Agents in their Religious Movement (Cincinnati, Ohio: 
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Another tentative influence on Joseph Smith’s considerations of communalistic options 

comes from the Shaker convert Jesse Gause. Gause is an obscure figure from early Latter-day 

Saint history. Gause was born into a Quaker family in Pennsylvania in 1784. He became a 

member of the sect in 1806. He taught in the Friends’ School in Wilmington, Delaware and later 

fought in the War of 1812, despite his Quaker-pacifist leanings. Gause married a Quaker woman 

in 1815, who died shortly after bearing their fourth child. The death of his wife sent Gause into a 

crisis of faith and he resigned from the Quakers in January 1829.11 Gause remarried shortly 

thereafter and moved to Hancock, Berkshire County, Massachusetts where the family appears on 

the records of the “United Society of Believers in Christ’s Second Appearing (the Shakers). Two 

years later the Gause family relocated to Ohio, where Jesse Gause met Joseph Smith and 

converted Mormonism. The organization of the church was still evolving as rapid growth 

occurred. Although the formal First Presidency would not be established until January 1832, the 

form of the future council was developing. Joseph Smith called Sidney Rigdon and Jesse Gause 

to be his counselors.12 Gause’s wife refused to leave the Shakers and join him in the church. The 

record is unclear whether this family conflict, or perhaps rumors of the first intimations of 

teachings on polygamy, shook his faith, and he left the church. Researchers can only speculate 

because solely a terse journal entry from Joseph Smith related that “Bro. Jesse” was 

excommunicated on December 3, 1832.13  
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Gause was present in the church during the time that Joseph Smith began to organize the 

United Order, which could have given Joseph Smith some insights into the pros and cons of the 

Shakers’ implementation of community-of-goods. Smith had already ample evidence of the 

problems present in the chaotic “Family” of Rigdon’s creation. Joseph Smith went an entirely 

different direction in the United Order, implementing a system of consecrated surpluses instead 

of community-of-goods. In Nauvoo, several years later, Joseph declared that “we had no 

common stock business among us; that every man enjoys his own property, or can, if he is 

disposed, consecrate liberally or illiberally to the support of the poor and needy, or the building 

up of Zion.”14 (The common stock implementation of the United Order would arise later in Utah 

under Brigham Young’s leadership.) Smith later remarked that “The plan of ‘common stock’ 

which had existed in what was called ‘the family,’ whose members generally had embraced the 

everlasting Gospel, was readily abandoned for the more perfect law of the Lord.”15  

Therefore, whatever influences the Shakers or New Harmony may have had on the 

development of the United Order, they apparently served as an antitype of what Joseph Smith 

considered to be the Lord’s will. Instead of community-of-goods, the United Order preserved 

private ownership of property and asked of members to consecrate whatever surplus they had to 

assist with the care of the needy and the procurement of lands for settlement of incoming 

converts. Other communalist groups; namely, the Fourierists, the Amana Colonies, the Oneida 

Perfectionists, and the Icarians all arrived in America too late to have influenced Joseph Smith, 

some arriving after his death. Although it is common to think of nineteenth-century 

 
14B. H. Roberts, ed., History of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, vol. 1 

(Salt Lake City: The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 1902) 295-296. 
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communalists as contemporaries, the arrival of the groups in America was staggered and 

somewhat linear in terms of time. The rise of the Latter-day Saint movement fell in a gap 

between Owen’s purchase of Harmony in 1825 and the return of Fourierist advocate Albert 

Brisbane from France in 1843, just a year before Joseph Smith’s assassination. The Icarians, who 

purchased Nauvoo from the exiled Latter-day Saints first arrived in America two years after the 

Mormon exodus had begun and the Saints were already established in the Great Basin.  

Even among the communalists, there was little in the way of cooperation between them. 

Icarian leader Etienne Cabet conferred with Robert Owen before selecting Texas as the site of 

the first attempt to establish themselves in America, but Owen’s experiments in New Harmony 

had long since failed. The leaders of the groups were competitors in the intellectual and 

philosophical domain. Each sought to promote their own remedies to the problems of class and 

poverty. Each considered his approach superior to the others. The title of Cabet’s Le vrai 

Christianisme suivant Jésus-Christ argues that communism was the true Christianity that Jesus 

had sought to establish. Owen was impressed at what Rapp had accomplished in Harmony, but 

despite the financial success of the Harmonists, Owen remained critical of the religious premise 

on which it was founded. “Intellectually and socially, however,” Owen wrote, “it was doubtless a 

failure; as an ecclesiastical autocracy, especially when it contravenes and important law of 

nature, must eventually be.”16 Overall, the religious communalists enjoyed greater longevity 

because they enjoyed a greater degree of internal cohesiveness, although none of the 

organizations ever totally extinguished internal disharmony. However, the religious groups 

proved to be more resilient when it came to overcoming setbacks and opposition. The 

 
16Robert Dale Owen, The Social Experiment at New Harmony: A Chapter of 
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willingness to suffer for one’s faith may explain the longevity and continued success of Latter-

day Saints and Hutterites to the present day. One other great challenge that came to face the 

longer-lasting communalists was how to proceed when their founders passed away. Groups that 

were led by committees tended to fare better than those that centered on the founder. 

Mormonism did experience some small degree of fragmentation after Joseph Smith’s murder, 

but the main body of the church followed Brigham Young and most of the Quorum of the 

Twelve Apostles to Utah. Compare the Mormon success to that of the Icarians after Cabet’s 

death and it becomes apparent that Mormonism avoided the fate of becoming a personality cult.  

In terms of longevity, a compelling comparison also can be made with Gerrit Smith’s 

Timbuctoo experiment in the New York Adirondacks. This community of free African 

Americans began in a geographical region not far from where the Shakers, Harmonists, and 

Mormons were originally established. Like these other groups, the members of Timbuctoo were 

social outcasts, not because of their religion, but because of their race. The agrarians in 

Timbuctoo began their efforts having land available to them, but virtually no start-up capital— 

the very same situation in which Mormons found themselves when settling Nauvoo and in the 

Salt Lake Valley. The black members of Timbuctoo faced criticism and ostracism because of 

their race; Latter-day Saints were persecuted and driven from their homes because of religious 

intolerance, and in part, because of their political views on the abolition of slavery. The 

mountainous terrain, forested slopes, and short growing seasons of the Adirondacks made 

agriculture difficult for the citizens of Timbuctoo. Likewise, Mormons struggled to build the city 

of Nauvoo from the swampy, mosquito-infested Mississippi River bottoms, and to cultivate the 

desert soil of the Salt Lake Valley amid plagues of grasshoppers. Why then, were Latter-day 

Saints successful when the members of Timbuctoo experienced what Daegan Miller called a 
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“splendid failure?”17 Might it not be the practice of communalism itself? Had Timbuctoo been 

organized around a communalist ideology—concepts proven by Shakers, Harmonists, Amanans, 

Oneidans, and Mormons—rather than a vaguely Jeffersonian agrarian utopianism, would it have 

been possible for it to achieve economic success and survive the national crisis of the Civil War? 

The Latter-day Saints were not unaware of the social experiments of the various 

communalists. The unintentional effect the Shakers and the Owenites may have had on Joseph 

Smith may have influenced subsequent presidents of the Church, who downplayed the examples 

of other communalists as systems doomed to fail, despite their noble intentions. John Taylor, 

Brigham Young’s future successor,  declared in September 1857, “If Owen, Fourier, Cabet, and 

other philosophers have failed—if human philosophy is found to be at fault, and all its plans 

incompetent, and we have not failed, it shows there is something associated with this people and 

with Mormonism that there is not with them.”18 The church practiced a degree of insularity 

because it considered that it alone held the “keys of the kingdom” and was guided by revelation 

through modern apostles and prophets. The details of the United Order’s origin and design are 

veiled by poor record keeping. It is a matter of faith as to whether one concludes that the system 

was inspired or the work of native talent by American frontier prodigies, Joseph Smith and 

Brigham Young.  

In the three phases of the United Order’s development, there was a distinctly different 

approach seen in the management of the system under Joseph Smith and Brigham Young. Kent 

W. Huff’s analysis of Joseph Smith’s United Order concluded that “not only was there no 

 
17Daegan Miller, “At Home in the Great Northern Wilderness: African Americans and 
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2013): 137, doi: https://doi.org/10.1215/22011919-3610378. 

18Journal of Discourses vol. 4, 237-238. 



157 
 

general communalism actually associated with the operation of the united order,  . . . there was 

also no evidence of communalism in the more common temporal arrangements of the Saints.”19 

Huff points out that there were “a few cooperative business ventures” that were established for 

the sake of practical economic benefits, not any doctrinal imperative from the president of the 

church.20 Only in Utah, under the presidency of Brigham Young did the United Order take on its 

formal communalistic character, in four models implemented at Brigham City, St. George, Salt 

Lake City, Orderville, and the many towns and villages that adopted one of these models. 

Brigham Young’s primary consideration throughout his church presidency was building 

the Kingdom or establishing Zion. To Latter-day Saints, those terms signify the creation of a 

place of separateness—a refuge from the pressures of the secular world. According to the types 

or models set forth in Latter-day Saint scripture, Zion is a community where unity is achieved 

through devotion and all other priorities are subordinated. The application of communalism was 

not social leveling as in secular communism. The United Order, as the economic system of Zion, 

was intended to foster what might be described as social averaging. Under the system, 

individuals could own property and become wealthy, but their devotion to God would moderate 

their acquisitiveness and lead them to promote the general welfare. Under the United Order, the 

gradual acquisition of wealth would create surpluses with which to care for the poor and elevate 

them out poverty. Zion was not to be a society in which there were no rich—it was a society in 

which there would be none who were abjectly poor. In practical application, the United Order 

did serve to build up the church, to assist immigrant converts to travel from Europe to the Salt 

 
19Kent W. Huff, Joseph Smith’s United Order: A Non-Communalistic Interpretation 
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Lake Valley, to establish joint-stock partnerships in which the financial largesse of the church 

created a buffer against risk. The collective nature of the United Order allowed church 

communities in Utah to protect laborers’ interests while allowing Latter-day Saint capitalists to 

establish protected markets. Meanwhile, the church protected Latter-day Saint communities from 

unwanted cultural influences from outsiders and continued to build up the kingdom from the 

tithes of both capitalists and laborers. When financial panic came in 1873, the mature United 

Orders were almost completely independent of the national market and continued to expand. By 

1870, much of the church membership, which reached an estimated one hundred twenty 

thousand by 1870, had lived in one of the United Orders for at least a year or were involved in 

the cooperative joint-stock ownership of properties with the church.21 Dean L. May’s estimate is 

that Brigham Young had organized nearly two hundred United Orders, including approximately 

eighty thousand Mormons by 1874.22 The next largest nineteenth-century communalistic 

movement in the United States was the Fourierists, whose decentralized phalanxes totaled 

around fifteen thousand at their peak. 

Modern historians can only speculate about what would have become of United Order 

had it been left unmolested for another decade or two. It is likely that the arrival of the railroad 

and the intrusion of the greater national economy would have overcome Latter-day Saint 

resistance over time. That process was accelerated by Edmunds-Tucker, the occupation by the 

US Army, and the confiscation of church properties. Arrington summarized that, although it has 

 
21Donald Scott, “Mormonism and the American Mainstream,” National Humanities 

Center, Queens College/City University of New York, 2004, 
http://nationalhumanitiescenter.org/tserve/nineteen/nkeyinfo/nmormon.htm. 

22Dean L. May, “One Heart and Mind: Communal Life and Values Among the 
Mormons,” in America's Communal Utopias, ed. Donald E. Pitzer (Chapel Hill: The University 
of North Carolina Press, 1997), 251, ProQuest Ebook Central. 
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been common to regard the United Order as a failed experiment, evidence suggests that it was a 

temporary measure by design. If measured by the goals to “diminish importation, increase 

production, increase investments, and diminish inequality among Latter-day Saints,” it was fairly 

successful.23 The United Order’s greatest accomplishment perhaps, was ensuring the survival of 

the church against great opposition, until it could successfully enter a time of rapid growth and 

expansion in the twentieth century. Except for the approximately 36,000 Hutterites, who still 

maintain a community-of-goods arrangement, almost all the other groups either disincorporated 

over time or became joint-stock corporations, in which the members no longer live communally, 

but are merely shareholders. Latter-day Saints abandoned the organizational form of the United 

Order, but they continue to affirm the principle of consecration, as displayed by offering time 

and means to support missionary efforts, serve in uncompensated leadership and teaching 

positions, working on church farms, storehouses, and production facilities. Stephen C. Taysom 

examined the comparative outcomes of the Latter-day Saints and the Shakers. He writes: 

Today, thirty-five miles northwest of Portland, Maine, the three remaining Shakers make 
their home. In key respects, these Shakers believe and live as their nineteenth-century 
forbears did. They are celibate, they own all property in common, and they live quietly in 
their immaculately groomed village. Salt Lake City is a bustling semi-metropolis, the 
headquarters of the church that claims more than 13 million members of record 
worldwide. More than half of those live outside the United States.24 

 
Taysom’s comparison focuses on the willingness of the Latter-day Saints to adapt to new 

conditions, changing from a movement “red-hot with crisis-driven tension” to a more moderate 

form in which the boundary markers of the faith were “reformulated, spiritualized, and relegated 

 
23Arrington, 338. 

24Stephen C. Taysom, Shakers, Mormons, and Religious Worlds: Conflicting Visions, 
Contested Boundaries (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2010), 196, ProQuest Ebook 
Central, https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/apus/detail.action?docID=624333#. 
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to what appears to be an increasingly distant future.”25 The New Jerusalem, the hoped-for Zion, 

is still part of the legacy of Brigham Young’s quest to build the kingdom. 

This thesis has examined some of the more important communalistic movements of the 

nineteenth century and their experiences on the frontiers of America’s westward expansion. The 

Shakers, Amana Colonies, Oneida Perfectionists, Fourierists, Harmony and New Harmony, the 

Icarians, and the Hutterites, and the Latter-day Saints enjoyed seasons of struggle, prosperity, 

and in most cases, decline. The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints joined the ranks of 

the communalists of necessity, first to survive the first few difficult years of its infancy in Ohio 

and to resettle immigrant converts to its Zion in Missouri. Later, in Utah, the Latter-day Saints 

adopted the communalistic lifestyle and organization in a formal way as a resistance movement, 

to preserve their independence and distinctiveness. Circumstances, the exigencies of the moment, 

coupled with a belief in a living prophet of God and an open conduit of heavenly 

communications, combined to create a communalist system that ultimately dwarfed the other 

communalistic movements of the period, and then transformed to adapt to the demands of a new 

century to come. Whether seen through the eyes of the believer or the skeptic, it is a remarkable 

story of human determination and grit—a model that merits further study as a means to moderate 

capitalistic excess and to ameliorate the plight of the poor in our time. 

 

 
25Ibid., 197. 
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