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“Here, you see, it takes all the running you can do, to keep in the same place.” 
The Red Queen, Through the Looking Glass by Lewis Carroll 

 
 
 In his chapter entitled “Sources of strain and conflict,” Thomas O’Dea wrote that 

many of the stresses experienced within the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints 

were the result of “its own structure.  These sources of conflict have created grave 

problems for the Mormon movement, and some of them are even now capable of severe 

threats to its welfare.”1   One such contradiction was found between Mormonism’s 

acceptance of “the equality of women with men” and its simultaneous belief in 

patriarchal family structure.  “Women as well as men are eternal intelligences in Mormon 

doctrine,” O’Dea wrote, “but women are dependent upon men and upon marriage for 

exaltation in the afterlife and are subordinate to men on this earth within the family.  Yet 

there is a genuine equality in many respects between the sexes.”2  He concluded that 

although this inconsistency indeed posed a problem when the Saints practiced polygamy, 

“Today, practically no difficulty arises from this problem.” 

                                                 
1 Thomas F. O’Dea, The Mormons, Chicago, IL:  University of Chicago Press, 1957, p. 222.   
2 Ibid, p. 250. 
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 Of course, within a decade of the publication of The Mormons, patriarchy versus 

gender equality became one of the more pressing issues facing the Church.  Indeed, in 

retrospect it is clear that in the latter half of the twentieth century, marriage, family, and 

gender relations underwent their most significant changes in human history, causing 

problems not just for the LDS Church but for the entire developed world.  This chapter 

explains the source of these social changes; the difficulties they pose for religious 

institutions in general; why they caused particular difficulties for Mormonism; how the 

Church has responded to this crisis; and suggests how the Church may now be using the 

problem to its advantage.  

   

The rise and fall of patriarchy  

The Historic Family 

 
 To understand the stresses the LDS Church experienced in conflict over gender 

equality versus patriarchy, I will start with the forces behind women’s inequality.  The 

social system called patriarchy, or less pejoratively, the historic sexual division of labor, 

was the natural outgrowth of the economics conditions that prevailed prior to the 

Industrial Revolution (dated to about 1800).  In his foundational work, A Treatise on the 

Family, economist Gary S. Becker traces the pattern of men and women performing 

different task to the demands of pre-industrial household production.  Prior to the 

Industrial Revolution, households produced for themselves much of what they consumed.  

Well into the nineteenth century, for instance, American households purchased metal 

tools and salt, which generally could not be produced at home, but grew or made 
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everything else.3  To achieve subsistence in such economies usually required the unified 

efforts of many people.  A newly-married couple might start off alone, but they strove to 

acquire some kind of help – servants, apprentices, or slaves – as soon as possible.  A 

better source of labor than servants, however, was children. Children were much more 

likely to be devoted to their family’s welfare, if for no other reason than that their 

family’s welfare was also their own.  Moreover, children could be produced at home. 

Children were also the principal form of “insurance” against illness, widowhood, 

disability, and old age. 4  

 Give the need for large families and the high rates of child mortality in pre-

industrial economies, married women spent much of their adult lives either pregnant, 

trying to get pregnant, or nursing infants.  This meant that women had little choice but to 

specialize in work that they could do while also bearing and caring for babies.  Strenuous 

labor can lead to miscarriages; nursing mothers cannot go far from their infants; mothers 

accompanied by small children must not engage in dangerous activities.  Societies 

quickly learn to divide up work so that mothers do the tasks that are most compatible 

with these physical limitations.  Thus “women’s work” came to mean spinning, weaving, 

sewing, cooking, vegetable gardening and horticulture, nursing the sick and the aged, 

processing herbs for medicine, and supervising family hygiene.5  

 The need for women to contribute to household production while continuing to 

bear children resulted in what economists call their “domestic specialization.” This 
                                                 
3 Ruth Schwartz Cowan, More Work for Mother:  The Ironies of Household Technology from the Open 
Hearth to the Microwave.  Basic Books, 1983, 32.  Although this system has virtually disappeared in the 
United States and Europe today, these conditions persist in most of the rest of the world.   
4 Gary S. Becker, A Treatise on the Family, Cambridge, MA; Harvard University Press, 1991, 38 and all of 
chapter two. 
 
5 Ruth Bleier, Science and Gender:  A Critique of Biology and Its Theories on Women.  New York: 
Pergamon Press, 1984.  Becker, Treatise on the Family, 43n. 
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specialization in effect made a woman’s husband and household her employer.  Changes 

in her employment could be made only at the price of a major and risky disruption in her 

life.  In contrast, the husband’s more flexible skills allowed him to be less tied to any 

particular household.  As a result, while a man depended on what his wife produced, he 

could replace her more easily than she could replace him.  Becker suggests that virtually 

every society has developed some form of the marriage contract in order to protect 

women in this domestically-specialized role.6   

 While a housewife might nonetheless hold considerable power within her 

domestic areas of concern, her home-centered role limited her power in other ways.  

Many of the political, military, religious and business concerns that gave men power in 

the larger community made little difference to the work that kept a housewife fully 

occupied – how could she justify taking time with them?  In consequence, most women 

had little decision-making authority or ability outside the household.  Thus the strong 

economic need for children resulted in the economic realities of separate spheres for men 

and women and in women’s subordination to men in family, government, and church. 

The LDS Twist on Family Values  
 
 As predominately agrarian members of American society, the early Saints were 

subject to the same forces shaping the family as their more conventional neighbors.  

Early in LDS history, however, Joseph Smith introduced Mormonism’s “peculiar 

institution,” the practice of plural marriage or polygamy, which set LDS attitudes towards 

marriage and family on a decisively different level.  This anomalous practice was itself 

tightly tied to the LDS expansion of traditional Christian concept of heaven and hell.  In 

                                                 
6 Becker, A Treatise, 30-31. 
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Mormon thought, the eternal state of those who go to heaven differs depending on their 

conformance to Church teachings and participation in its various rituals.  The highest 

reward was “exaltation” or “eternal salvation” in the “Celestial kingdom” of God 

bestowed on those who participated in all the rituals and proved their allegiance to 

Church teachings.  Those who were exalted, Joseph Smith taught in the last years of his 

life, would progress eternally, ultimately becoming gods themselves.7   As Smith’s 

teachings evolved, they revealed God as a corporeal being who had followed just this 

course of progression.  It is difficult to know exactly all that Joseph taught in this regard, 

as he wrote little of it down.  Eventually, however, it was systematized as the “Plan of 

Salvation,” “Plan of Progression,” or “Great Plan of Happiness.”  This plan holds that 

every human being existed prior to birth as a spirit child of God the Father and a 

Heavenly Mother.  These spirit children are sent into mortality in order to acquire the 

physical body needed for further progression.  Faithful Saints were therefore urged to 

bear as many children as possible, in order to provide these waiting spirits with both 

bodies and righteous homes that put them on the path to achieving their own exaltation. 

 As the focal point of the Restoration of the true gospel to the earth, Joseph Smith 

himself was the conduit through which the authority to conduct these critical rituals was 

dispensed.  This meant, essentially, that the eternal salvation of anyone living in the 

“latter days” would have to come directly or indirectly through Smith.  Moreover, Joseph 

had a unique assurance that he himself would be exalted, and could exalt anyone “sealed” 

to him.8     

                                                 
7   Joseph Smith, The King Follett Discourse, ed. B. H. Roberts (Salt Lake City, 193?)(sic).  Cited in 
O’Dea, The Mormons, 122.  Doctrine and Covenants, Section 132. 
8 Mary Elizabeth Rollins Lightner, “Remarks by Sister Mary E Rollins Lightner, Who Was Sealed to 
Joseph Smith in 1842.  BYU, 14 April 1905, She is 87 Year Olds.”  Historical Archives, 3.  
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 Joseph Smith was not the only one who held priesthood authority:  All 

conforming LDS men did, but to differing degrees and with less assurance of exaltation.  

To a secret cohort of those closest to him, Joseph taught that participation in “celestial 

marriage” – one of the many terms by which the LDS practice of polygamy was called – 

was one way of gaining an assurance of exaltation.  A man could build his priesthood 

power by acquiring a large number of wives and children, who were sealed to him for all 

eternity.  Most women taught the “Principle” resisted at first, but many were eventually 

converted, persuaded that they would be better off as a plural wife of the Prophet or 

another high ranking priesthood bearer than as the sole wife of a man who could not 

promise them eternal salvation.9    

 After a substantial struggle with the United States government in the late 1800s, 

the Saints were forced to abandon the polygamous aspect of eternal marriage.  The 

Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints today disavows polygamy in the strongest 

terms.  Nonetheless, doctrines related to plural marriage underlie many of the uniquely 

LDS doctrines that survive today, including the Plan of Salvation and all its components:  

teachings about the physical nature of God, the requirement that everyone marry for 

“eternity,” the sanctity of motherhood and the importance of having many children, and 

the universal-male priesthood. 

 As the impact of polygamist practice faded from daily life, the strongly pro-

family values of the LDS Church appeared to merge with those of mainstream America 

of the first half of the twentieth century.  Both cultures valued large, emotionally close 

families, pre-marital chastity, marital fidelity, marriage at relative young ages, and 

discouraged divorce.  These similarities, however, masked a deep difference between the 
                                                 
9 Carrie A. Miles, “Polygamy and the Economics of Salvation,” Sunstone, August, 1998, 34-45. 
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two cultures, a difference that would leave Mormonism particularly unwilling to accept 

the changes that were coming in the second half of the century.  For while other 

Americans think of God as male and view marriage, childbearing, and gendered family 

life as the standard for good Christians, in the final analysis neither Protestant nor 

Catholic teachings admit these beliefs as actual doctrines.  As O’Dea observed, 

Mormonism had absorbed patriarchy into its most basic ontology, teaching that God is a 

physical being who was literally male (or as an anecdote he quotes crudely puts it, “God 

has hair on his back”).10  Mormon doctrine holds that “sex [and gender] has always 

existed and will continue forever.”11  Thus conflicts between gender equality and the 

Church’s doctrinal legacy would re-emerge mid-twentieth century as economic support 

for the sexual division of labor collapsed.        

The Industrial Revolution and the Transformation of the Family  

 
  The technological and economic developments that radically altered the sexual 

division of labor and created the post-industrial family began to take shape in the United 

States and Western Europe around the turn of the eighteenth century.  Shortly after 1780, 

a man named Oliver Evans designed the world’s first partially automated flour mill.  

Prior to this development, the staple of most American farm households was maize, 

which individual households grew, ground, and baked at home as cornbread.  With 

Evan’s invention, however, it soon became more efficient for families to buy wheat flour 

(and eventually, ready-made white bread) than to grow their own corn.12 

                                                 
10 O’Dea, The Mormons, 124, 237. 
11 David O. McKay, from Adam S. Bennion, What It Means To Be a Mormon (Salt Lake City, 1917) 169.   
Cited in O’Dea, The Mormons, 140. 
12 Cowan, More Work, 48. 
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 Historian Ruth Schwartz Cowan shows how this and other technological 

developments “industrialized the home,” as more and more of the necessities of life – 

food, clothing, shelter, education – could be purchased more economically than they 

could be produced at home. 13   She summarizes: 

 Butchering, milling, textile making, and leatherwork had departed from 
many  [U.S.] homes by 1860.  Sewing of men’s clothing was gone, roughly 
speaking, by  1880,  of women’s and children’s outerwear by 1900…almost all 
items of clothing for all members of the family by 1920.  Preservation of some 
foodstuffs...had been industrialized by 1900; the preparation of dairy products … 
by about the same date.  Factory-made biscuits and quick cereals were appearing 
on many American kitchen tables by 1910, and factory-made bread had become 
commonplace by 1930.  The preparation of drugs and medications had been 
turned over to factories or to professional pharmacists by 1900, and a good many 
other aspects of long-term medical care had been institutionalized in hospitals and 
sanitariums thirty years later.14 
 

 One of the first things that advancing technology changed was the daytime 

composition of the home.  Cowan writes, “Virtually all of the stereotypically male 

household occupations [such as growing and grinding corn] were eliminated by 

technological and economic innovations during the nineteenth century, and many of those 

that had previously been allotted to children [such as carrying water, gathering firewood, 

herding cattle] were gone as well.”15  No longer required at home, but needing cash to 

pay for newly available products, men increasingly spent most of their waking hours 

away from the household.  Most significantly for the structure of the historic family, the 

Industrial Revolution required that children have a different set of skills than they had 

been getting at home.  By the 1930s even poor American children were in school and for 

the most part out of the productive labor market.16   

                                                 
13 Ibid, p. 49. 
14 Ibid, p. 78. 
15 Ibid, p. 64 
16 Viviana A. Zelizer, Pricing the Priceless Child, Princeton, NJ:  Princeton University Press, 1985, p. 6. 
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 While children who help with the farm work or who bring home pay packets offer 

economic benefit to the family, children who contribute nothing financially and who have 

to be educated pose significant costs.  In response, the movement of production out of the 

household triggered a dramatic decline in the birthrate in the United States and Europe.  

Census data show that the average number of children borne by an American woman 

dropped exponentially from 7.04 in 1800, to 3.56 in 1900, to slightly less than 2 in 

2000.17 

 By mid-twentieth century the housewife was home alone for much of the day, 

with no need for the labor of men, children, or servants.  Soon technological change in 

the United States eliminated much of the need for her presence there as well.  Advances 

made houses cleaner and ever more comfortable, maintained living spaces at just the right 

temperature with virtually no effort, offered pre-processed and ready-to-cook food, and 

presented relatively inexpensive clothing and vastly improved methods of cleaning it.  

Except for a very small number of households, home production of items for sale had 

ceased.18 Although housework still requires a non-trivial amount of time a week, most of 

it is no longer a matter of survival or even basic comfort, the way that chopping wood 

used to be.   As a result, it became more economically efficient for women to join men in 

purchasing rather than producing their traditional items and services.  In consequence, 

women began to experience what writer and mother of the modern women’s movement 

Betty Friedan called the "problem that has no name": a sense of restlessness and lack of 

fulfillment, the perception that traditional women's work was no longer valued, and that 

                                                 
17 Cowan, p. 43, and U.S. Census Bureau, “Population Profile of the United States: 2000” Internet version. 
http://www.census.gov/population/pop-profile/2000/chap04.pdf.. 
18 Cowen, 100. 
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women needed to find something else to do.19   The second wave of the Women’s 

Movement began in earnest.20 

 I show in detail elsewhere how the decline in the economic need for home 

production, especially the need for children, quickly resulted in challenges to family 

forms themselves.21  As children lost their economic value, so did marriage, the 

institution designed to protect women in their childbearing capacities.   In turn, norms of 

female chastity before marriage, a critical part of the marriage contract, have also proved 

difficult to sustain. 22  In response, American birth rates have dropped, sex before 

marriage has become the norm rather than the exception, age at marriage has risen, 

growing portions of the population have not married at all, and the number and social 

acceptance of non-marital births and cohabitation has risen sharply.23  

The Problem of Change 
 
 
   In earlier work I point out that social change poses a profound difficulty for 

religious institutions.24  When a church and its surrounding culture share a systems of 

belief, the norms and behavior surrounding it are taken for granted.  As economics forces 

                                                 
19 Betty Freidan, The Feminine Mystique, London: Penguin Books, 1963.   
20 The social and moral upheavals of the 1960s should not be considered as discrete events but rather as a 
continuation of trends in family life and sexuality underway for decades but interrupted by the Great 
Depression, World Wars and the reactive, but temporary return to domesticity that characterized their ends. 
21 Miles, Redemption, chapter five. 
22 Ibid, 126. 
23Another consequence of the shift of production from the home and the fading need for sexual 
complementarity is the increasing demand for acceptance of homosexual practice, including same-sex 
marriage.   
24 Carrie A. Miles, “Saints and Society:  The Effect of Social Change on the Mormon Church.”  Doctoral 
dissertation, University of Chicago, 1982.  Laurence R. Iannaccone and Carrie A. Miles,   “Dealing with 
Social Change:  The Mormon Church’s Response to Change in Women’s Roles,”  Social Forces, June 
1990, 68 (4): 1231-1250.  Reprinted in Contemporary Mormonism, edited by Marie Cornwall, Timothy 
Heaton, and Lawrence A. Young.  University of Illinois Press, 1994, 265-286. 
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move societal norms out from under that belief, however, both individual adherents and 

the organizations find themselves in a dilemma.  Religious adherents are not asked to 

conduct themselves any differently than they had in the past – in fact, they were asked to 

behave exactly as they always had – but in the face of new economic possibilities, 

continuing to behave as they had before take on significant new costs.  The more general 

principle is that technological development and its resultant social change shifts the 

meaning of the previously shared beliefs to the point that simply standing still becomes 

deviate behavior.  Similarly, practices and attitudes that were regarded benignly may 

suddenly take on a more sinister meaning.   Insisting on the continuing correctness of 

what has become a socially deviate role puts a church at odds with the culture in which it 

is embedded and risks alienating both current members and potential converts.  The 

culture, individual members, and the institution must all renegotiate both their beliefs and 

their relationships with each other.  

Resistance to change 
 
 One of the most salient conflicts induced by post-industrial change had to do with 

women leaving home for paid employment.   As production of physical items moved out 

the home, a good many less tangible family functions moved out as well.  Some of these 

functions, such as insurance against disaster, occupational training, nursing the sick, and 

care of the aged left the household so long ago that people today don’t have a clear sense 

of them as family functions.  In contrast, functions such as the care and socialization of 

children have moved out only partially, not because it is impossible to perform this 

function outside of the home, but because such a move would conflict with many 

people’s motives for having children in the first place.  Further, religiously-oriented 
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individuals resist relinquishing their children’s upbringing to other institutions that 

advocate contradictory values.  In consequence, even those religious systems that assign 

no spiritual value to childbearing itself nevertheless require their adherents to raise the 

children they have in a different manner than a non-religious parent might.  The more 

conservative or sectarian the religion, the more it will require parents to provide 

specialized training and socialization for their children. As a result, even otherwise 

“liberated” couples may end up adhering to a fairly traditional division of labor.  That is, 

if proper spiritual upbringing requires extensive parent-child interactions but economic 

necessity requires that at least one adult be employed out of the household, the relative 

advantage as child bearer that women have relative to men tips the balance in favor of the 

mother as the at-home parent.25  In these circumstances, for the same reasons that women 

became domestically specialized historically, that at-home mother will end up doing most 

of the other household tasks – cooking, cleaning, laundry, child transportation, nursing 

sick children – as they are compatible with childcare.    

Previous work 
 

 To understand how the Church dealt with twentieth century changes in the status 

of women, I analyzed the contents of the official church periodicals, The Improvement 

Era, from 1940 –1970 and its successor, The Ensign, from 1971 to early 2006.  As the 

Church website, LDS.org, became available, I used material from it as well.  These 

sources contain church news, announcements, directions, advice, and, most importantly, 

the talks given by the leadership to the church (presidents, counselors to the president, 
                                                 
25 Of conversely, the disadvantage that mothers have relative to fathers in the workplace -- the physical 
demands and disability of pregnancy, childbirth and breastfeeding, including lost sleep. The career 
advancement lost to childbearing will be especially significant if a woman bears several children.    
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apostles, Relief Society presidents and counselors) at twice-yearly general conferences.  

The authorities of the Church require that anything published in the Ensign be approved 

prior to publication, and members are encouraged to view the magazine as a form of 

scripture, making the articles and speeches published therein a reliable source of 

information on Church opinion. 

 Although there are several topics relating to family values that could be 

considered, I focus here on the Church statements about the activities of women in the 

home versus the paid workforce.  The progression of such statements provides insights 

into how the Church experienced challenges to behaviors and attitudes that were once 

taken for granted and how these challenges have required the church to clarify, elaborate, 

and defend a new theology to protect its old teachings. 

   

LDS Response to Changing Family Norms  
 
  Official church interest in women’s roles does not appear to be very strong prior 

to the Second World War.  Sociologist Laura Vance, who included pronouncements 

before 1940 in her analysis of Mormon ideals for women,26 writes that women’s roles 

were not attended to with any regularity in the early part of the twentieth century.  

Conference talks rarely addressed women’s issues and there were only 18 articles 

indexed under “women” in The Improvement Era in the first fifty years of its publication 

(1891 to 1940.)  Vance observes that “Mormon women were, for the first time, told in the 

pages of the Era to restrict their activities to homemaking” in the 1940s as women began 

moving into the paid work force to replace the men fighting in World War II.  The first 
                                                 
26 Laura Vance, Evolution of ideals for women in Mormon periodicals, 1897-1999.  Sociology of Religion, 
2002 , vol. 63 , no 1, 91 – 112.  
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such article was by LDS apostle John A. Widtsoe (1942) in which he argued that women 

should devote themselves chiefly to the home.  However, Widtsoe also encouraged 

women to learn marketable skills “should circumstances require” that they earn a living.   

 An article from the same year by the First Presidency (the president of the Church 

and his two counselors) also directed that mothers should not work (Grant, Clark, and 

McKay, 1942).  These authors argued that the 

…divine service of motherhood can be rendered only by mothers.  It may not be 
passed to others.  Nurses cannot do it; public nurseries cannot do it; hired help 
cannot do it…. The mother who entrusts her child to the care of others, that she 
may do non-motherly work, whether for gold, for fame, or for civic service, 
should remember that ‘a child left to himself bringeth his mother to shame 
(Proverbs 29:15). 
 

This 1942 article may also be the first time motherhood is referred to as “divine” in the 

LDS literature – a reference will become increasingly salient as time goes on. 

 On the other hand, other articles from the same time period actually encouraged 

women to work outside the home.  Josephson (1947) observed that there were women 

“whose abilities have made it possible for them to rear their own children well and still 

have enough energy and capability to turn their minds to other activities outside 

the…home…”  Evans (1943) applauded women’s access to equal “professional rights” 

with men, and Neal (1948) encouraged women in developing careers “when the children 

are grown.”  For all of these authors, however, careers were to be secondary to 

homemaking.   

 The post-war years and the sudden surge of marriage and child bearing that 

produced the baby boom resulted in a return of women to the household on a nation-wide 

level.  In consequence, in the whole decade of the 1950s only seven articles addressed the 

subject of women and paid work.  Articles attributed women’s motives for working as a 
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desire for financial security and for being able to afford hairdressers and nice clothes 

(Robinson 1956). They also depict working women as being always tired and not “living 

for today.”  

 Other articles, such as one by the then president of the women’s auxiliary, the 

LDS Relief Society, Belle Spafford quoted approvingly data on the number of women 

currently employed.  However, she warned, 

While women generally point with pride to their accomplishments in industry, in 
professions, and other fields of human endeavor, some are beginning to wonder if 
the spirit of our day and the acceptance of woman in the work of the world are not 
becoming subtle and artful enemies of the family. (1958) 

 

In this and other articles, discrimination against women in the world of work is criticized, 

and women’s ability to enter successfully into careers is affirmed.  Nonetheless, women 

are admonished to stay out of the workplace for the sake of raising children.   

Women’s Liberation Strikes 
  

 The rise of Second Wave feminism is often traced to 1963, when Betty Friedan, 

responding to American women’s growing ennui, published The Feminine Mystic. U.S. 

census data show that the labor force participation of American women, already climbing 

steadily, in fact experienced a sharp acceleration within a few years of this publication 

(CHART 1).  In 1940, 14% of married women were employed outside the home; by the 

late 1960s, over forty percent of them were.  In response, the number of articles in The 

Ensign addressing women and work outside of the home rose precipitously, from 15 in 

1960-1969 to 53 in 1970-1979 (Chart 2).       
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 The initial response to the movement of women out of the home was strongly 

corrective.  In 1963 Apostle Spencer W. Kimball wrote about increases in juvenile 

delinquency and suggested that working mothers might be part of the problem.  Asking, 

“How can mothers justify their abandonment of home when they are needed so much by 

their offspring?” he quoted a judge, who urged, 

Get women out of the factories and put them back into the home where they 
belong…cooking, sewing, cleaning house, and doing the traditional woman’s 
work.  It would do both for them and their neglected youngsters a world of good. 

  

As we will see below, in 1977 as president of the Church, Kimball would repeat these 

theme of “mother come home,” a phrase that would be echoed with varying and telling 

response over the next forty years. 

 Similarly, David O. McKay, president of the church, voiced concern about 

women seeking paid employment out of financial need. He wrote 

It is a matter of deep concern that social and economic conditions today are 
enticing, if not forcing women out of the sphere in which she herself can find the 
most happiness and can render the greatest good to mankind. (1969) 

 

Apostle, Harold B. Lee (1972) urged mothers who “had to” work to nonetheless maintain 

the welfare of their children as first priority.  

 But as the women’s movement came into full and vocal swing, the welfare of the 

children of employed mothers became only one of many concerns.  A BYU professor 

expressed alarm about these ancillary issues when he warned that working outside the 

home gave a wife too much power in her relationship with her husband (Barlow 1973).  

Such a wife challenged the divinely ordained patriarchal order in which the husband is to 

“preside” and must inevitably disrupt the home.  Hurtado (1973) also warned “against 
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women who take too much responsibility, making themselves the focal point in the home 

instead of lending support to the husband.” Similarly, Apostle Boyd K. Packer (1977) 

called on perceived gender differences when he wrote,  

 A man …needs to feel protective, and yes, dominant, if you will, in 
leading his family.  A woman needs to feel protected…What would it be like if 
they both naturally needed to feel dominant all the time…? 

  

 Discussion in terms of dominance and power was dropped, however, to be 

replaced by assurances that husbands were to preside in love and equality and should not 

attempt to dominate their families.  For example, President Howard W. Hunter wrote, 

A man who holds the priesthood accepts his wife as a partner in the leadership of 
the home and family with full knowledge of and full participation in all decisions 
relating thereto.  Of necessity there must be in the Church and in the home a 
presiding officer (see D&C 107:21).  By divine appointment, the responsibility to 
preside in the home rests upon the priesthood holder (See Moses 4:22).  The Lord 
intended that the wife be…a companion equal and necessary in full partnership.  
Presiding in righteousness necessitates a shared responsibility…together you act 
… in all family matters.  For a man to operate independent of or without regard to 
the feelings and counsel of his wife in governing the family is to exercise 
unrighteous dominion….(1994) 

 

 Another feminist issue that went beyond financial necessity was women’s desire 

for meaningful work and self-fulfillment.  Bishop H. Burke Peterson (1974) wrote,  

Earning a few dollars more for luxuries cloaked in the masquerade of necessity – 
or a so-called opportunity for self-development of talents in the business world, a 
chance to get away from the mundane responsibilities of the home – these are all 
satanic substitutes for clear thinking. (Emphasis mine.) 

 

Peterson noted that some mothers are the family’s sole earners and so must work, but that 

they were to be considered exceptions only.  He advised that before parents decide they 

must have a second income, they should go to God in prayer and make sure he approves.  

Further, he wrote, 



 18

No baby-sitter, no grandmother, no neighbor, no friend, no Relief Society sister, 
older brother or sister, or even a loving dad can take your place.  

  

Although the First Presidency’s 1942 statement warned that neither nurses, public 

nurseries or hired help could replace mother’s divine service, Peterson’s exclusion of 

other church and family members, even a “loving dad,” from child care is significant.   

 Apostle Neal Maxwell (1978) also criticized feminist rhetoric when he wrote 

Women, more quickly than others, will understand the possible dangers when the 
word self is militantly placed before other words like fulfillment.  You rock a 
sobbing child without wondering if today’s world is passing you by, because you 
know you hold tomorrow tightly in your arms. 

 

He added, “…the act of deserting home in order to shape society is like thoughtlessly 

removing crucial fingers from an imperiled dike in order to teach people to swim.”  

 I have presented only a few examples here, but all together, more high level 

Church officials addressed the single issue of self-fulfillment in the 1970s than had 

spoken to all women’s issues in the 1950s.   

Pressures toward accommodation  
 

 The salience of women’s issues for the Church rose dramatically in the 1970s 

(CHART 2).  In the late seventies, a proposed amendment to the United States 

constitution prohibiting any abridgement of rights based on gender (the Equal Rights 

Amendment or ERA) neared ratification.  Although initially supportive of the ERA, 

around 1977 the Church began a more-or-less covert campaign to stop it.  These 

activities, including LDS feminist Sonia Johnson’s very public excommunication in 
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1979, exposed the Church to much unwanted attention.27  One manifestation of public 

interest in LDS family practices was the 1978 publication of a book critical of the 

Church, Patriarchs and Politics:  The Plight of the Mormon Woman.28  This title of this 

book captures some of the growing disconnect between Church teachings and the broader 

American culture:  Much of LDS doctrine was built around a word (patriarchal 

priesthood, patriarchal marriage, patriarchal family, patriarchal blessing) that was fast 

becoming a pejorative.   

 But the sources of pressure were not all external.  Quantitative data from an 

earlier study found that while the Church’s affirmation of traditional roles strengthened 

the commitment of more experienced members, it weakened that of younger, less 

experienced members and potential converts. 29   This weakened of commitment could 

also be seen in falling participation rates of young women. (Hinckley 1988; Goaslind, 

1992).  Female members of the Church were following the same trends in employment 

and decreased family size as other American women.  While LDS women have always 

had more children on average than other U.S. women, their birthrate followed the same 

trend downward 30 and married LDS women in general were participating in the paid 

workforce at about the same rate as their non-Mormon counterparts (although more were 

working part- rather than full-time).31   

                                                 
27 Sonia Johnson, From Housewife to Heretic.  New Haven, CT: Wildfire Books, 1989. 
28 Marilyn Warenski, Patriarch and Politics:  The Plight of the Mormon Woman, McGraw-Hill, 1978.   
29 Iannaccone and Miles, “Dealing”. 
30 Timothy Heaton, “How does religion influence fertility?”  The Case of Mormons.”  Journal for the 
Scientific Study of Religion 25 (2): 1968, 248-58.  In a 2005 speech, LDS Apostle Dallin Oaks noted this 
trend at work among the Mormons as well, with a rising age of marriage for young Saints and decline in the 
LDS birthrate.  Jeninne Lee-St. John, “Alone in the Pews,” Time, December 12  2005, vol 166, issue 24, 53.      
31 Timothy Heaton, “Familial, socio-economic and religious behavior:  A comparison of LDS and non LDS 
women,” Dialogue, 1994.   For the impact of varying levels of religious commitment on women’s 
employment, see Chadwick, B. A., and H. D. Garrett. 1995. “Women's Religiosity and Employment: The 
LDS Experience,” Review of Religious Research 36 (3): 277-293. 
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 Furthermore, LDS women were not working just for self-fulfillment or 

unnecessary consumer items:  Unpublished surveys of the membership undertaken by the 

Church in the 1980s and 90s reportedly indicated that a significant number of LDS 

families would have relatively low incomes were it not for the mother’s earnings.  

Ironically, the Church’s simultaneous emphasis on large families, college education, and 

family-financed missionary service for young adults provided additional reasons to seek a 

supplement to a father’s income (Hafen 1992).  All together, these social forces probably 

explain Church leaders’ increasingly sympathetic treatment of working mothers.       

Accommodations for Working Mothers     
 
 While Petersen and others decried selfish motives for women’s employment 

outside the home, they nonetheless recognized that some women were their family’s sole 

earner and must work.  Such women, Petersen said, were exceptions.  Nonetheless, these 

exceptions appeared to be common enough that writers began to spell out the conditions 

under which a mother might go to work.  One of the earliest, Relief Society president 

Barbara Smith (1979), was nearly as cautious as Petersen but concluded that 

[A woman] should evaluate the needs and/or reasons for gainful employment and 
be sure that he children are not neglected before she and her husband decide if she 
should enter or reenter the labor force. 

 

 Ensign staff member Lavina Fielding (1976) also noted,  

Even though a woman’s most important contribution is…to her family, it need not 
be her only contribution – if she has the active support of her husband and family 
in her choice and if that choice receives the approbation of the Lord.  I would 
imagine that the Lord would not give his approval with any great frequency, but 
there will be situations and times when he does and will approve of a woman 
working outside the home. 
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Perhaps not entirely comfortable with this solution, Fielding warned that Satan and 

individuals can subvert the system of receiving God’s approval.  She urged that anyone 

receiving an answer that takes them away from what most Latter-day Saints are doing 

should check their answer very carefully.  Falling back onto patriarchy authority, she also 

counseled that husbands and priesthood leaders have the right to receive corroborating 

revelations for women.   

 But since God might give approval to mothers working outside the home, Fielding 

appealed, “…it is especially distressing to see the divisions that can separate sisters when 

they judge each other…where it is so very hard…to know all the facts.” This article, 

while advising that mothers in general should not work, also taught that they might if 

God specifically approved, and that these women should not be condemned by other 

church members.   

 These articles and others stated that while a mother’s employment was not  ideal, 

if she has a true financial need (not just a desire for “luxuries”), her husband’s approval, 

has ascertained that her children will be well-cared for, and has prayed for and received 

the Lord’s approval, she is justified in going to work.  Furthermore, other members 

should refrain from judging a working mother, as they have no way of knowing that she 

has not met these criteria. 

 While recognizing financial hardship as a valid reason for a mother to pursue a 

career, a number of testimonials from former working mothers gently suggested that 

perhaps, if one were faithful, the financial need would be met in other ways.  Later 

speeches stressed that providing materially is the husband’s responsibility, not the wives.  
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Apostle Ezra Taft Benson (1981), for example, felt that wives should not be concerned 

with providing financially: 

It is a misguided idea that a woman should leave the home, where there is a 
husband and children present, to prepare educationally and financially for an 
unforeseen eventuality.  Too often, I fear, even women in the Church use the 
world as their standard for success and basis for self-worth. 

 

This theme would be repeated in later years.  But strong objections to women’s 

employment were becoming a minority, as seen in a 1990 article, “When Mom Can’t Be 

Home – Making the Best of Second Choice” by the presidency of the Relief Society.  

This article laid out child care options for women who must work.  The authors clearly 

regarded nonparental childcare as dangerous, but the presence of this article in the 

Church magazine stands in surprising contrast to the First Presidency’s 1942 and 

Peterson’s 1974 insistence that no one besides a child’s own mother can adequately care 

for him or her.  The writers acknowledge 

For many mothers, day care is not a choice—it’s a necessity. Due to divorce, 
death of a spouse, or economic hardship, mothers sometimes find it necessary to 
work outside the home. Who should care for their children? When first choice for 
day care—Mother—isn’t possible, who’s second? Can anyone adequately replace 
her? The answers aren’t simple. It is a matter requiring inspired guidance. 
(Emphasis mine.) 
 
…Latter-day Saints who, of necessity, must leave their children for a period of 
time should plan carefully in order to lessen the negative effects of nonparental 
child care. 

 

The authors suggest that local congregations hold seminars to help parents with these 

choices, and ask that leaders and members be more sensitive to the needs – and less 

judgmental of – parents who need day-care. 
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  The extent to which accommodation allowing mothers to work had been made 

can be seen in members’ reactions to the same pronouncement made at different points in 

time.  In 1977, then church president Spencer W. Kimball gave a talk in which he 

repeated his 1963 call for mothers to “come home”: 

I beg of you, you who could and should be bearing and rearing a family: wives, 
come home from the typewriter, the laundry, the nursing, come home from the 
factory, the café.  No career approaches in importance that of wife, homemaker, 
mother—cooking meals, washing dishes, making beds for one’s precious husband 
and children.  Come home, wives, to your husbands.  Make home a heaven for 
them.  Come home, wives, to your children, born and unborn.  Wrap the motherly 
cloak about you and, unembarrassed, help in a major role to create bodies for the 
immortal souls who anxiously await.32 
 
 

  When they were given, Kimball’s remarks fit neatly with other admonitions from 

this time period.  However, when Kimball’s successor, Ezra Taft Benson, quoted 

extensively from this talk in a 1987 special fireside (which was afterwards published as a 

widely-distributed pamphlet entitled, “To the Mothers in Zion”33), his repetition of 

Kimball’s call for mothers to “come home” was quite out of keeping with the 

accommodations that had been made in the intervening years.  Salt Lake Tribune religion 

writer Peggy Fletcher Stack reports the quiet uproar this caused, as “Dozens if not 

hundreds of Mormon women quit theirs jobs…while others felt guilty for ignoring that 

mandate.”34  An Ensign article published in 1988 also recounts the guilt and 

consternation that resulting from  

                                                 
32 Spencer W. Kimball, fireside address, San Antonio, Texas, 3 Dec. 1977.  Cited in Ezra Taft Benson, “To 
the Mothers in Zion,” Salt Lake City, UT:  The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints 1987, p. 7. 
33 Benson, “To the Mothers in Zion.” 

34 Peggy Fletcher Stack, “Where have all the Mormon feminists gone?”  Salt Lake Tribune, Oct. 4, 2003.  
Benson also urged that couples have more children, but although his call for mothers to quit their jobs 
struck a responsive chord, I found no later allusions to this aspect of his talk. 
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“…President Ezra Taft Benson[‘s reminder] … that the Lord’s way to rear our 
children is different from the worlds way. …In the beginning, Adam—not Eve—
was instructed to earn the bread by the sweat of his brow.  Contrary to 
conventional wisdom, a mother’s calling is in the home, not in the marketplace.”  
One woman interviewed said, “Before, I would cry every time I’d hear a Church 
leader say I should be home with my children. ….[W]hen President Ezra Taft 
Benson…told mothers to stay home, I felt so guilty and miserable that all I could 
do was cry.” (Rodriguez 1988).  
 

 Other leaders, however, voiced strong sympathy for working mothers, sometimes 

suggesting that their situation was nearly impossible (Pinborough 1986, quoting Kimball 

1978).  In a continuation of the Benson’s-citation-of-Kimball saga, later Church president 

Gordon B. Hinckley referred to Benson’s 1987 speech when he wrote: 

Some years ago President Benson delivered a message to the women of the 
Church.  He encouraged them to leave their employment and give their individual 
time to their children.  I sustain the position which he took. 
 
 Nevertheless, I recognize, as he recognized, that there are some women (it 
has become very many in fact) who have to work to provide for the needs of their 
families. To you I say, do the very best you can.  I hope that if you are employed 
full-time you are doing it to ensure that basic needs are met and not simply to 
indulge a taste for an elaborate home, fancy cars, and other luxuries. The greatest 
job that any mother will ever do will be in nurturing, teaching, lifting, 
encouraging, and rearing her children in righteousness and truth. None other can 
adequately take her place. 
 
 It is well-nigh impossible to be a full-time homemaker and a full-time 
employee. I know how some of you struggle with decisions concerning this 
matter. I repeat, do the very best you can. You know your circumstances, and I 
know that you are deeply concerned for the welfare of your children. (1996) 
 

 Later, President Hinckley went beyond sympathy for working mothers to 

providing role models for them.  As Stack writes, in a talk to teenage girls, Hinckley 

spoke about, “…meeting an LDS nurse who was raising three children while working:  

There is such a demand for people with her skills that she can do almost anything 
she pleases," 93-year-old leader said.  “She is the kind of woman of whom you 
might dream as you look to the future.”35 
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 The work of raising a family should be tantamount to a woman's 
life, he says, but it is up to individual women (with their spouses) to 
decide when and how best to accomplish it. Education is important for 
women and so is self-respect. Simple ideas, maybe, but in a Mormon 
context almost revolutionary.  
 
     Last spring Hinckley told the church's 12- to 18-year-old girls to 
“study your options. Pray to the Lord earnestly for direction. Then pursue 
your course with resolution. The whole gamut of human endeavor is now 
open to women."36 
 
 

 According to Hinckley, then, women who study their options and pray for 

direction can “pursue [their] course with resolution.” 

Self-fulfillment and sequential careers 
 
 In articles published prior to the mid-sixties, women who choose careers over 

having children, or who insist on working when their children are young are condemned 

for craving material possessions over the welfare of their children.  Later articles 

attributed women’s desire for careers to personal needs, such as a desire for attention or 

acclaim or for self-fulfillment.  They insisted that these were unworthy motives and that 

homemaking should be challenging enough for any woman.  By the middle of the 1970s, 

however, the literature began to make allowances for women’s need for self-expression 

outside of the family.  Particularly notable in this regard were articles from about 1974-

1980 which, while urging women to put their families’ needs before their own, also 

encouraged a “sequential” arrangement in which women first raise families and then seek 

careers or other extra-household activities.   
                                                 

36 Ibid. 
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 Although as early as the 1940s church leaders allowed that women could pursue 

extra-familial interests after the children were grown (Neal 1948), one of the first 

attempts to flesh out this possibility can be found in a talk given by President Kimball’s 

wife, Camille Kimball, in 1977.  She wrote that she “hope[d] that every girl and woman 

…had the desire and ambition to qualify for two vocations – that of homemaking, and 

that of preparing to earn a living outside the home.”  She recognized the importance of 

being able to earn a living, but earnings aside: 

Another valid reason for a woman to prepare herself to fulfill a vocation is that 
not all of her lifetime could possible be completely filled with demands of a 
family, home, and children.  The later years of a woman’s life should be viewed 
as a time that can be socially and professionally productive.  When a mother’s 
children are reared, or if she is childless, the years after forty or fifty may begin to 
look bleak….Let her study a profession or adopt a trade, or find some absorbing 
subject for study and research.   

 

 Relief Society president Barbara Smith (1976), who joined Peterson and others in 

warning against the pursuit of “personal gratification at the expense of …one’s children, 

husband, or other close associates,” also advised that women need not abandon all hope 

of fulfilling personal or career goal.  “[T]he years before and after child rearing,” she 

wrote, “should be productive.”  

 The sequential-careers solution becomes even more prominent in the 1980s and 

1990s.  In an address given at Brigham Young University and later published in The 

Ensign, Apostle James E. Faust (1988; and repeated to a great extent in 1998) said:  

….the struggle to improve the place of women in society has been a noble cause 
and I sincerely hope the day will come when women with equal skills will be 
fully equal with men in the marketplace. 
 
But…you cannot do everything well at the same time… Says [one young mother]:  
“The only answer I come up with is that you can have it sequentially.  At one 
stage you may emphasize career, and at another marriage and nurturing young 
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children, and at any point you will be aware of what is missing.  If you are lucky, 
you will be able to fit every in.” 
 

Broadening role definitions 
 
 Another way in which the Church has expanded to include extra-domestic 

activities for women has been to broaden the definition of “strengthening the home.”  In 

an interview, current Relief Society President Barbara Winder (1986) did just this:  

President Spencer W. Kimball told us that our prime priority in life ought to be to 
enrich, to protect, and to guard the home. There are many ways we can do this. 
Many women are at the hearth, teaching their children by their side. Some women 
are in the classroom. Some are in the courtroom, guarding and defending the 
home. Some are in medicine, helping to protect us against the ills and dangers of 
life. 
 
 We watched a group of women in Tallahassee, Florida, leave their homes 
for a period of time to lobby for some important legislation for their community. 
To me, that is guarding and defending the home. 

  

 In 1984 another leader (Cook 1984), while still affirming motherhood’s special 

status and responsibilities, widened Kimball’s injunction, “Mother, come home” to 

include fathers too, writing, “Parents come home.”  Playing on this theme, Faust gave a 

talk entitled, “Father, come home” (1993). More recent articles also urge that fathers take 

a greater role in caring for children and their wives with household chores (Hafen, 1992; 

Faust 1988, 1993; Matheson, 1989; Hinckley 1993; Pinborough 1986; Nelson 1999).    

Accommodating change without changing  
 

 Although the first writers note this option of a career after the children are grown 

as permissible, later articles endorse it so strongly as to make it virtually a new part of the 

“ideal” woman’s life.  By asking that women postpone gratification of these desires until 
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later in life, the literature assures women that they can have both a family and a career – 

and put their educations to good use – while still maintaining the divinely-approved 

family structure of “father-provider” and “mother-homemaker”.  

  These concessions and those conditions allowing employment for mothers with 

children still at home make it possible for the member who needed to work to do so 

without being in open conflict with church teachings.  However, even though the 

literature allows for the employment of mothers, it continues to hold up the ideal of the 

non-working mother caring full-time for her family.  Even the exceptions to this ideal are 

justified in terms of it.  The requirement that women seek divine approval for 

employment, for example, acknowledges that this is a rule so steadfast that only God can 

grant dispensation from it.  Having decreed woman’s eternal role, only God (and her 

husband) can (temporarily) release her from it.  When mothers talk about their 

employment in deprecating terms – “I wish I didn’t have to work, but I need a paycheck 

to sustain my family” – leaders can respond, “Your situation is not the ideal, and we feel 

sorry for you, but it is okay.  Do the best you can” (Jack 1990).  

 These examples illustrate how an organization can exercise flexibility in practice 

while maintaining purity of doctrine.37  Continuing to express a traditional value protects 

organizational integrity; allowing deviations from the ideal gives the individual member a 

means of reconciling the conflict between the religious ideals and the behaviors rewarded 

by society and the economy.  Although on a symbolic level the conflict between church 

and society persists, on a practical level members may do what they have to do without 

becoming alienated from the church. 

                                                 
37 R. H. Tawney, Religion and the rise of capitalism: A historic study.  London: J. Murray, 1926.  
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Unexpected change versus negotiated difference 
 

 Social and economic change that take individuals in directions opposed by the 

moral institution of which they are a part causes problems because it creates a new 

boundary between society and the organization, one that has not been considered  when 

the adherents committed to the organization.  The economic and social shifts of the 

sixties took many women, families, and churches by surprise, and required those 

straddling the boundary to renegotiate their commitment to the Church. But while social 

change can cause severe crises for organizations and individuals, differences with the 

culture in which they are embedded per se is not necessary a problem.  In fact, work by 

Laurence Iannaccone and others suggest that difference – an “optimal gap” or tension – 

with the surrounding culture is a critical characteristic of a strong church. 38 A well-

calibrated gap works to the organization’s advantage, setting members apart from the rest 

of society and discouraging “free-riders.”39   Leaders of strict religious organizations are 

often aware of the need for difference with secular culture.  Hinckley, for example, 

stated, “If we were entirely without criticism, we would be concerned.  Our responsibility 

is not to please the world but, rather, to do the will of the Lord, and from the beginning 

the divine will so often has been contrary to the ways of the world” (1993; see also 

Ballard 1993). 

 While the conflict between LDS family values and the equality of women as a 

secular feminist would define it still exists, I suggest that the conflict is no longer that of 

unexpected change but of  a negotiated difference.  After all, the greatest change in 
                                                 
38 Iannaccone and Miles, “Dealing”.  Laurence R. Iannaccone, “Why Strict Churches Are Strong.”  
American Journal of Sociology, 99 (5)(March 1994):  1180-1211. 
39 Laurence R. Iannaccone, “Sacrifice and Stigma:  Reducing Free-riding in Cults, Communes, and Other 
Collectives.”  Journal of Political Economy 100 (2), (April 1992): 271-292.  
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women’s roles occurred in the late sixties and early seventies.  In a 2003 article for the 

Salt Lake Tribune, Peggy Stack asked, “Where have all the Mormon feminists gone?”  

The answer, according to LDS historian Claudia Bushman, is that Mormon feminism 

died with the generation that conceived it.  According to Jill Derr, managing director of 

BYU’s Smith Institute of Latter-day Saint History, young scholars today – those most 

likely to be affected by the new boundary between Church and society – “take equality 

between men and women on a personal and professional level as a given.”  “They did not 

live through the polarizing era that was such a marked part of our lives.”40  

 Clarifying and maintaining a difference, however, requires a certain amount of 

doctrinal tidiness, and a not-inconsiderable amount of energy to maintain the difference 

as a boundary.  While it is difficult to put a date on which the situation switched from 

fighting change to maintaining a boundary, below I present evidence that just such a 

working-out of doctrine took place, culminating in the 1995 “Proclamation on the 

Family.” 

Elaboration of the Doctrine of the Family  
   

   As I suggested early, before a social or economic change emerges, religious and 

social norms may be or may appear to be identical and are taken for granted.  When 

secular practices move out from under old societal patterns, however, resistant 

institutions have to find a way to justify and support practices and teachings that are no 

longer so obviously correct. 

                                                 
40 Stack, “Where have all the Mormon feminists gone?”   
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 As the twentieth century and women’s movement out of the household 

progressed, LDS leaders’ talks betrayed an interest in finding a firmer doctrinal 

foundation to support their resistance to change.  While as Dallin Oaks said in 2005, “The 

theology of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints centers on the family,” I 

suggest that Church leadership found it is difficult to support either this high view of 

family or the historic sexual division of labor from its scriptures.  No biblical passage 

demands marriage and family as essential for salvation or requires the sexual division of 

labor – Jesus in fact says that following him will set family members at war with each 

other.  Nor can support for these views be found in uniquely LDS scriptures; Joseph 

Smith never systematized or widely taught his doctrines about the nature of God and 

humankind’s potential as gods-in-embryo.  The only public forum in which he discussed 

them was in a funeral sermon given in the last year of his own life.41  

 This lack of scriptural support for LDS teachings on family is evident in less-

than-successful attempts by Church leaders to provide it in talks from about 1990 on.  

The article by the Relief Society General Presidency on childcare cites a number of Book 

of Mormon references to provide scriptural support for their argument that parents’ first 

priority should be the spiritual needs of their children.  Similarly, Faust (1988, 1993), 

Hinckley (1993) and others have cited D&C 83:2:  “Women have claim on their 

husbands for their maintenance, until their husbands are taken.”  Hinckley (1993) quoted 

a similar passage in the New Testament, “But if any provide not for his own, and 

especially for those of his own house, he hath denied the faith, and is worse than an 

infidel,” (1 Tim 5:8).  None of theses verses are particularly apt for the problem at hand, 

however.  To state that women have a financial claim on their husbands does nothing to 
                                                 
41 Joseph Smith, The King Follett Discourse, ed. B. H. Roberts (Salt Lake City, 193?)(sic).  
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address women’s desire for a career outside the family, nor situations in which the 

husband cannot provide that maintenance despite being told of his obligation to do so.  

 A few others have quoted a revelation on celestial or eternal marriage in the 132d 

section of the Doctrines and Covenants (Howard, 2003; Black 2002; Kofford, 1998) .  

This revelation certainly lays out the religious significance of motherhood, the need for 

an eternally sealed marriage, and for humankind’s future as gods.  But referring members 

to D&C 132 may raise more question than it answers, as it was given as a revelation 

defending celestial marriage in its original sense, that is, polygamy.  It justifies polygamy 

in terms of women’s need to “bear the souls of men” and assures the reader that the 

giving of many virgins to one man is fine, as long as the women are virgins.  Neither of 

these explanations, however, are likely to play well in the post-feminist, monogamous 

culture to which Jill Derr referred.   

 Nor are these verses strong enough to support the Church’s lofty and romantic 

view of motherhood, marriage and family relationships.  One verse that does capture 

some of this high view, used several times to back up claims that the Plan of Salvation 

requires marriage of everyone, is 1 Corinthians 11:11:  “Neither is the man without the 

woman, neither woman without the man, in the Lord.”  Using this verse to make this 

point proves dangerous, however, as just a few pages earlier its author, the apostle Paul, 

stated that he preferred Christians not to marry (1 Cor. 7).   

The Proclamation on the Family 
 

 The problem of supporting the LDS family doctrine from scriptures was explicitly 

acknowledged by Boyd K. Packer at a Church Educational System symposium: 
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“Individual doctrines of the gospel are not fully explained in one place in the scriptures, 

nor presented in order or sequence.  They must be assembled from pieces here and there.  

They are sometimes found in large segments, but mostly they are in small bits scattered 

through the chapters and verses.” 42  

 The Church solved this problem in 1995 with the publication of “The Family: A 

Proclamation to the World.”  Neither sermon, revelation, nor manifesto, the Proclamation 

was issued in the name of the First Presidency and Quorum of the Twelve Apostles and 

appeared as a new and unique form of communicating God’s will to church members.  As 

another chapter in this volume addresses the Proclamation, I will not give much detail 

here, except to say that it covers all of the issues with which Church leadership had been 

struggling since the 1960s:  the centrality of marriage and family in the “Creator’s plan”; 

that this “divine plan of happiness enables family relationships to be perpetuated beyond 

the grave” through participation in LDS ritual; the essential and eternal nature of gender; 

the on-going importance of obeying God’s command to “multiply and replenish the 

earth” (but only within lawful marriage); and parental accountability to rear their children 

well.  Most significantly for the present discussion, “The Family: A Proclamation to the 

World” provides, finally, a scriptural basis for the sexual division of labor:  “By divine 

design, fathers are to preside over the families in love and righteousness and are 

responsible to provide the necessities of life and protection of their families.  Mothers are 

primarily responsible for the nurture of their children.”  But while defining gender roles 

as absolute, the Proclamation still gives a nod to modern economic forces:  “In these 

                                                 
42 Boyd K. Packer, “The Great Plan of Happiness, 1993, Church Educational System Symposium, 1. 
This conclusion sets the family-oriented Plan of Salvation in sharp contrast to the well-developed doctrines 
of the early Latter-day Restoration.  O’Dea, for example, observed that the Book of Mormon provided 
definitive answers to every religious controversy of Joseph Smith’s day.  The Mormons, 30, 40.    
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sacred responsibilities, fathers and mothers are obligated to help one another as equal 

partners.  Disability, death, or other circumstances may necessitate individual adaptation.  

Extended families should lend support when needed.”   

 Although the Proclamation has not been officially canonized, it serves the 

function of scripture in offering an authoritative reference for Mormons concerned with 

family issues.  Issued and publicized with a great deal of fanfare, members are 

encouraged to have a copy and to read and reread it “carefully and prayerfully” 

(Hinckley, 1998) and sentence by sentence.  Frequent references are made to it in Church 

settings, and testimonies are born to its truthfulness and effectiveness.43  General 

Authority L. Aldin Porter even warned “those who are not yet married [that i]f your 

proposed marriage partner is not in agreement with the doctrines taught therein, know 

there is danger in your committing you life to him or her.” (2001)  Members frame the 

Proclamation and hang it on the wall next to pictures of the temples, Jesus, or the leaders 

of the Church.   

Getting a Testimony of Motherhood 
 
 When an organization makes the decision, consciously or not, to enforce a 

boundary between itself and its social environment, it has to persuade its adherents to 

accept that boundary.  Although since the 1950s Era/Ensign articles have occasionally 

included “testimonies” given by women who made the decision to stay at home rather 

than work, the numbers of them as well as the number of short pieces on the general topic 

of motherhood have increased dramatically since the publication of Benson’s pamphlet 
                                                 
43 For example, Relief Society General President Mary Ellen Smoot told of a congregation in Brazil that 
decided “to not let even one week pass without each newly baptized sister receiving…a copy of ‘The 
Family: A Proclamation to the World’…so far they haven’t lost any sisters to inactivity.”  “We are 
instruments in the hands of God,” Ensign, Nov. 2000, 89. 
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To the Mothers in Zion in 1987.  An article published shortly after this publication, for 

example, paid explicit testimony to Benson’s teachings (Rodriguez 1989).  After giving 

passing recognition to mothers who “must work outside the home as a matter of 

necessity,” the article provided “several accounts of mothers who did have a choice to be 

at home—and how they made the decision to be with their children.”   These women all 

told of their resistance to the idea of staying at home, of how painful they found actually 

being there (crying every day when their husband left for work), of the financial 

sacrifices they had to make, or of how turning down a job offer was one of the hardest 

things they ever did.  Then all spoke of the good things that came their way as a result of 

their decision to obey the prophet:  “As [the husband and wife] prayed together, the peace 

that engulfed them testified that they had made the right decision.”  

 Many other articles followed this pattern, telling of women struggling with stay-

at-home motherhood until some key turning point or insight that gave them a new 

appreciation of the religious importance of their role, often brought about by prayer 

(Nunes 1986; Gaines, 1992; Horeth 1996; Bramwell, 1998; Dalley, 1999; Dalton, 1995; 

Burr, 2001).  One frustrated mother wrote of explicitly of how she “needed” – and 

received – “a personal testimony of the divine calling of motherhood” (Lanoy 1999).  In 

conference talks, leaders often bear witness to the “divine nature” of motherhood, some 

using the standard LDS formula for testimony bearing (Hinckley 1996; Scott 2000), 

including Relief Society counselor Sheri L. Dew’s 2001 statements that the “doctrine of 

motherhood” “ is a doctrine,” and that “I know, I absolutely know, that these doctrines 

about our divine role are true….”  Others bear testimony to the Proclamation on the 
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Family (Relief Society General Presidency 2000), calling the Proclamation a product of 

“most certainly the inspiration of heaven” (Porter, 2001).  

 One mother, Jeanne Inouye’s statement about motherhood (1993) provides a 

classic example of LDS testimony-bearing formula.  First writing of how prayer and 

inspiration helped her make the decision to stay at home, she said,  

I am grateful to be a mother.  I bear testimony that mothering is, in the words of 
my patriarchal blessing, “a great and important work given to women of the 
Church.”  I thank Heavenly Father for this privilege to assist in his work—“to 
bring to pass the immortality and eternal life of man” (Moses 1:39).   
 
 “I bear testimony of his love and interest in helping us, of the accessibility 
of his guidance through prophets and prayer, and of his kindness and forgiveness 
for the errors we may make.  As mothers in Zion and as sisters in the gospel of 
Jesus Christ, we are on the Lord’s errand.”    

  

 A 2000 piece by convert Marian Pond provides perhaps the most enlightening 

example of how a religious organization’s difference with its social environment requires 

explicit acceptance of its boundaries.  In 1977, Pond was a graduate student planning a 

career in biochemistry, a male-dominated field.  She wrote, “I certainly did not plan to be 

a mother.”  When she became interested in joining the Church, she “struggled to 

reconcile [her] career goals with teachings about the importance of motherhood,” writing 

in her journal, “my heart really wants to know if, in truth, the role of wife and mother is 

my place.  And if I find it is, I hope God will grant me the grace to accept and grow in 

that role.”  As she studied, prayed, and attended Church, she experienced, “a growing 

assurance in my heart of the direction I should take, and with that I abandoned the 

familiar women’s rights compass and the goals that came with it.”  To join the Church 

today, the potential member, especially a woman, has to obtain not just a testimony of the 
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truthfulness of the Church, she must also develop a testimony of the eternal and earthly 

importance of motherhood.44   

 

Using difference 
 

 In that earlier article, Iannaccone and I suggest that the Church uses this emergent 

boundary between its teachings and popular as a marketing device.  The contemporary 

Church now offers not just a Golden Bible, living prophets and the Word of Wisdom, but 

a means of saving each individual family and family member.  Moreover, it offers a 

refuge for potential members who are also disturbed over the decline of the family in 

American culture.  From a marketing perspective, the Church’s emphasis on family life is 

probably an effective tool.   A recent survey found that most American women are less 

concerned about their careers than they are about spiritual values and the welfare of their 

family, and another reported that 41 percent of Americans answered “better” to the 

question, “Considering everything, do you think it would be better or worse for the 

country if men and women went back to the traditional roles they had in the fifties…?”45   

The movement of women into the workplace has leveled out since the 1990 (CHART 1). 

Finally, from a proselytizing point of view, there is the simple fact that women who are 

greatly concerned about high-powered careers and women’s rights are not the sort of 

                                                 
44 The flip side of testimony bearing on the rightness of staying home are the numerous articles that counsel 
women who had prayerfully made the decision to work outside the home to also turn to the Lord for “the 
sense of peace we need in order to follow our personal decisions.  Knowing that the Spirit has confirmed 
our course brings comfort and assurance.”  (Pinborough 1986) These statements are made hand-in-hand 
with those urging members to refrain from judging employed mothers.  Although the answer that outside 
work was permissible may be received with surprise (or disbelief on the part of judgmental observers), the 
fact that it is received according to the “rules” contributes to their credibility. 
45 Orlando Patterson, Rituals of Blood:  Consequences of Slavery in Two American Centuries.   Washington 
D.C.:  Civitas, 1998, 113 
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people who join any church at all.  Why bother reforming a belief system in order to 

appease a category of people who would not be interested under any circumstances?    

Running up the value of motherhood 
  

 One other trend in the LDS literature suggests that it may be easier to attract and 

retain members with a positive difference rather than a negative one.  In my original 

study of LDS literature, I coded articles on what they said or implied about equality 

between the sexes.  As it turned out, there was no variation on this variable.  Although 

LDS leaders insist that men and women are given different assignments or roles to play 

in this life, as O’Dea notes, they consistently affirm woman’s inherent ability to perform 

other roles or to perform well in the workplace.46  

 With the new doctrine of motherhood, however, the Church goes far beyond 

affirming equality.  More recent talks and articles offer literal paeans to female virtue and 

the critical importance of the feminine role.  In a 1994 conference talk, President Howard 

W. Hunter quoted “the First Presidency” in saying, “Motherhood is near to divinity.  It is 

the highest, holiest service to be assumed by mankind.” (1994).  Similarly, Faust wrote, 

“In recent years a debate has raged about the equality of the sexes.  Women are not in any 

sense lesser creations than men. In fact, they lose something when they are compared to 

men.  … a ‘beautiful, modest, gracious woman is creation’s masterpiece.’” (1988, 

citation from David O. McKay).  President Hinckley, asked in a letter from a fourteen 

year old girl about why was Adam created first, replied that Eve was made last because 

she was God’s masterpiece (1991, 2004).  Leaders have also stressed that while “women 

                                                 
46 O’Dea, The Mormons, 249. 
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are dependent upon men and upon marriage for exaltation,”47 men are equally dependent 

upon women.   

 The 1942 message from the First Presidency of the Church included perhaps the 

first mention of the “divine nature of motherhood.”48 This “divine nature” and mothers’ 

partnership with God in creating life became very common themes in the decades to 

follow.  Comments by the late president Kimball give a good example of such teachings 

(1978).  Noting that God held motherhood sacred and in the highest esteem, Kimball 

continued,  

He has entrusted to his daughters the great responsibility of bearing and nurturing 
children. 
  
 This is a great, irreplaceable work of women.  Life cannot go on if women 
cease to bear children.  Mortal life is…a necessary step in eternal progression.   

 

 Other writers call women/mothers a being of “infinite worth,” (Nelson 1989); “a 

partner with God” (Dalton 1995; Kimball 1978); “a sacred role (Kimball 1978); a 

“regenerating force,” “something divine,” an “unparalleled role” (Dew 2001); the “real 

builders of the nation” (Hinckley 1996); “an instrument in the hands of God” (Ballard 

2002); “a thing sacred and divine” (Hinckley 1988).  “Each mothers has been given a 

sacred trust and…no responsibility exceeds hers in importance” (Evans 1999).  

Motherhood is so important that Satan himself opposes her role (Nelson 1989.)  

 

                                                 
47 O’Dea, The Mormons, 250.  Doctrine and practices that implied that women were spiritually dependent 
on their husband’s discretion for their exaltation have been eliminated.  
48 Gordon and Gary Shepherd’s massive content analysis of Church publications revealed no use of this 
term prior to 1942. Gordon Shepherd and Gary Shepherd, A Kingdom Transformed: Themes in the 
Development of Mormonism.  Salt Lake City, UT:  University of Utah Press, 1984. 
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Conclusion 
 
 Many other conservative religious institutions, Christian and otherwise, reacted 

strongly to mid-twentieth century threats to conventional morality and family life.  

Whether or not these changes proved more difficult for the Church of Jesus Christ of 

Latter-day Saints than for these other institutions is an empirical question that I have not 

attempted to answer here.  But these changes posed difficulties enough, and as O’Dea 

observed, the source of these problems lay in the Church’s own structure, particularly in 

belief in the patriarchal family structure that was a residual of its practice of polygamy.49   

Teaching that marriage, childbearing, gender and sexuality are eternal attributes not just 

of humankind but of God, the LDS church had to trend carefully in renegotiating its 

boundaries in the face of technological change that undermined social support for historic 

family forms.  

 A parallel to the Church’s ultimate tactic of enforcing family ideals in a positive, 

non-coercive manner can be found in its treatment of the issue of the use of birth control.  

At first the LDS Church, like nearly all other Christian churches, came down strongly 

against “tampering with the fountains of life”.  But the Mormon emphasis shifted from 

the prohibition of birth control to stressing the glories of having a large family.50  This 

was probably an effective strategy, especially when contrasted with the approach taken 

by the Roman Catholic Church.  Catholicism prohibits the use of contraceptives and has 

gone so far as to make its teachings against it doctrinal.  Sociologist Andrew Greeley 

argues that the Catholic Church has lost authority as a result.51  The LDS positive 

                                                 
49 Thomas F. O’Dea, The Mormons, Chicago, IL:  University of Chicago Press, 1957, p. 222.   
50 The 1999 Handbook of Instruction is reputed to have directed bishops to avoid discussing the topic of 
family size at all.  
51 Andrew Greeley, “Council or Encyclical?”  Review of Religious Research, 1976, (18) 3-24. 



 41

emphasis on having large families has the advantage of, if producing only slightly more 

children than those born by their non-Mormon counterparts, at least not alienating 

members who are unwilling to have a large family. 

 Similarly, in the case of the employment of mothers, outright prohibition puts too 

many members in the position of having to choose between “following the Prophet” and 

meeting the economic needs of their family.  By instead stressing the importance of 

parenting, family, devoted motherhood, and by praising women and their innate virtues 

and strengths, the Church has found a way to turn its difference with society into an 

appealing feature rather than a repellant bug.52  Consider for the difference between being 

known as the church that can help members build family health and harmony in the midst 

of destructive forces, versus being known as the patriarchal institution that defeated the 

Equal Rights Amendment.   

 Having tided up its teachings on the eternal nature and import of family life in a 

manner independent of its polygamous past, the Church may have resolved the 

contradictory forces that O’Dea warned about.  The Proclamation on the Family also 

addresses many of the trends that few people writing fifty years ago could have 

anticipated: rising age of first marriage; increases in the percentage of the adult 

population in the United States and Europe that have never married at all; increasing non-

marital births; continued decline in belief in chastity before marriage; birth rates that are 

dropping below replacement levels in many developed countries; and demands for same-

sex marriage.  Whether or not the Proclamation is effective in addressing the conflicts it 

                                                 
52 Increasing references to the “Plan of Salvation” as the “Great Plan of Happiness” also looks like a 
calculated attempt to make religious requirements more attractive.   
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is currently facing on these issues will perhaps be a subject for a 100-year retrospective 

on The Mormons. 
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