
The Reed Smoot Hearings: A Historical
Landmark in American Politics and Religion
The Reed Smoot Hearings, held from 1903 to 1907, stand as a pivotal
moment in American history, shedding light on the complex interplay
between religion, politics, and public discourse. This in-depth article
explores the hearings, their key players, the controversies surrounding
them, and their lasting impact on American society.

The Contested Candidacy of Reed Smoot

At the heart of the hearings lay the controversial candidacy of Reed Smoot,
an ordained apostle in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS
Church). Upon his appointment to the U.S. Senate in 1903, Smoot faced
staunch opposition from anti-Mormon groups and political opponents who
questioned his eligibility to hold public office due to his religious beliefs.

A Baptism by Fire: The Senate Investigation

The opposition to Smoot's appointment prompted the Senate to launch an
unprecedented investigation into his qualifications. The hearings, led by
Senator Reed Smoot of Utah, were a marathon affair, spanning over four
years and producing nearly 4,000 pages of testimony.
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The investigation delved into the doctrines and practices of the LDS
Church, including its teachings on polygamy, divorce, and tithing.
Witnesses from both sides presented conflicting evidence and engaged in
heated debates over the church's compatibility with American values.

Key Players in the Controversy

Several prominent figures played key roles in the Reed Smoot Hearings:

Reed Smoot: The apostle at the center of the controversy, who faced
relentless attacks on his religious beliefs.

Senator Reed Smoot: The chairman of the investigating committee, a
Republican from Utah who defended Smoot's eligibility.

Senator Thomas Kearns: A Republican from Utah who opposed
Smoot's appointment and provided damning testimony against the
LDS Church.

Joseph F. Smith: The president of the LDS Church during the
hearings, who defended the church's doctrines and practices.

The Polygamy Question and Its Fallout

One of the central issues at play in the Reed Smoot Hearings was the
practice of polygamy within the LDS Church. Anti-Mormon groups argued
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that Smoot's support for polygamy rendered him unfit for public office. The
LDS Church, however, maintained that it had officially discontinued the
practice in 1890.

The hearings exposed the deep-seated prejudices and fears surrounding
polygamy, as well as the challenges faced by religious minorities in
American society.

The Impact of Religion on Public Discourse

The Reed Smoot Hearings highlighted the uneasy relationship between
religion and politics in the United States. The investigation raised questions
about the extent to which religious beliefs should be allowed to influence
public policy and the eligibility of certain individuals for public office.

The hearings also sparked a broader debate about the role of religion in
American life, leading to a heightened awareness of the diverse religious
landscape and the complex issues surrounding religious freedom.

The Aftermath and Legacy

In 1907, the Senate ultimately voted to seat Reed Smoot, but the
controversy surrounding his candidacy lingered for years. The hearings left
a lasting mark on both the LDS Church and American politics, shaping the
debates over religious freedom, pluralism, and the separation of church
and state.

The Reed Smoot Hearings stand as a testament to the challenges faced by
religious minorities in America and the ongoing struggle to reconcile
religious beliefs with public life. They continue to serve as a valuable



resource for scholars, historians, and anyone interested in understanding
the complex interplay between religion and politics in American society.

The Reed Smoot Hearings were a momentous chapter in American history,
providing a glimpse into the deep-rooted religious divisions and the
challenges faced by religious minorities in the early 20th century. Their
legacy continues to resonate today, influencing debates over religious
freedom, pluralism, and the role of religion in public discourse. The
hearings remain a testament to the power of religious beliefs to shape
political and social issues, and a reminder of the importance of tolerance
and mutual understanding in a diverse society.
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