Joseph Smith
Campaign for President of the United States
by Arnold K. Garr

On January 29, 1844, the Prophet Joseph Smith formally decided to run for the office of president of the
United States. What did he hope to accomplish?
It began in 1839. The Prophet Joseph Smith, finally
free after more than four months of imprisonment in
Liberty, Missouri, had settled in Illinois, and the Saints
had begun building what would become the city of
Nauvoo. With the Missouri persecutions fresh in their
minds, the Saints sought redress for the grievances they
had suffered, but they were not successful.1
Frustrated, Joseph determined to seek help from
the federal government. After all, weren’t all Americans
guaranteed the protections found in the Bill of Rights,
the first 10 amendments to the United States Constitution? The very first of these is generally taken as a guarantee of the right to practice religion freely.
The Prophet Visits the President
Joseph Smith left Nauvoo for Washington, D.C.,
with Sidney Rigdon, Elias Higbee, and Orrin Porter
Rockwell in a two-horse carriage “to lay before the Congress of the United States, the grievances of the Saints
while in Missouri.”2 Joseph and Judge Higbee met with
President Martin Van Buren on November 29, 1839.
At first Van Buren was inconsiderate of the Prophet’s
plea. However, as the discussion progressed, the president promised to reconsider his position and “felt to
sympathize with [the Mormons], on account of [their]
sufferings.”3
After their visit with President Van Buren, the
Prophet and Elias Higbee stayed two months in the
East, trying to gain support from senators and representatives who might be willing to espouse their cause.4
They met with President Van Buren again in February
1840.5 By this time, Van Buren had lost any sympathetic feelings he might have had for the Church. According
to the Prophet, the president treated them rudely and
declared: “Gentlemen, your cause is just, but I can do
nothing for you. … If I take up for you I shall lose the
vote of Missouri.”6
Joseph Smith’s disappointing visit to Washington,
D.C., became a turning point for him. His people had
been abused and unjustly treated in Missouri, and the

After failing to acquire reassurances from leading
candidates, Joseph Smith decided to run for president. The Prophet’s political platform attempted to
help the Saints by addressing the nation’s most pressing problems.
president of the United States had refused to help. The
Church leaders would remember this neglect when the
time came for another presidential election.
The 1844 Election Cycle Begins
In Nauvoo the Times and Seasons published an editorial on October 1, 1843, titled “Who Shall Be Our
Next President?” It did not suggest any specific names
but concluded that the candidate must be “the man who
will be the most likely to render us assistance in obtaining redress for our grievances.”7 On November 4, 1843,
Joseph Smith wrote letters to John C. Calhoun, Lewis
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Cass, Richard M. Johnson, Henry Clay, and Martin Van
Buren, the five leading candidates for the presidency
of the United States. Each letter described the persecutions the Mormons had suffered at the hands of the
state of Missouri and then asked the pointed question,
“ ‘What will be your rule of action relative to us as a
people,’ should fortune favor your ascension to the chief
magistracy?”8 Only Calhoun, Cass, and Clay responded to Joseph Smith’s letters, and they expressed little
sympathy for the cause of the Saints.
When the Prophet realized that none of the leading
candidates for the presidency would pledge to support
redress for the Saints, he held a historic meeting in the
mayor’s office at Nauvoo on January 29, 1844, with the
Quorum of the Twelve Apostles and others. It was unanimously decided that Joseph Smith would run for president of the United States on an independent platform.9
Thus began one of the most fascinating third-party
presidential campaigns in American history.

of simply calling for the abolition of slavery, Joseph
Smith’s platform would have Congress “pay every man
a reasonable price for his slaves out of the surplus revenue arising from the sale of public lands, and from the
deduction of pay from members of Congress.”13
The platform also proposed changes to Congress.
Joseph wanted to reduce congressional pay from eight
dollars to two dollars per day. He wanted to have only
two members of the House of Representatives for every
one million people.14
In addition, Joseph favored extensive prison reform,
forming a national bank, and annexing Oregon and
Texas.15 He favored extending the United States “from
the east to the west sea,” but only if Native Americans
gave their consent.16
On February 24, the Prophet had 1,500 copies of
the pamphlet printed. Copies were mailed to the president of the United States and his cabinet, the justices
of the Supreme Court, senators, representatives, editors
of principal newspapers, postmasters, and other prominent citizens.17
General Smith’s Views is an intriguing document.
Many of Joseph Smith’s proposals came to pass, although not necessarily in the way he had envisioned:
the power of the presidency was increased by Abraham
Lincoln during the U.S. Civil War; the Civil War led to
emancipation of the slaves; the penal system improved,
although not to the extent that Joseph prescribed; and

Joseph Smith’s Platform
Joseph wasted little time in preparing a platform
for his campaign. He met with William W. Phelps and
dictated to him the headings for a political pamphlet
titled General Smith’s Views of the Powers and Policy
of the Government of the United States,10 the foundation document for his presidential platform. The platform didn’t specifically mention the Latter-day Saints’
persecution in Missouri; instead, it offered solutions for
many of the nation’s most pressing problems.
The most important plank in Joseph’s platform concerned the powers of the president. Joseph wanted to
give the chief magistrate “full power to send an army to
suppress mobs … [without requiring] the governor of a
state to make the demand.”11
Eliminating slavery was another important part of
his platform. He wrote in General Smith’s Views: “The
Declaration of Independence ‘holds these truths to be
self-evident, that all men are created equal; that they
are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable
rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit
of happiness;’ but at the same time some two or three
millions of people are held as slaves for life, because the
spirit in them is covered with a darker skin.”12 Instead
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Oregon and Texas did become part of the United States.
The Union’s borders soon stretched from sea to sea, but
without the consent of Native Americans. Elder John
A. Widtsoe evaluated General Smith’s Views as “an intelligent, comprehensive, forward-looking statement of
policies, worthy of a trained statesman.”18

litical gatherings were usually held the night before or
very soon after the traditional Church conferences.24
Elder Woodruff and at least four other members
of the Quorum of the Twelve attended the Massachusetts state convention in Boston on July 1, 1844.25 Elder Woodruff recorded in his journal: “The Melodeon
was crowded in the evening, and it was soon evident
The Campaign
that a large number of rowdies were in the galleries and
On April 9, 1844, during general conference, the
felt disposed to make [a] disturbance.” One young man
campaign began to take on a unique nature. Brigham
rose and made a series of disruptive remarks, and fightYoung announced that elders would be called to both
ing broke out. The police were called in to restore order.
“preach the Gospel and electioneer.”19 During the latElder Woodruff recorded, “One person got badly cut
ter part of the meeting, when President Young called
in the face but not danfor volunteers to serve
gerous. The meeting was
these missions, 244 men
The political campaign organized election- soon broken up.”26 Destepped forward.20
eers to preach the gospel and spread Joseph’s spite the disturbance,
Additional election- political position. Electioneering officials, asBrigham Young wrote in
eer missionaries were
signed to all 26 states in the Union, included a letter to Willard Richcalled, bringing the total
ards, “All this did us good
to at least 337. On April 15 members of the Quorum of the Twelve.
in Boston.”27
they were assigned to all
26 states in the Union and to the Wisconsin Territory.21
Assassination Ends the Campaign
Not only the number but also the quality of missionarIn the meantime, William Law and others in Illiies called was striking. Ten members of the Quorum of nois were plotting to take the life of Joseph Smith. Dr.
the Twelve—Brigham Young, Heber C. Kimball, Orson Wall Southwick recounted a meeting he had attended in
Hyde, Parley P. Pratt, William Smith, Orson Pratt, John Carthage, Illinois, wherein the enemies of the Prophet
E. Page, Wilford Woodruff, George A. Smith, and Ly- had gathered together from every state in the Union but
man Wight—served as electioneer missionaries.22
three. They were concerned that Joseph’s “views on govThe Quorum of the Twelve scheduled a series of ernment were widely circulated and took like wildfire.”
conferences to be held all over the United States. The According to Southwick, they believed that if the ProphIllinois state convention, held at Nauvoo on May 17, et “did not get into the Presidential chair this election,
1844, formally nominated Joseph Smith for president he would be sure to the next time; and if Illinois and
of the United States and Sidney Rigdon for vice presi- Missouri would join together and kill him, they would
dent. The delegates organized a national convention to not be brought to justice for it.”28 Dr. Southwick’s statebe held in Baltimore, Maryland, on July 13.23
ment suggests that the Prophet’s presidential campaign
The journal of Wilford Woodruff describes the ac- was at least a contributing cause for his assassination.
tivities of an electioneer missionary. Elder Woodruff left
Joseph Smith was martyred on June 27, 1844, at
Nauvoo on May 9 in company with George A. Smith, the Carthage Jail, ending his brief presidential camJedediah M. Grant, and Ezra Thayer for an electioneer paign. Although he did not gain redress for the wrongs
mission that would last just nine weeks. During that suffered by the Saints in Missouri, his campaign had
time he recorded that he spoke in at least six “political brought much favorable public attention to the Church.
meetings.” He spoke at many more religious meetings Many years later, President Ezra Taft Benson said, “We
than political gatherings, and he always kept his reli- should be ‘anxiously engaged’ in good causes and leave
gious sermons and political speeches separate. The po- the world a better place for having lived in it (D&C
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58:27).”29 Joseph Smith’s presidential campaign had
sought to make the United States a better place, not only
for the Latter-day Saints, but for all Americans.
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Why Joseph Smith Ran for President
“I would not have suffered my name to have been
used by my friends on anywise as President of the United States, or candidate for that office, if I and my friends
could have had the privilege of enjoying our religious
and civil rights as American citizens, even those rights
which the Constitution guarantees unto all her citizens
alike. But this as a people we have been denied from the
beginning. Persecution has rolled upon our heads from
time to time, from portions of the United States, like
peals of thunder, because of our religion; and no portion of the Government as yet has stepped forward for
our relief. And in view of these things, I feel it to be my
right and privilege to obtain what influence and power
I can, lawfully, in the United States, for the protection of
injured innocence.”
Notes
1. For a history of the afflictions suffered by the
Latter-day Saints in Missouri, see Church History in the Fullness of Times: Student Manual, 2nd
ed. (Church Educational System manual, 2003),
193–210. It is available online at www.ldsces.org.
2. History of the Church, 4:19.
3. History of the Church, 4:40.
4. See History of the Church, 4:40, 43–44.
5. Some histories maintain that Joseph Smith met
with Martin Van Buren only once, on November
29, 1839. See Church History in the Fullness of
Times, 221 and B. H. Roberts, A Comprehensive
History of the Church, 2:30. However, the History of the Church also has an entry on February
6, 1840, that describes the Prophet visiting Van
Buren. Historians disagree over whether this entry
is simply a retelling of the visit on November 29,
1839, or the recording of a second, distinct visit on
February 6, 1840.
6. History of the Church, 4:80.
7. Times and Seasons, Oct. 1, 1843, 344.
8. History of the Church, 6:65; emphasis in original.

Political Neutrality
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints does
not endorse, promote, or oppose political parties, candidates, or platforms. See the Newsroom at LDS.org for
details.
Arnold K. Garr was Department Chair, Church History and Doctrine at Brigham Young University when
this article was written.

4

