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 Abstract (English) 

Mormonism—officially the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints—is known as a 

conservative religion of American origin, upholding gender essentialism and traditional 

gender roles. Though the center of Mormonism is still in the Western United States, 

missionary work has led to the establishment of congregations in many other countries, 

among which in Belgium. This dissertation investigates how female church members in 

Flanders, the northern part of Belgium, perceive their gender roles. How do they 

negotiate their place in a patriarchal religion of American origin and their own Flemish 

environment, where gender equality and sexual diversity are part of societal norms?  

The research applies the theory of structured ambivalence (SA), proceeding from the 

hypothesis that Mormon women in Flanders can encounter various gendered tensions 

and contradictions in and between the constructs in which they function. The framework 

uses five constructs, two being conceptual—gender and religiousness—and three social—

church, family, and society. In May 2019, in-depth semi-structured interviews were 

conducted with thirteen Mormon women in Flanders, selected through purposive 

sampling with maximal variation over ten factors. Twenty-five key items were retained 

as relevant for analysis of SA related to gender roles.  

Results reveal a wide diversity of personalities and opinions demonstrating assertive 

agency. Within the construct of religiousness respondents perceived male/female gender 

roles as equal in a transcendental perspective. Regarding the church’s male-only 

priesthood and hierarchical authority, respondents negotiated SA by various strategies 

in order to conform to societal norms of gender equality. Still, more than half of the 

respondents were also critical of aspects of male dominance. Respondents accept male 

authority only if it doesn’t threaten gender equality. They did not indicate a need to 

confront SA over familial gender roles: the perception of their equality is simply a given. 

Overall, respondents perceive gender roles from the perspective of Flemish (or West-

European) societal and familial norms of gender equality and sexual diversity. 

The research highlights the need for more differentiation in the analysis of “doing 

religion” and for more variation in societal perspectives when dealing with minority 

religions, in particular if their members also result from proselytism. 
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 Abstract (Nederlands) 

Het mormonisme – officieel de Kerk van Jezus Christus van de Heiligen der Laatste Dagen 

– staat bekend als een conservatieve religie van Amerikaanse origine die gender-

essentialisme en traditionele genderrollen voorhoudt. Hoewel het centrum van het 

mormonisme nog steeds in het westen van de Verenigde Staten ligt, heeft zendingswerk 

tot de oprichting van gemeenten in vele andere landen geleid, waaronder in België. Dit 

proefschrift onderzoekt hoe vrouwelijke kerkleden in Vlaanderen hun genderrollen zien. 

Hoe onderhandelen ze over hun plaats in een patriarchale religie van Amerikaanse 

afkomst en in hun eigen Vlaamse omgeving, waar gendergelijkheid en seksuele diversiteit 

deel uitmaken van maatschappelijke normen? 

Het onderzoek past de theorie van gestructureerde ambivalentie (SA) toe, uitgaande 

van de hypothese dat mormoonse vrouwen in Vlaanderen te maken kunnen krijgen met 

verschillende spanningen en tegenstrijdigheden in en tussen de entiteiten waarin ze 

functioneren. Het raamwerk maakt gebruik van vijf entiteiten, waarvan twee conceptueel 

(gender en religiositeit) en drie sociaal (kerk, gezin en samenleving). In mei 2019 werden 

diepgaande semigestructureerde interviews gevoerd met dertien mormoonse vrouwen 

in Vlaanderen, doelgericht geselecteerd met het oog op maximale variatie over tien 

factoren. Vijfentwintig items werden weerhouden als relevant voor analyse van SA met 

betrekking tot genderrollen. 

Resultaten tonen een grote diversiteit aan persoonlijkheden en meningen die ook blijk 

geven van assertieve keuzevrijheid. Voor hun religiositeit beschouwden respondenten 

man/vrouw genderrollen als gelijk in een transcendentaal perspectief. Voor het 

priesterschap en het kerkelijk hiërarchisch gezag, dat enkel mannen kunnen uitoefenen, 

gebruikten de respondenten uiteenlopende strategieën om SA op te heffen en zo te 

voldoen aan de maatschappelijke normen van gendergelijkheid. Toch was meer dan de 

helft van de respondenten ook kritisch over aspecten van mannelijke dominantie in de 

kerk. Respondenten accepteren mannelijke autoriteit alleen als die geen bedreiging 

vormt voor gendergelijkheid. Voor familiale rolpatronen gaven de respondenten niet aan 

dat ze met SA geconfronteerd werden: de perceptie van gendergelijkheid overweegt. Over 

het geheel genomen beschouwden respondenten hun genderrollen vanuit het perspectief 

van Vlaamse (of West-Europese) maatschappelijke en familiale normen van 

gendergelijkheid en seksuele diversiteit. 

Het onderzoek benadrukt de behoefte aan meer differentiatie in de analyse van 

“godsdienst beoefening” en aan meer variatie in maatschappelijke perspectieven bij de 

studie van minderheidsreligies, in het bijzonder als hun leden ook voortkomen uit 

proselitisme.  
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 Preface 

Mormonism and Mormon are used here as labels for what is officially The Church of Jesus 

Christ of Latter-day Saints, with headquarters in Salt Lake City, Utah. The short moniker 

“Mormon” (from the belief in the Book of Mormon) has been in vogue since the founding 

of the church. Around 1900 the church itself introduced the abbreviation LDS (from 

Latter-day Saints), which continues to be widely used. This study does not include other 

Latter-day movements or break-away groups. 

With sixteen and a half million adherents on record in 2020, Mormonism parallels 

Judaism as to worldwide population. Besides a demographic and cultural concentration 

in Utah and adjacent States (comparable to Israel for the Jews), the majority of Mormons 

live scattered across the world. According to official church data at the end of 2019, 

Belgium harbors twelve congregations with 6,600 members.  

 

*** 

The kind of research I propose requires an “autoethnographical disclosure” of the 

researcher to clarify her personal relation to the topic. I believe I can offer the unique 

perspective of a multicultural insider with extensive experience of Mormonism but with 

the ability to maintain a measured and unprejudiced attitude in analysis and reporting. 

I was born in 1988 in Dutch-speaking Belgium. My parents, both Belgians with a 

Catholic background, had joined the Mormon church in their teens—like quite a few 

teenagers in the 1960s and 70s who explored new paths away from vested religions. They 

met and married in the church. They were “active Mormons” but maintained a liberal 

outlook and a broad cultural life which is reflected in my education. I am their only child, 

which puts our family at odds with the usually larger Mormon families. As a child I went 

to a Catholic elementary school with a diverse population and where I was the only 

Mormon. I grew up in the ideological mixture of my extended family—from Catholics to 

agnostics. At the same time I participated in services and activities of the local Mormon 

congregation in Antwerp where I was baptized at age eight, which is the norm for 

Mormon children.  

In 1999, when I was eleven, my dad, professor of applied linguistics at the University 

of Antwerp, accepted a main appointment at Brigham Young University (BYU) in Utah, 

while retaining a part-time position in Antwerp. BYU is sponsored by the Mormon 

church. Our family moved to Provo, Utah, a 100 percent conservative Mormon 
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environment. All our neighbors were Mormon. Even in the public middle school and the 

high school which I attended, nearly all my teachers and fellow students were active 

Mormons. As expected of Mormon teens, I followed the “Seminary program” (one hour a 

day religious instruction) which the church offers in conjunction with the public school 

system. Social life was fully oriented by the extensive Mormon youth programs. I 

participated in it all, had many Mormon friends, but I never really identified with the 

conformist peers from the more strict Mormon families.  

At home we continued to speak Dutch, listened to Flemish radio stations, read Flemish 

newspapers online, watched Flemish videos, and kept Belgian and European events well-

discussed. Yearly Christmas and summer vacations brought me back to Belgium, which 

allowed me to maintain contacts with Mormon acquaintances in Flanders but also to 

reconnect with Belgian and European diversity. In 2006–2007, after high school, mainly 

to brush up on my French and profit from a transitional year, I spent one academic year 

as a non-degree-seeking student at the (Jesuit) University of Namur (in French-speaking 

Belgium) studying philosophy and philology. I felt easily and totally integrated in that 

non-Mormon environment where my fellow students knew I was Mormon. My church 

membership was never an issue and I developed long-lasting friendships. 

For my bachelor degree (four years) and master degree (two years) in sociology I 

attended BYU. My focus went quickly to gender issues. Both of my degrees have been 

recognized as equivalent by the Flemish Department of Education.  

BYU is an accredited university with some 30,000 students. The whole entity is very 

conservative. Only practicing Mormons are allowed, as well as practicing Christians, Jews, 

and Muslims who attend BYU because of the high moral conservative standards and the 

protective environment the university provides. During my six years attending BYU I 

often experienced the strong religious and conservative convictions of many students, 

but I was also well aware of the critical undercurrents, for example on feminism and 

homosexuality. I became an “ally” to the campus group “Understanding Same-Gender 

Attraction.” As in many universities, even conservatives ones, the department of 

sociology leaned politically left and socially liberal. I was a teaching and research assistant 

for several professors—committed Mormons but with liberal outlooks. I wrote my 

master’s thesis on changing attitudes regarding homosexuality among American birth 

cohorts. Professors who teach so-called more “liberal” courses have to be careful with 

how they approach their subjects. These include gender, sexuality, social change, and 

other topics that may seem at odds with conservative standpoints. As a teaching assistant 

I learned to navigate the delicate rhetoric.  

I broadened my horizon on international women’s issues by working in a humanitarian 

project in Mexico and in a family reunification project in Ghana. For my professional 

development, I obtained supplemental certificates in Professional Editing (University of 

California at Berkeley, 2015) and in TESOL (Teaching English to Speakers of Other 

Languages, University of Utah, 2017). 
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I have not been active in the Mormon faith since around age 20 but am still on the 

Mormon membership rolls. My disengagement from church activity was overall a quiet 

and non-confrontational process and I kept familial and friendly ties intact. A high 

percentage of Mormon Millennials are in my position. 

During the decade 2008–2017 I experienced first-hand major events in the Mormon 

church’s confrontation with contemporary gender issues—further discussed in Chapter 

3. These include the 2008 “Proposition 8” campaign in California against same-sex-

marriage and the subsequent events in Utah leading to its legal recognition; the Mormon 

women’s projects of Claudia Bushman and Neylan McBaine; the upsurge of Mormon 

feminist blogging; BYU’s decision to dissolve its Women’s Research Institute; the women’s 

deliberate attendance at male priesthood meetings; the “pants to church” campaign; the 

“Ordain Women” movement, and more. All these form a tapestry against which Mormon 

gender issues must be comprehended, but which outsiders may easily miss. 

In 2014 I became employed as part-time adjunct faculty of sociology at the Salt Lake 

Community College (60,000 students over 10 campuses). SLCC is a public institution 

serving a very diverse student body, including many Mormons. Such diversity and the 

strong American culture of free speech, also in classrooms, make the pedagogical 

challenges all the more interesting. Besides probing deeper in the scholarly studies on 

Mormon gender issues (which led to the present dissertation), I have also been studying 

the research on “teaching gender”—a topic that has gained worldwide attention in 

educational settings for all ages. 

After my dad’s retirement in 2011, my parents returned to Belgium to take care of my 

mother’s aging parents. Every year I continue to spend periods in Belgium as far as my 

American teaching schedule permits. My mother, Carine Decoo-Vanwelkenhuysen, 

passed away in 2018 at age 58, from cancer tied to porphyria, a genetic metabolic disease 

she had struggled with all her life. She has always been keenly interested in Mormon 

women studies and contributed to research on Mormon women in Europe. I consider this 

dissertation a tribute to her memory. 

Over the years, through my parents’ network, my work at BYU, and my own interest 

in Mormon feminist and LGBTQ environments, I got to know personally prominent 

Mormon intellectuals and writers among whom Lavina Fielding Anderson, Renata Forste, 

Tim Heaton, Armand Mauss, Gregory Prince, Mary Ellen Robertson, Peggy Fletcher Stack, 

Margaret Toscano, and Holly Welker. Some were regular guests in our home. I’m 

particularly grateful for the many fascinating conversations and for their example of 

disciplined analysis of often passionate topics.  

How did the idea for this dissertation come about? As a Belgian-American I have been 

teaching sociology at the public Salt Lake Community College in Utah since 2014 and at 

Westminster College since 2019. Several of my courses are intended to foster 

understanding of gender equality. Many of my students are conservative Mormons with 

strong but diverse convictions on gender roles. Others, including Mormons or disengaged 
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Mormons, move on a scale to radical feminism. For several years the pedagogical 

challenge to provide adequate information and to channel class discussions made me 

probe deeper into the didactics of “teaching gender” and into the extensive research on 

female Mormon identities and Mormon feminism. Those studies deal with American 

women. Then I wondered: what about Mormon women in Flanders, my own cultural base? 

How do they perceive and assess their gender roles in the church? The idea for this 

dissertation was born. 

Since the topic was fully situated in Flanders and all field work would be done in 

Flanders, I thought it would be best to locate my work at a Flemish university. After 

searching for centers where the relation between gender and religious minorities was 

begin studied, I found that professor Longman’s work at the University of Ghent matched 

best with my research intentions. It turned out to be an excellent choice. 
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 List of terms and abbreviations 

The list contains both English and Dutch terms used in the dissertation. The church 

provides a more extensive list of terms,1 as well as The Encyclopedia of Mormonism.2 

 
Aaronic priesthood (Aäronisch priesterschap): the “lesser” priesthood (versus the 

higher or Melchizedek priesthood); at age 12, boys receive this priesthood by the 

laying on of hands. 

Active (actief): being a practicing member, involved in church community life and 

attending weekly meetings. “Less active” or “inactive” Mormons remain equally 

welcome but form various strands as to their cognitive and emotional relation to 

the church. 

Apostasy (afval): in historical perspective, any period when God’s church is not on the 

earth; applied to individuals, it pertains to someone who turned away from the 

principles of the gospel. 

Apostle: one of the highest offices in the priesthood. Next to the First Presidency of 

three men, “the Twelve Apostles” form the highest governing body of the church. 

Their public messages, in general conference and in church magazines, carry 

considerable weight for the membership. 

Articles of Faith (Artikelen des geloofs): a list of thirteen basic points of belief which 

Joseph Smith summed up in a letter to the press. They are included in the Pearl of 

Great Price and considered scripture. 

Auxiliary (hulporganisatie): one of five church sub-organizations for specific groups or 

purposes, namely? Relief Society (for adult women), Young Men, Young Women, 

Primary (for children up to age 11), and Sunday School (in age groups for age 12 

on). These sub-organizations are defined as “auxiliaries to the priesthood.” 

Bishop (bisschop): an office in the priesthood; also the leader of a ward (comparable to 

the priest of a Catholic parish or the pastor of a protestant congregation). 

Bishopric (bisschap): the bishop and his two counselors. 

                                                      
1 See https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/manual/gospel-topics  
2 See https://eom.byu.edu/ 
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Calling (roeping, taak): any position in the church organization. It refers to being 

“called” to that position by a priesthood leader.  

Celestial Kingdom: the highest of three kingdoms where people are sent to after 

resurrection and the final judgment. 

Chapel: in a general sense, the church building for meetings and activities; in a more 

restrictive sense, the main meeting hall within the building. 

Church leaders (kerkleiders): in a general sense, it refers to the First Presidency and the 

Quorum the of Twelve Apostles. 

Convert (bekeerling): someone who joined the church as a teenager or an adult. 

Correlation: see Priesthood correlation  

D&C = Doctrine and Covenants 

Doctrine and Covenants (Leer en Verbonden): a collection of revelations and writings by 

church founder Joseph Smith and other leaders. It is considered scriptures at the 

same level as the Bible. 

Elder (ouderling): a priesthood office to which worthy men are ordained at age 18. 

Endowment (begiftiging): religious ceremony administered in a temple. It evokes an 

individual’s journey from preexistence to the ultimate admission in the celestial 

kingdom.  

Exaltation (verhoging): the highest reward in the celestial kingdom, tied to eternal 

marriage. 

Excommunication (excommunicatie): loss of membership. In 2020 the term was changed 

to the less harsher “withdrawal of church membership.” 

First Presidency (Eerste Presidium): the top governing leadership of the church, 

consisting of the President, also called the Prophet, and his two counselors. 

General authority (algemene autoriteit): each of the highest church leaders, comprising 

the First Presidency and the Apostles, as well as the next level of “General 

Authority Seventies” and the Presiding Bishopric. 

General conference (algemene conferentie): a series of semiannual meetings where 

general authorities and other church leaders preach sermons and give guidance to 

church members. 

Gospel (evangelie): defined as “our Heavenly Father’s plan of happiness. The central 

doctrine of the gospel is the Atonement of Jesus Christ.” Within the church, the 

term is used as equivalent for Mormonism, such as in “preach the gospel” or “live 

the gospel.” 

Guide to the Scriptures (gids tot de schriften): an alphabetical index of topics on the 

church’s website https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/scriptures/gs/ 
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Lifer (geboren in de kerk): a person born and raised in the faith. 

Melchizedek priesthood (Melchizedeks priesterschap): the higher priesthood (versus 

the lesser or Aaronic priesthood); at age 18, worthy men receive this priesthood by 

the laying on of hands. 

Ordain (aanstellen, ordenen): to confer priesthood authority by the laying on of hands. 

Pearl of Great Price: one of the four volumes of scriptures called “the Standard Works” 

(next to the Bible, the Book of Mormon, and the Doctrine and Covenants). It 

contains writings by Joseph Smith, including an excerpt of his own biography, the 

Book of Abraham, and the Book of Moses. 

Priesthood (priesterschap): (1) the authority to act in the name of God (in Dutch: het 

priesterschap); (2) a group of men bearing priesthood authority (in Dutch: de 

priesterschap).  

Priesthood bearer (priesterschapsdrager): a male who has been ordained to the 

priesthood, Aaronic or Melchizedek. All males from age 12 on, if ordained, are 

priesthood bearers. 

Priesthood correlation (coördinatie): the systematic approach to provide consistency 

and implement uniformity in all church programs. 

Priesthood line of authority (priesterschapshiërarchie): the hierarchical order 

originating at the top and extending down, level by level, to the local congregation 

and, ultimately, to each father as head of the smallest unit of church organization, 

the family.  

Primary (jeugdwerk): the auxiliary organization for children up to age 11. 

Quorum of the Twelve Apostles (Raad der Twaalf): see apostle. 

Relief Society (zustershulpvereniging): the church’s women’s organization of which all 

adult women in the church are automatically members. 

Sacrament service (avondmaalsdienst): Sunday meeting for all members, during which 

they partake of the sacrament, i.e., bread and water in remembrance of Christ’s 

atoning sacrifice. The meeting includes an opening and a closing prayer, singing 

hymns, and listening to sermons (“talks”). 

Salvation (redding, heil): to be saved from both physical death by the resurrection and 

spiritual death by returning to God. 

Sealing (verzegeling): ordinance that binds people together, such as husband to wife or 

children to parents, and remains valid in heaven. 

Scriptures (schriften): the Bible, the Book of Mormon, the Doctrine and Covenants, and 

the Pearl of Great Price. 

Set apart (aanstellen): to appoint, by the laying on of hands, to a function in the church. 
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Seventy (zeventiger): a high office in the priesthood, between elder and apostle. 

Stake (ring): a group of five to ten congregations or wards, under the direction of a stake 

presidency of three men. Comparable to a Catholic diocese. 

Standard Works (Standaardwerken): see scriptures. 

Sunday School (zondagsschool): auxiliary organization that takes care of the Sunday 

gospel lessons. 

Temple (tempel): holy building, defined as “House of the Lord,” separate from the 

church meetinghouses, only accessible for church members with a valid “temple 

recommend.” See also Endowment. 

Testimony meeting (getuigenisvergadering): a meeting where members are free to 

express their feelings about the truth of the gospel and the church; one is held on 

the first Sunday of the month as part of the sacrament service. 

Topical guide: an alphabetical index of terms on the church’s website 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/scriptures/tg/  

Ward (wijk): the basic organizational unit for members, comparable to a small Catholic 

parish or a protestant congregation. The ward meets in a chapel, with an 

attendance usually between one hundred to three hundred persons. 

Word of Wisdom (Woord van wijsheid): a health code prohibiting tobacco, alcohol, 

coffee, and tea.  
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 Introduction 

An introduction is a balancing act. It should not run ahead of the chapters by providing 

too much information, but it requires enough to clarify the topic, the objectives, the 

research questions, the methodology, and the structure of the dissertation. One quandary 

here is that the conceptual framework of Mormonism, if little known to the reader, 

requires many preliminary explanations which might be tedious to process and would 

remain quite abstract. 

Therefore I invite the reader to approach the topic from the perspective of the initially 

uninformed who must assess Mormonism from the outside. That first step becomes part 

of a dialectic in next steps, widening the information (I-1). It allows me to move to the 

research framework, the objectives, the research questions, and the general 

methodological approach (I-2). Lastly, I outline the structure of the dissertation (I-3) and 

I list the conventions (I-4). 

 
 

I-1. A dialectic of cognizance 

This dialectic follows in three steps. First, the outsider’s perception of gender roles in 

Mormonism, next the insider’s apologetic response, and third, the recognition of a 

disparate reality. 

 

 

I-1.1. An outsider’s perception of gender roles in Mormonism 

Is Mormonism harmful to women? 

In 1996, a Belgian Parliamentary Commission was tasked to investigate all minority 

religious groups in Belgium. Concerns for the well-being of the population had erupted 

in the wake of tragedies such as with the Branch Davidians at Waco in 1993, the Solar 

Temple fatalities in France and Switzerland in 1994, and the deadly sarin gas attack by 

Aum Shinrikyo in the Tokyo subway in 1995. Private anticult associations, alarming media 

reports, and crime films with sinister gurus contributed to the cult scare. After a year of 

investigations, the Parliamentary Commission produced a list of 189 groups perceived as 

potentially harmful sectarian movements in Belgium. Immediately controversial, the list 

included the YWCA (Young Women's Christian Association; but not the YMCA), 

anthroposophy (applied in Steiner schools), and the Catholic Opus Dei. “De Kerk van Jezus 
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Christus van de Heiligen der Laatste Dagen (Mormonen)” was catalogued as number 52 

on the list. In the sessions of the Commission, Mormonism had never been discussed, as 

the proceedings concentrated mostly on Jehovah’s Witnesses and on Scientology.  

Following a recommendation of the Parliamentary Commission, in 1998 the Belgian 

government instituted a watchdog agency called Informatie- en Adviescentrum inzake de 

schadelijke sektarische organisaties (IACSSO),1 with a threefold assignment: monitor the 

phenomenon of harmful sectarian organizations, organize a documentation center for 

the public, and provide advice in response to governmental enquiries (Denaux 2002). 

Coincidentally, the first formal request for an IACSSO-advice came from the Belgian 

Ministry of Internal Affairs pertaining to visas for foreign Mormon missionaries. In its 

answer, the Center claimed to have based itself on “official reports by investigatory 

commissions on cults” in Belgium, France, Switzerland, Germany, and Canada. Since 

those reports “did not contain any negative elements” about the Mormon church, the 

Center concluded that the church did not present “a particular risk,” at least for the time 

being (IACSSO 2003, 40).  

However, the Center’s one page advisory report also itemized the elements “that could 

lead to certain public controversies”: besides former racist doctrines, polygamy, and 

theocracy in the church’s history, and present-day alleged social control and 

fundamentalism, the report mentioned as another problematic item in Mormonism that 

“the attitude towards women is not in line with the European and international trend 

towards equality between men and women.”2  

Next IACSSO prepared a six page “information brochure” about Mormonism, available 

to the general public as part of its assignment to be a documentation center (IACSSO 

2002). It mentions the following about the role of women: 

Role of the woman: Although her field of activity can be extended to “social” tasks, 

the ideal is to raise and educate children. The woman is subject to her husband 

(who, for his part, is invited to a sense for moderation), whom she needs to have 

access to eternity. Working outside the home would be dangerous for her 

faithfulness to the teachings and to morality.3 

The brochure does not refer to sources. The Center did not conduct any inquiry among 

Mormon women in Belgium to verify its statements. From its side, the Mormon church in 

Belgium did not counter the information IACSSO provided. Local church leaders deemed 

it pointless to become part of the many groups that protested their inclusion on the “cult 

                                                      
1 Information and Advice Center Concerning Harmful Sectarian Organizations (“Center”). 
2 Original: “de houding ten aanzien van de vrouw ligt niet in de lijn van de Europese en internationale trend 

tot gelijkheid van man en vrouw.” 
3 Original: “Rol van de vrouw: alhoewel haar werkterrein kan worden uitgebreid tot “sociale” taken, bestaat 

het ideaal erin kinderen groot te brengen en op te voeden. De vrouw is onderworpen aan haar man (die 
van zijn kant uitgenodigd wordt tot zin voor maat), die ze nodig heeft om toegang te hebben tot de 
eeuwigheid. Buitenshuis werken zou gevaarlijk zijn voor haar trouw aan het onderricht en aan de moraal.”  
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list” or to start arguing with the bureaucracy over items of misrepresentation. Ignoring 

the conflict seemed the better option.1  

Overall, the way Belgian authorities conducted their investigations into religious 

minorities and the complex consequences of their approach have been the object of 

several critical studies (De Cordes 2006; De Droogh 2002; Mine 2013; Morelli 2008; Saroglou 

et al. 2005).  

*** 

I use the IACSSO example as an epistemological point of entry, in particular because it 

applies to Mormonism in Belgium. The focus here is on perception, because the context, 

the choice of words, and the innuendos become divisive for interpretation and for how 

subsequent readers may process the information offered. It is also the first step in the 

suggested dialectic. 

On one hand, there is a basis for IACSSO’s statements: the Mormon church is led by 

men, only men can be ordained to the priesthood, and the nuclear, heterosexual family is 

considered fundamental to society. There were periods in church history, in particular in 

the 1970s and 1980s, when some church leaders strongly pleaded for mothers to make 

homemaking their priority—precisely because most Mormon women, as part of the 

broader society, were involved in paid labor. The call was not to “stay home,” but to 

“come home.”2 This emphasis on the family and on a mother’s primary role to nurture 

and raise children has always remained. Taken in isolation, IACSSO’s phrase that a 

woman’s “ideal is to raise and educate children” is correct. 

On the other hand, by virtue of its governmental assignment, IACSSO aims at 

identifying “harmful sectarian organizations.” Hence, for its presentation of Mormonism, 

it hones in on traits of potential harmfulness by only selecting “controversies,” even if 

those belong to a long-gone era, such as polygamy and theocracy. The gender-related 

statements quoted above are articulated in such way as to portray a male-domineering 

system. Semantics matter for perception. The statement that the Mormon “attitude 

towards women is not in line with the European and international trend towards equality 

between men and women” implies that Mormonism maintains outdated inequality. “Not 

in line” with European standards leaves much to the imagination. If the Mormon 

husband, notwithstanding his commanding position, “is invited to a sense for 

moderation” towards his wife, it intimates he is not obliged to do so and can rule over her 

                                                      
1 I thank local church leaders for providing documentation on the Parliamentary Commission and the 

subsequent Center. At the time, they followed the workings of the Commission, collected documents, and 
counseled among them on the course to take. 

2 As in a sermon by church president Spencer W. Kimball in 1977: “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 . . . Come home, wives, to your husbands. Make home a heaven for them.” 
https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/manual/eternal-marriage-student-manual/mothers-
employment-outside-the-home. Accessed March 6, 2020. 
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without restraint. The wife, from her side, “is subject to her husband”—in the original 

Dutch is onderworpen aan, which has a connotation of coerced subjection. The statement 

that a woman needs a husband “to have access to eternity” implies a threatening 

dependency on males and the exclusion of salvation for single women. The comment on 

employment—that “working outside the home would be dangerous for her faithfulness 

to the teachings and to morality”—feeds the perception of a subservient, cloistered 

woman who, if she is allowed to go outside, could fall prey to infidelity and depravity.  

Moreover, for quite a few outsiders, Mormonism carries a historic reputation of 

otherness, of an exotic peculiarity in the American West, amplified by narrative fiction 

and sensationalist reporting, with polygamy at its center (Givens 1997; Haws 2013). The 

imagery of enslaved women in debauched “Turkish-like” harems was at the center of the 

Orientalization of Mormonism in the nineteenth century and would last well into the 

twentieth (Heise 2013; Talbot 2006). Fundamentalist splinter groups that still practice 

polygamy in some isolated areas—the women with braided hair and dressed in pastel 

prairie dresses—continue to be portrayed in the European media as “Mormons.” 

In a broader perspective, any patriarchal-defined religion where males take front stage 

and women seem secondary is prone to be the target of secular and feminist critiques of 

the oppressive nature of religion. Almost by definition, women are then perceived as the 

female subordinates condemned to domesticity whose main responsibility is to bear and 

raise children. They may also be considered victims of religious delusion and exploitation. 

The brief IACSSO statements on women’s role in Mormonism seem akin to that portrayal.  

 

 

I-1.2. The insiders’ apologetic response  

But how would committed Mormon women react to statements such as IACSSO’s? The 

question brings us to a second step in the dialectic leading to the research questions. On 

one hand, Mormon women cannot deny that their church is a male-governed institution, 

that only men have the priesthood to perform ordinances, and that an emphasis on 

traditional gender roles permeates church rhetoric. On the other hand, it cannot leave 

these women unaffected when outsiders tie their beliefs and practices to sectarian 

harmfulness or to secular-feminist critiques of oppression. How would they typically 

respond to such claims?  

A preliminary remark is in order here: the reaction of these committed women needs 

to be considered in the framework of Mormon history which made apologetics a second 

nature for many church members. From its beginnings in the 1830s in the eastern US, this 

new and proselytizing religion, with its original theocratic conduct and claims of 

exclusivity to truth, quickly became the target of harsh criticisms which in turn prompted 

energetic Mormon rebuttals. It resulted in severe conflicts, leading to the Mormons’ 

migration to the American West and their territorial seclusion during the nineteenth 
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century. But since the abandonment of polygamy in 1890, most Mormons have craved to 

be perceived as mainstream people. To improve its image, for decades the church has 

been investing massively in public relations and media efforts. It is therefore not 

surprising that parallel to the rise of feminist critiques a Mormon apologetic developed 

to stress gender equality. Since the 1970s church leaders multiplied their declarations to 

that effect—with the church website collecting significant statements by church leaders 

on gender equality.1 Apologetic websites from individual Mormons or from independent 

organizations also come to the rescue.2  

So, when outsiders confront dedicated Mormon women with statements such as 

IACSSO’s on gender roles, these women will typically negate any discriminatory 

treatment—as I have been able to observe numerous times over the years in ecclesiastical, 

social, and educational settings. These women will point to the principle of “equal 

partnership” as the official church norm in marital relations. They will mention “free 

will” as a core concept in Mormonism and affirm their own willful acceptance of its tenets 

and practices. They will tell of their involvement in local church government and the 

positions they hold in the organization, including being asked to give public prayers and 

sermons (“talks”), and teach Sunday School lessons, also to men. They will indicate how 

church leaders encourage women to study and obtain degrees and how church programs 

allow women of all ages to develop their talents. To underscore their female prerogatives 

compared to other conservative denominations, they will mention that the use of 

contraceptives is allowed, that they are under no outsider oversight when it comes to the 

timing and number of children, that divorce and remarriage are permitted, and that 

abortion is authorized in cases of incest or rape, or when the life or health of the mother 

is in jeopardy, or when the fetus is known to have severe defects. 

As to women’s employment—which critics see as a societal proof of equality—these 

Mormon women will state that paid labor outside the home is as usual for them as in 

society at large. The better informed among them will refer to data showing how 

comparable Mormon female employment is (Bernard 1990; Goodman and Heaton 1986; 

Heaton 1992; Heaton and Jacobson 2015). For Europe, they may refer to a demographic 

study of French Mormon women which revealed that 75 percent of them are employed, 

including mothers with children at home, which is even higher than the French national 

ratio of 66 percent of female employment (Euvrard 2008, 441).3 The statement that for a 

Mormon woman employment “would be dangerous for her faithfulness to the teachings 

                                                      
1 See for example: https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/manual/eternal-marriage-student-

manual/equality-of-men-and-women. Accessed May 5, 2020. 
2 One of the main independent apologetic websites is FairMormon, which offers an extensive section on 

women’s equality: https://www.fairmormon.org/answers/Mormonism_and_priesthood/Women. 
Accessed May 5, 2020. 

3 The difference from the national average is explained by the fact that Mormons belong much more to 
urban areas, a consequence of the urban focus of Mormon missionary work. As such, the Mormon figures 
of female employment match general urban tendencies. 
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and to morality,” such as IACSSO pretends, will be shrugged off as a nonexistent notion 

in Mormonism.  

Concerning the dependency on a male for a woman “to have access to eternity,” 

Mormon women will clarify that according to their theology “eternity” in the sense of 

resurrection and afterlife is a free gift to each individual. True, they will concede, the 

highest degree of exaltation requires “eternal marriage,” but to achieve that reward, the 

man is evenly dependent on his spouse in equal partnership. More interested outsiders 

may also be told about the Mormon concept of God as Heavenly Parents, with a Heavenly 

Mother next to the Father, and how Mormonism uncovers the feminine in the divine. 

Deeper apologetic explanations will refer to Mormonism’s positive interpretation of Eve’s 

role in the Garden, where the woman takes the lead in order to initiate the “plan of 

happiness,” and to Mormon temple ordinances wherein women take an active priestly 

role. 

When Mormon women have to acknowledge the exclusivity of the priesthood for 

males and the emphasis on the primacy role of women in nurturing and raising children, 

they will turn to terms such as “complementarity of male and female,” “distinct natures,” 

or “diverse male and female functions.” They will thus adjust the defense in order to save 

the perception of equality, in spite of the obviousness of an essentialist gender ideology. 

Justification is the underlying rationale of apologetics. Here semantics matter as well.  

 
 

I-1.3. The insiders’ disparate female voices 

Both the outsider’s criticism and the insider’s apologetic approach have one thing in 

common: they speak of Mormon women and of gender issues as if individuals and 

characteristics can be grouped into one category valid for all. In that sense both 

approaches are likewise prejudiced through their respective aims and generalizations. 

The reality, however, is that with more than eight million Mormon women worldwide in 

170 countries (the majority of them outside the US), the emic perspectives must draw on 

a plethora of personal experiences and insights in very diverse settings. This third step in 

the dialectic compels to look at multiple realities. When questioned outside of an 

apologetic context, and also anonymously in research, what do individual Mormon 

women say about their experiences, agentic behavior, and insights? 

For the situation in the US, and particularly in Utah, numerous studies have analyzed 

these divergent responses of Mormon women, from various vantage points. I will review 

many of them in subsequent chapters. These studies are part of the broader field of 

women studies on gender and religion. They reflect, also among Mormon women, the 

often loaded developments in the field over the years—from (1) vindictive feminism 

trying to raise the awareness of the subordinate status of religious women, over (2) more 

critical analyses mapping the various types of religious women in their identities and 

gendered interactions, to (3) investigations into diverse forms of empowerment, 
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boundary negotiation, rationalization of contradictions, strategic compliance, 

emancipation, and inside or outside valorization of female identity. Nearly all of these 

studies on Mormon women since the 1990s come from academics with diverse bonds to 

Mormonism. Some are quantitative studies on population groups, revealing general 

trends. Most are qualitative studies focusing on small groups or even individual cases, 

sometimes with specific characteristics such as alternate spirituality, psychological 

needs, avowed feminism, or deep conservatism. The almost ubiquitous thread in these 

studies on the relation between religion and gender is the issue of agency, which is used 

to either resist, change, reinterpret, escape from, or deliberately defend and maintain the 

order of things. It is on this level of detail that perceptions need to be studied in order to 

problematize both critical and apologetic generalizations. 

 
 

I-2. The research framework 

I-2.1. A descriptive sociological approach 

As apparent from the preceding dialectic, in studies of gender and religion one is easily 

“positioned” by ideological, social, or cultural bias. How can the secular outsider avoid an 

approach colored by presumptions of what happens in a conservative religious 

community? How can the faithful insider avoid subjectivity and defensiveness? And how 

can those who left the faith for personal, familial, doctrinal, or institutional reasons adopt 

a balanced and more or less neutral view? 

I am convinced the objective view of an impartial observer is possible. From my 

training, I approach the topic therefore as a descriptive sociologist, from a strictly 

observational perspective. I compel myself to keep a narrow focus on the data in order to 

reach the research objectives. These data are the words of Mormon women as they tell 

about their experiences and express their insights. Though I map from the literature the 

critical intertwining of religion and gender and the contentious relation between 

religion, gender, and feminism, I am not engaging in those debates. By the same token, 

this research does not intend to exert any influence on my respondents’ insights or 

conduct, but it takes, of course, due note of their feminist affirmations. 

My research is still part of feminist research since it enhances knowledge about 

women’s lives. The very topic of “gender roles” in a religion such as Mormonism deals 

with male/female relations and the identification of women’s positions. The qualitative 

approach through interviews is meant to give ample voice to women, stimulate their 

responsiveness, and gain knowledge from their experiences and insights. I take an 

epistemological perspective by asking questions directly derived from my insider’s 

familiarity with Mormon women’s lives. In that sense my work applies feminist 

methodology.  
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This research, however, is not of the kind that defines feminist research as an approach 

that “exposes gender inequalities, empowers women, advocates for social change, and/or 

improves the status or material reality of women’s lives” (McHugh 2014, 137). For some, 

feminist methodology in the field of sociology has as one of its main principles “an 

emphasis on the transformation of patriarchy and the empowerment of women” (Cook & 

Fonow 1986, 2). In my case, such a deliberate approach could be marred by bias and an 

activist agenda, in particular because of the known male-directed hierarchical structure 

of the Mormon church. Since, in the Mormon context, “feminism” and “feminists” are 

already loaded words (see 3.4.1), it was useful, and even ethical towards my respondents, 

not to frame my research as part of an explicit “liberating feminist” approach. I developed 

that sensitivity also from my personal experiences at BYU and the controversial position 

of “women studies” in the Mormon scholarly world. Nevertheless, the results and the 

discussion of the data amply demonstrate an overall feminist focus and also lay bare the 

problematic aspects my respondents experienced in a male-led church. 

This qualitative research proceeds from field work through semi-structured 

interviews with thirteen Mormon women in Flanders selected through purposive 

sampling with maximal variation. The investigation does not concern a large-scale social 

phenomenon, but the complexity of individual lives explored through analysis of the 

data. The interviews are shaped not only by the themes which the analysis of the relevant 

literature lay bare, but also by variables inherent to the typical lived experience of 

Mormon women in Flanders.  

 

I-2.2. Within a framework of structured ambivalence 

I situate my research in the interpretive framework of structured ambivalence, i.e., 

“structurally created contradictions that are made manifest in interaction” (Connidis and 

McMullin 2002, 558) or, from a study on reactions to same-sex behaviors, defined as “the 

attitudinal outcome that arises when individuals are situated at the intersections of 

multiple socio-structural institutions that convey conflicting normative messages” 

(Steele and Helmuth 2019, 423). The theory draws from the basic concept of sociological 

ambivalence described as the simultaneous conflicting feelings caused by the 

juxtaposition between contradictory values and expectations (Merton and Barber 1963; 

see also Coser 1966). It includes key concepts of symbolic interaction—how patterns of 

interaction emerge, i.e., the “dynamic process in which people continually modify their 

behavior as a result of the interaction itself” (Lindsey 2015, 9).  

Structured ambivalence has been applied in various fields, one of which is the relation 

between religion, gender, and family, when these three constructs exert contrasting 

pressures on actors (Bulanda 2011; Steele and Helmuth 2019). Because structured 

ambivalence maps the microlevel reactions of individuals into larger structural entities, 

it can account for a large quantity of data and their resultant complexities. 
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For this study, the theory of structured ambivalence appears most suitable as a 

descriptive scheme since Mormon women can encounter multiple contradictions in the 

realms where agentic behavior is required. I propose an adaptation and expansion of the 

framework into five constructs, based on the realms wherein Mormon women function. 

Two constructs are conceptual—gender and religiousness1—and three social—family, church, 

and society. I will briefly preview what next chapters particularize: 

- In Mormon doctrine gender is an “essential characteristic,” indiscernible from the 

biological trait of sex. “It forms the backbone of the habitus of Mormon cultures” 

(Morrill 2014, 64).  

- As a central tenet of the belief system, gender sets the boundaries for the heterosexual 

family as a social normative unit, with its own gendered obligations and expectations.  

- The distinction between religiousness and church is needed to differentiate between the 

accentuated individual and the communal experiences in Mormonism. Both constructs 

can be potent agents of gender socialization. 

- As to society, in particular for Mormons living outside the “Mormon Culture Region” 

(Utah and parts of surrounding States), the construct of the “host society” (Flanders for 

our research) is an entity to deal with since church members do not isolate themselves. 

This simultaneous membership in constructs with conflicting norms and traditions 

feeds ambivalence.  

In each of the five constructs a number of factors play out (see Figure 1). Typical 

Mormon factors are explained in subsequent chapters. The analysis of interview data 

shows when and how respondents encounter structured ambivalence in each realm and 

when and how these constructs intersect, with gender as the overlaying gauge to assess 

agentic behavior.  

 

                                                      
1 I opted for religiousness as a more neutral term over religiosity. “The terms religiousness/religiosity are used 

interchangeably but often defined as an individual’s conviction, devotion, and veneration towards a 
divinity. However, in its most comprehensive use, religiosity can encapsulate all dimensions of religion, 
yet the concept can also be used in a narrow sense to denote an extreme view and over dedication to 
religious rituals and traditions. This rigid form of religiosity in essence is often viewed as a negative side of 
the religious experience, it can be typified by an overinvolvement in religious practices which are deemed 
to be beyond the social norms of one’s faith” (Gallagher and Tierney 2013, 1653-1654). 
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An example can demonstrate how structured ambivalence confronts a Mormon 

woman with contradictions and choices determined by the exigencies and ambiguities of 

one or more constructs. For Mormons, the religious commandment of “Sabbath day 

observance” means attending church on Sunday and spending the rest of the day quietly 

with the family, shunning outside entertainment, shopping, dining out, attending events, 

and paid labor. The Sabbath commandment, as a sacred obligation, is a factor in the 

construct of religiousness. One of the vignettes presented to each respondent runs as 

follows: 

The following problem arises in a family. Myriam, one of the children, 9 years old, 

is invited to a birthday party of a schoolmate in a non-Mormon family, but it is on 

a Sunday afternoon. Myriam is quite excited to have been invited. The parents 

discuss it among themselves first. The mother thinks that the girl should be allowed 

to go because she is already having trouble making friends at school and this is a 

great opportunity to feel integrated. The father thinks that it is better not to accept 

the invitation because, according to him, the children must learn what it means to 

honor the Sabbath, which sometimes requires sacrifice. How would you assess such 

a situation? 

Here the respondent is confronted with a common situation in areas with few 

Mormons and where a child would be the only Mormon in her class or even in the whole 

school. The vignette suggests several conflicting postures related to each construct. It 

depends on the respondent to what extent she will raise and discuss the following aspects. 
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- Religiousness. Can one break a religious commandment for a positive societal benefit 

for the child? But would allowing the child to go to the party not undermine her 

respect for sacred principles and feed relativization? Conversely, would obliging the 

girl to obey the Sabbath commandment foster her dedication to religion or rather her 

resentment against it? Would one or both parents shift the choice to the girl, 

burdening her with the dilemma and perhaps with guilt if she chooses to go to the 

party? 

- Family. How would the wife handle the difference of opinion with her husband? Does 

the father’s authority prevail viewed from his “presiding role” in the family or does 

“equal partnership” require consensus? If the child is not allowed to go to the party, 

how will each parent mitigate the potential conflict with the child? Would the mother 

disclose to the child that for her the party is OK, but that dad is the one who decides? 

- Church. Would one parent suggest consulting another church member for advice, 

deferring agency to someone else? Or would one or both parents worry about 

congregational judgmentalism—what other church members would say if the girl is 

allowed to go to the party? In order to avoid this problem, would they say to the child: 

“You can go, but don’t tell anyone in church”? But would that not promote unhealthy 

secretiveness? Or would the decision not to go to the party provide an opportunity to 

tell in church how steadfast the girl and the family honor the Sabbath? 

- Society. Since societal acceptance is important to Mormons, would declining the party 

invitation not lead outsiders to identify and marginalize Mormons as bigoted 

believers whose fundamentalism deprives a child of a birthday party? Genderwise, 

this situation affects the mother in particular as she is the contact person with other 

mothers of schoolchildren. Is it then not better to accept the party invitation, in 

contradiction to what religiousness dictates, but in harmony with good public 

relations? Or, to save the Sabbath, could a non-religious excuse be used to decline the 

invitation? But that would be lying. That reaction would be a fitting application of 

symbolic interaction:  actively adapt perceptions to the situation. 

 
In all of these considerations, “ambivalence becomes a manifestation of contradictions 

which stem from social actors’ transactional engagement with others” (Hillcoat and 

Phillips 2011, 206). The gendered dimension is ostensible in the difference of opinion 

between the parents and how a decision will be reached, but all of the other 

considerations also challenge the respondent’s opinion on woman’s agency and status in 

the different constructs. Whatever opinion she voices or decisions she would take or 

accept in this and similar conundrums, a pattern of agentic identity, especially here for a 

Mormon mother, is likely to emerge—from fundamentalist, deferential, cautious, 

undecided, frustrated, compromising, liberal, noncompliant, to provocative. Hers is the 

challenge to disentangle the dilemmas inherent in structured ambivalence. Symbolic 
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interaction explicates the latitude the agent has to act out her role according to the 

construct: what is fitting in one context may not be in another. It can also illuminate why 

the respondents in my research mention changes in their convictions over time. 

 
 

I-2.3. Implication of sociological categories  

Structured ambivalence makes structure and agency core sociological categories used in 

this research.  

Structure is habitually viewed as constraining, all the more when it pertains to a strict 

religion that imposes its prescriptions on adherents. But as Giddens (1979) exposed, 

structure is not monolithic and static. It exists in time. Its complexity stems from the 

dynamics of social life where every individual can experience over time the conditions 

and consequences of participation. The scope of that experience leads to what Giddens 

calls “the dialectic of control in collectivities” (p. 6). In that sense structure is not only 

constraining but also enabling by allowing agency to act and react. This concept of 

“enabling constraints” feeds the creativity of social actors. 

The example provided above on the Sunday birthday party illustrates how much the 

actors rely on past, present, and future perspectives to apply their agency in cases of 

structured ambivalence where choices have to be made between the demands of 

competing structures. 

This understanding of agency in a diachronic perspective ties in with Emirbayer and 

Mische’s (1998) analysis of human agency  

as a temporally embedded process of social engagement, informed by the past (in 

its habitual aspect), but also oriented toward the future (as a capacity to imagine 

alternative possibilities) and toward the present (as a capacity to contextualize past 

habits and future projects within the contingencies of the moment). The agentic 

dimension of social action can only be captured in its full complexity, we argue, if 

it is analytically situated within the flow of time. (p. 963) 

It also explains why the narrative, as exemplified by the use of vignettes, becomes an 

intrinsic part of probing the respondents’ relations to structure and agency. Vignettes 

address imagination which allows wandering back to past experiences and projecting 

what the consequences of alternative choices could be. 

The structures themselves, family, gender, religion, and society in its civil meaning are 

essential parts of the research framework.  

As to other sociological categories, the factors considered in the constitution of the 

sample of respondents, such as age, race, civil status, or sexual orientation are part of the 

effort to obtain maximal variation. 

Categories are helpful, but can also be misleading. There is a risk that aspects of 

Mormonism are misunderstood because certain traditional categories pre-structure one’s 
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view of how religion operates. For example, the binary that opposes material and spiritual 

realities does not work adequately in Mormonism. Mormon doctrine posits that all spirit 

is matter, that God is tangible, and the hereafter physical. The same caution is required 

for a central concept such as agency which in Mormonism is often connected with the 

principle of “personal revelation.” In that sense the study of certain religions in certain 

spaces requires the creation of appropriate sociological categories (Morello 2019). 

 

 

I-2.4. Objectives and research questions 

This dissertation studies how a number of Mormon women in Flanders perceive their 

roles amid gendered doctrines and practices. The concept of gender roles pertains to 

functions that are viewed as typically masculine or feminine and determine expected 

attitudes and behavior. The concept applies not only to familial and educational patterns 

and to maternal and paternal roles, but especially, within the Mormon context, to 

personal religiousness, to hierarchical relations and priesthood authority, to theological 

and eschatological perspectives, and to the relation with the surrounding society. It 

extends to the situation of singles and of LGBTQ individuals. 

This research intends to lead to an understanding of how these women identify or 

negotiate their place in a church of American origin, perceived as religiously patriarchal 

and socially androcentric, and in their own Flemish cultural environment. The latter 

means not only a strongly secularized society but also one that tends to be skeptical or 

apprehensive of a peculiar minority religion such as Mormonism. In such a field of 

potential tensions between divergent forces, the analysis aims at delineating how 

mechanisms of identity representation function and how women maintain cognitive 

consistency or cope with cognitive dissonance. 

The study hopes to contribute to the study of the relation between gender and religion 

and to the appreciation of sociocultural diversity in the realm of religion. 

 
Research questions 

The following are the generic research questions—which for the field work are converted 

into more concrete questions and vignettes. 

- Gender-focused. How do the subjects understand and interpret Mormon gendered 

doctrine and its effect on their status as women and their agency? 

- Religiousness-focused. How do the subjects assess and enact their status as to faith and 

spiritual rights compared to men? How do possible developments in religiousness 

affect that status? 

- Family-focused. Inasmuch as they may be or may feel encumbered by male dominance, 

how do the subjects use their agency in the familial context? 



 

14 
 

- Church-focused. Inasmuch as they may be or may feel encumbered by male dominance, 

how do the subjects use their agency in the church context, including perceived 

differences with “the church in Utah”? 

- Society-focused. How do the subjects view their relation with the host society, in 

particular on gender-related issues such as in education and employment, or in dating 

and marriage? 

 
 

I-2.5. What is novel in this research 

The non-American and localized perspective. Nearly all studies on Mormon women deal 

with their situation in the US, in particular in Utah and parts of neighboring states. Living 

in areas with a majority Mormon population, with its own deep-rooted traditions, these 

women have limited experience with a different cultural environment in which they 

would be a tiny minority or be considered a potentially harmful cult. Sociologists consider 

church members in this “Mormon Culture Region,” also called “Deseret Mormons,”1 as an 

ethnic group sui generis, with its own socio-cultural characteristics, different from 

Mormons elsewhere (Phillips and Cragun 2011; Toney, Keller, and Hunter 2003). 

Moreover, the particular American religious landscape and the strong conservative 

undercurrents that kindle the debates around equal rights for women in the US form a 

specific geopolitical background.  

In contrast, studies on Mormon women in other parts of the world, where their 

situation as a tiny minority is substantially different, are still very rare. My research 

converges on Mormon women in Flanders—a virgin field for investigation. As these 

women have never lived in a holistic Mormon environment but are imbedded in their 

local “Belgian” or “Flemish” culture, their perception of gender roles is expected to differ 

from perceived “Deseret” standards, notwithstanding the construction of gender roles 

through worldwide identical church doctrines, organization, curriculum, and rituals.  

 
The inclusion of converts. In nearly all studies on gender roles in Mormonism, the female 

subjects are typically “lifers”—born and raised in Mormon families, mostly multi-

generational. They are predominately white and middle class educated women. From 

their earliest age on, they have been socialized into expected gender roles, and many next 

encountered tensions or conflicts directly related to their education and their religious 

environment.  

In my research, however, the target group is quite different and typical for peripheral 

areas where Mormonism is still very limited. Seven of the thirteen respondents are 

converts to Mormonism, two as teenagers and the others at different adult ages, with an 

                                                      
1 From a word in the Book of Mormon. “Deseret” refers to a honeybee. The beehive became the emblem of 

the State of Utah.  
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average of 32 years of church experience when I interviewed them. Their viewpoints are 

therefore augmented by a contrastive perspective from their pre-Mormon period. Even 

the six “lifers” among my respondents represent significant variations based on the 

different ways they have been raised, on their parents’ Mormon experience and status, 

and on the intensity of their interaction with non-Mormon society. Moreover, though I 

investigate Mormon women “in Flanders,” several have Dutch or African roots. Combined 

with differences in civil status, social class, education, employment, and sexual identity, 

the group comprises many individual variations. 

 
The position of a trusted insider, but a congregation-outsider. It is only during the 

interviews and especially by re-listening to the recordings that I fully realized my unique 

position as an interviewer. Interviews in qualitative Mormon women studies are typically 

conducted by insiders of Mormonism, but they are not personally known to their 

respondents. In my case, all but three of my respondents have been close to my parents 

and have known me as a child in the congregation, before I moved to the US. They 

welcomed me in their home as a friend. At the same time, they also saw me as a briefly 

visiting outsider, conducting scholarly research, to whom they could confide without 

concern for indiscretions to other members of the congregation. It resulted in their 

willingness, even eagerness, to speak candidly, sometimes bluntly, about their insights, 

experiences, joys, and frustrations, including elements they would probably never have 

shared with a non-Mormon outsider or even an unfamiliar insider. They freely used 

Mormon jargon, colloquial language, inside references, and innuendos which were 

immediately clear to me, but which an outsider would have missed or could impossibly 

understand without numerous clarifications. I felt privileged as a researcher, but also 

immensely trusted. I believe my position thus yielded exceptional data. 

 
 

I-3. Structure of the dissertation 

The final structure of a dissertation is usually the result of a lot of discussion and 

reshuffling. The original option was to organize the chapters according to the five 

constructs (I-2.2) and the corresponding generic research questions (I-2.4). For each 

construct I would then have presented four steps: the research literature, the situation in 

Mormonism, my respondents’ views on that topic, followed by results and discussion. 

However, it soon became apparent that this approach was leading to massive disparities. 

First, most of the research literature does not correlate with the constructs and would be 

fragmented over the chapters with constant repetitions. Second, selecting information 

from Mormonism according to the five constructs and spreading it over the dissertation 

would make a coherent presentation of the religion impossible as to women’s role in its 

history and as to its doctrine and practice of agency and gender. Now these form separate, 

comprehensive chapters. Third, topical chapters according to the five constructs would 
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constantly be overlapping since structured ambivalence often pits one construct against 

another. Respondents’ answers would have to be repeated over and over in the various 

topical chapters. 

Another option was to take “types of agency,” such as submission, resistance, 

empowerment, and valorization, for the order of the chapters, but that turned out to be 

a labyrinth and quite unsuitable for the complexities of my respondents’ contributions 

who spoke from fluctuating combinations of types of agency. 

The present order of the chapters, as outlined below, assured therefore the most 

orderliness and clarity, starting from the main question of how Mormon women in 

Flanders identify or negotiate their place in a church of American origin, perceived as 

religiously patriarchal and socially androcentric, and in their own Flemish cultural 

environment (I-2.4). To ascertain the relationship between the various chapters and 

chapter 7 with results and discussion, I mention in numerous separate subsections in 

chapters 2 to 5 the “relevance for my research,” often already referring to the related 

interview items. Next, I start each item in chapter 7 with a “background” recall and 

clickable cross-references to the specific, relevant passages in previous chapters. Each of 

these background recalls functions as a kind of node to clarify the relations over the 

chapters. 

 
Chapter 1 introduces Mormonism briefly from an ethnographic perspective, starting 

from a contemporary setting, as factual as possible, followed by a short sketch of its 

history, organization, and doctrines. To give a taste of the overall atmosphere of 

contemporary Mormonism I also draw attention to its worldwide, uniform digital 

outreach.  

Chapter 2 reviews the literature on agency and gender in religion in its relevance for 

my research. After a brief introduction on terminology, the chapter considers the topic 

through four phases of assessment, from the study of religion as oppressive towards 

women, to the analysis of forms of resistance and emancipation; next I examine the 

research on inside valorization of female religious identity, and finally the step to outside 

valorization. In each of these phases, the parallel development in studies dealing with 

Mormon women is examined.  

Chapters 3, 4, and 5 conduct a more comprehensive exploration of women’s positions 

in Mormonism, with multiple indications of relevance for my research. 

Chapter 3 turns to history. Gender in contemporary Mormonism cannot be understood 

without its preceding history over now almost two hundred years. Mormon female 

voices, from conservative to liberal, draw their arguments from a past rich in gendered 

developments. Without even being asked, my respondents refer to Mormon historical 

women and events as markers for their own identity. The chapter concludes with a brief 

history of the Mormon church in Flanders. 
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Chapter 4 studies how agency is considered from within Mormonism, first as a 

theological concept. Next it explains how agency can function in a male-dominated 

system on account of overarching spiritual regulators of religiousness which women have 

a their disposal. The social dimension of agency is examined in the congregational 

context and in the “Mormonization” of converts. 

Chapter 5 is a core chapter as its charts Mormon gender essentialism in its various 

manifestations. Theological and eschatological principles shape the religious 

background, tied to different concepts of patriarchy. The chapter details how gender is 

socially constructed in Mormonism through gendered expectations and gender role 

socialization. 

Chapter 6 deals with methodology. It explains why a descriptive approach is chosen, 

how it is implemented for this specific research, and how the research questions are 

converted into the interview guide with an eye to assessing structured ambivalence. 

Ethical and privacy concerns are addressed. The criteria for selection of respondents are 

detailed, the resulting grid, and the procedural experience. 

Chapter 7 discusses the results in order to come to conclusions in Chapter 8. 

 
 

I-4. Conventions 

I adopt a first-person approach.  

The formatting and subdivisions conform to the template for dissertations of the 

Faculty of Arts and Philosophy of the University of Ghent.  

The text is written in American-English spelling and follows the text and punctuation 

rules of the Chicago Manual of Style, 16th edition. 

The references also use the Chicago Manual of Style, 16th edition.  

- In-text and bibliography: references to scholarly publications and to substantial 

articles in magazines, newspapers, and blogs are given by the last name of the author 

and year of publication. These works are included in the bibliography.  

- Quotations and citations from Mormon scriptures, conference talks, church 

magazines, newspapers, and website blogs and comments are referenced in footnotes. 

They are not included in the bibliography.  

Unless the context requires clarification, “church” always refers to the Church of Jesus 

Christ of Latter-day Saints. Over the years some church leaders have advised members to 

avoid “Mormon” and “LDS” and to use only the official name of the church. In academic 

and journalistic writings this is hardly tenable since the official naming lacks an adjective 

to identify the church, as other churches or religions offer—Catholic, protestant, 
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Lutheran, or Muslim. This research will therefore use “Mormon” and “Mormonism” as 

part of a long-standing convention. “Mormonism” is understood as the totality of the 

religion. 

“Church” is only capitalized when it refers to the authoritative ecclesiastical entity. It 

is not capitalized when used as a noun to indicate the totality of members, as in “in the 

church, many members ...,” or when referring to a church building; nor when used with 

an adjectival value, such as in “church leaders,” “the church president,” or “a church 

initiative.” It may differ in direct quotations that use different norms. 

 

The term “respondent” refers to the person being interviewed. 
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Chapter 1 Getting acquainted with Mormonism  

What happens in a Mormon church building on Sundays? (1.1) How did Mormonism 

develop since its origins in the 1820s? (1.2) How is the church organized? (1.3) What are 

some of its main doctrines? (1.4) Finally, a look into an unexpected feature of what is still 

often imagined as an old-fashioned conservative religion: its use of the media and its 

worldwide digital management (1.5). 

 
 

1.1. A Sunday at church in a Flemish ward 

How does one best introduce Mormonism to outsiders, and in particular as it relates to 

gender and agency? As a rule one would start with an overview of main aspects, sustained 

by references to various academic studies. However, such an overview would remain 

quite theoretical for those unfamiliar with Mormonism. Often one of the first questions 

of those interested in a religion is how the faithful worship and how they interact with 

the divine and between each other. For some religions, the media relay such images, for 

example of Muslims in a mosque as they pray or listen to an imam, or of Eastern-Orthodox 

followers packed in a small church surrounded by candles, icons, and the distinctive 

vestments of the clergy. Such images also give an impression of gender relations, merely 

by the absence or secondary position of women in the sacred space. For Mormonism, 

direct questions related to gender and agency would be: What is the place of women 

during worship? Can they be involved in liturgy or rituals? How can they use their 

agency? 

A visit to a typical Mormon religious meeting would offer some initial answers and 

convey a general impression of Mormon social life. Here I propose to attend a standard 

“sacrament meeting” in a local building of “de Kerk van Jezus Christus van de Heiligen 

der Laatste Dagen.” The description comes from my extensive past experiences as a child 

there, visits in subsequent years, and from more recent participatory observation in May 

2019. I will include a few remarks on gender and agency, but will sidestep an academic 

analysis at this point. I will also translate typical Mormon terms by their official Dutch 

equivalent. 
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Photo by Bart Torfs  

 
Mormon church buildings are quite standard around the world. Flanders makes no 

exception. The sign at the entrance asserts “iedereen welkom.” This is the place where 

the “ward” (wijk) meets: a congregation or parish of church members from the 

surrounding area. Like most standard Mormon church buildings around the world, this 

“kerkgebouw” is a sober edifice. Sacrament meeting starts at 10 A.M. and lasts an hour. 

When entering some 10 to 15 minutes before starting time, visitors will have the 

impression of walking into a small college building before a lecture or in a small cultural 

hall preceding a concert.  

 

Is this a church? With the exception of a framed 

image of Jesus, there are no religious symbols: no 

crosses, statues, candles, or icons.  

 In the hallway men and women are chatting 

lively. There is plenty of racial diversity: this ward 

counts a few dozen members originally from 

Nigeria, Ghana, and the DRC. Kids toddle among the 

adults. Handshakes, hugs, and witty welcoming 

comments occur as more people enter. They all 

seem to know each other, but the unknown visitor, 

immediately addressed as “brother” or “sister,” will 

equally get a firm handshake and be considered 

included.  

 Photo by Bart Torfs  
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Men and women mingle 

The hallway shows a number of doors leading 

to different rooms, mainly classrooms, a few 

offices, a kitchen, restrooms. On one side of the 

hallway two wider doors give entrance to the 

largest room of the building, called the chapel. 

It has the format of a hospitable auditorium, 

with chestnut wood panels and rows of 

cushioned chairs facing the slightly elevated 

podium or stand. The chapel can seat some one 

hundred fifty people. In spite of its name 

“chapel,” even here we see no symbols of 

sacred space, not even a picture. The room is 

part of a larger multi-functional area of the 

building. In the back, the wall consists of easily 

movable accordion dividers. When the 

dividers are closed, as now on Sunday, there 

are classrooms behind them. When all the 

dividers are opened, the chapel can double in 

size and become a cultural hall, for a dance, a concert, or a large dinner gathering. But 

now it is Sunday and a reverent atmosphere predominates as people leave the noisy hall 

and enter quietly.  

Families sit together, men and women mingle—a first item to notice for gender 

relations. A number of families have babies and small children. Their noise, the strollers, 

and a coming and going to the restroom are a fixed feature of a Mormon sacrament 

meeting. Most men and women wear their Sunday best, but, certainly among the men, a 

number are more casually dressed. A few women wear pants. 

 

Photo by Bart Torfs 
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Women on the stand, but only males have the priesthood 

A piano and an organ occupy one side of the 

stand. A young man is at the organ (but next 

week it could be a woman) and plays prelude 

music, a hymn, or something from Bach or 

Buxtehude. The center of the stand has a 

pulpit with a microphone. There are chairs 

facing the audience behind it. Those who will 

participate in the program are now taking 

some of these seats. There is a male visitor 

from the “stake” (ring), the higher 

institutional level above the ward, who will 

give a sermon. For our focus on gender, we 

notice women arriving on the stand. One will 

conduct the singing, another will take care 

of translation from Dutch to English, 

whispering in a microphone connected 

wirelessly to headphones available among the audience. Usually a dozen or more non-

Dutch speakers attend the meeting and English is the lingua franca of Mormonism. A 

teenage girl is also joining on the stand: she is one of the two speakers featured for today’s 

meeting.  

Meanwhile three men arrive also, greet the women cheerfully, and sit down in the 

center of the podium: they are the bishop and his two counselors. No trace of ritual 

vestments: each wears a business suit, the one more casual than the other. Together they 

are called the “bishopric” (bisschap). They are the male leaders of the ward. The bishopric 

serves for a few years, then their superiors on stake level will ask three other men from 

the ward to take over the leadership. The bishop has a normal profession in real life. he 

may be a plumber, a roof constructor, an attorney, or a butcher. He may be in his late 

twenties or late sixties. His two counselors also have regular jobs during the week. Each 

of them has a female spouse and a family. It is not surprising to see a two-year old child 

of a bishop run up to him from the audience. He gets a hug and a few whispered words 

from his dad. The bishop’s wife quickly comes to the stand to get the boy back to her seat. 

She smiles an apology to the audience. It all happens naturally in an informal atmosphere. 

 

Photo by Bart Torfs  
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 At the other side of the stand, on a table, 

the trays for passing the sacrament are being 

set up: trays with slices of bread and trays with 

small cups filled with water, which will next be 

covered with a white tablecloth. Behind the 

table two men take their seats, facing the 

audience. One is about sixteen, black, the 

other must be close to eighty, from Hispanic 

origin. These two men have been assigned to 

bless the sacrament this Sunday. Next week 

others will do it, since nearly all male church 

members in the congregation have received the priesthood needed for the ordinance of 

the sacrament. Here no women are involved. In front of them, on the first row of the 

audience, four other men are now seated. Two are teenagers, the two others young adults. 

They have been assigned to pass the trays to the audience today. Here also, only males 

ordained to the priesthood can do this. 

 

A sister prays 

The meeting starts with one of the bishop’s counselors welcoming the congregation in a 

jovial way. No ritual formality. He has some short announcements on coming activities: 

the father-son camping trip, the choir rehearsal, the regional Family History event, the 

Open House for the renovated Frankfurt Temple, and the afternoon social trip for the 

adult sisters to a local park. For the visitor it should be at once clear that this church is 

also a social community.  

Then the counselor announces the opening hymn to be sung, number 76 from the 

hymnbook, “De Heer is mijn Herder.” “Next sister Peeters will offer the opening prayer.” 

As the congregation sings the last words of the hymn, sister Peeters, a woman in her late 

seventies, walks with some difficulty from her seat in the audience to the pulpit. Those 

who know her well are aware of her underprivileged socioeconomic background and the 

hard life she has had. She joined the church years ago. In the ward she is notorious for 

her cheeriness, her hilarious bluntness, and her immense gratitude for the harbor of 

friendship she found in this Mormon ward. Now standing before the congregation, eyes 

closed, confident, she delivers a personal prayer, with a dialectal accent, on behalf of the 

ward, addressed to Heavenly Father. It includes expressing gratitude for Christ, for the 

gospel, for families and friendship, for the good people who help her get to church on 

Sunday, and asking for blessings for two sick persons in the ward and for an inspirational 

Sunday—”in de naam van Jezus Christus. Amen.” She walks back to her place, helped from 

the podium by one of the men at the sacrament table.  

ChurchofJesusChrist.org - Gospel Media - 
Free non-commercial use 
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A short reflection at this point. The Mormon audience experienced sister Peeters’ 

participation and prayer as the most normal thing, but an attentive visitor would notice 

some peculiarities: a focused female engagement in a sacred moment of the service, the 

woman’s agency to freely formulate her own words in public, and the active inclusion in 

the worship of an individual with what appears little education. At the same time, only 

the male bishopric decides who is asked to pray. However, their sensitivity to bring 

women to the foreground is something that has been growing since the 1990s, under 

pressure of independent Mormon feminism. More about that later in the dissertation. 

 

Ward business: releases and callings — quite a few women 

Next the bishop’s counselor has some “ward business” (wijkaangelegenheden) to present 

to the members. As happens on an almost weekly basis, there are some people to be 

“released” (ontheven) from positions they have held or to be “called” (geroepen) to new 

positions. Indeed, most members in the congregation, both men and women, have some 

“assignment” (taak) in the complex structure of the ward. All are volunteers making up 

the lay ministry. Positions are usually held for a few years and then changed, which 

explains the rotations as numerous positions are to be filled in the various “auxiliaries” 

(hulporganisaties) that take care of lessons and charitable and social activities. Today one 

sister is being released as a teacher in the Sunday School, but then immediately presented 

to serve as counselor in the Primary presidency—the auxiliary for children up to age 

eleven. Another woman, a recently baptized convert, is announced as new advisor in the 

Young Women auxiliary. Yet another as secretary in the Relief Society—the auxiliary for 

all adult women. The bishop’s counselor asks them to briefly stand as he mentions their 

names. For each person presented, he asks the audience to show their support by raising 

the right hand. This “sustaining” (ondersteuning) is always unanimous. 

Some background: each of these persons has been informed beforehand of the release 

or the calling through an interview with a member of the bishopric. In the case of a 

calling, the standard approach is: “We would like you to serve as ... Would you be willing 

to accept this calling?” Dedicated members usually accept such callings without 

hesitation, which raises an issue of the level of agency: though they have freely accepted 

their church membership, the implication of membership leads to obligations. On the 

other hand, people called to positions can always refuse or ask for time to consider. They 

can also ask to be released of positions for whatever reason. 
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The sacrament in silence, men in action 

 The “ward business” is followed by the 

blessing and passing of the sacrament, 

which will take fifteen to twenty minutes, 

pending the number of people present. The 

hymn “Bij ‘t gebed voor brood en water” is 

sung while the two men at the sacrament 

table uncover the trays of the white 

tablecloth and break the slices of bread into 

small pieces. After the hymn one of the two 

says a fixed prayer over the bread, asking 

God “to bless and sanctify this bread to the 

souls of all those who partake of it, that they may eat in remembrance of the body of thy 

Son.” Next the four boys and men assigned to pass the sacrament do so by presenting the 

trays row by row so anyone can partake of a piece of bread. Often the tray is passed from 

hand to hand in a row: women also do this. The same procedure is then repeated for the 

cups of water. The passing of the sacrament proceeds in total silence, without music, and 

is considered the most sacred moment of the meeting. Total silence is relative: babies and 

small children keep reminding us of their presence, but no one in the audience minds. 

 

A girl gives a sermon: men listen 

It is now time for the “talks” (toespraken), which the bishop’s counselor announces. A 

“youth speaker” is first. Justine, 17, is a girl from a sub-Saharan family who has been living 

in Belgium since the early 1990s. Justine thus grew up here and speaks flawless Dutch. She 

stands behind the pulpit without any sign of nervousness and delivers the talk she has 

prepared, partly reading from her notes, partly adding personal comments. Her assigned 

topic is about the priesthood. This talk deserves some extra attention as it reveals some 

basic tenets of gender relations in Mormonism. 

Justine starts by reminding the audience of common Mormon knowledge: the 

priesthood, defined as “het gezag en de macht om in Gods naam te handelen,” was lost 

through apostasy in previous centuries, but was restored in 1829 by heavenly messengers 

who laid their hands on Joseph Smith and conferred the priesthood to him. That way 

ordinances such as baptism, passing the sacrament, the giving of blessings by the laying 

on of hands, and work in the temple can now be done with proper divine authority. 

Especially in each family, Justine insists, the priesthood is essential. A father with the 

priesthood can lay his hands on a child’s head and give a blessing—which means speaking 

words of comfort and uttering promises by the power of the priesthood and in the name 

of Jesus Christ. Justine adds: “Ik heb tijdens mijn kinderjaren niet veel zegeningen van 
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mijn vader gehad, maar ik kan elke zegen die ik van mijn vader als klein kind kreeg nog 

herinneren.”1 She then quotes from a 2013 general conference talk given by Carole 

Stephens, first counselor in the general presidency of the Relief Society—one of the top 

functions women hold for the worldwide church. Quotes from such talks at “general 

conference”—held twice a year in Salt Lake City for the whole church—are common 

material to re-use for talks on the ward level. Justine reads from Carole Stephen’s report 

of her visit to three homes in Honduras where women missed the presence of a husband 

with the priesthood.2 During these visits Carole Stephen was accompanied by some 

priesthood leaders: 

Toen ik die getrouwe vrouwen in Honduras leerde kennen, kon ik zien dat ze hun 

best deden om te zorgen dat hun gezin actief in het evangelie bleef. Niettemin 

hadden deze zusters allemaal behoeften die nog niet geheel waren vervuld. In alle 

drie de huizen die we bezochten, vroeg een wijze priesterschapsleider of ze al een 

priesterschapszegen hadden ontvangen. Het antwoord was iedere keer ‘nee’. De 

zusters vroegen die dag allemaal om een priesterschapszegen en kregen die. 

Allemaal huilden ze en uitten hun dankbaarheid voor de troost, leiding, 

bemoediging en inspiratie die ze van hun hemelse Vader ontvingen door middel 

van een waardige priesterschapsdrager. 

Justine explains that the way to help each of these sisters is to make proper use of the 

ward priesthood: the bishop, the leaders of the elders’ quorum, and the assigned 

ministering priesthood holders—each should be ready to help a sister at any given time 

or to give a blessing when needed. She then utters the following sentence: “Ik heb nu wel 

het genoegen dat ik een vriend heb die het priesterschap draagt, maar voor een 

alleenstaande vrouw of moeder is het belangrijk dat ook zij het priesterschap in hun leven 

betrekken.”3 This reference to a Mormon boyfriend she is dating contains a familiar 

message: Mormon girls expect future husbands to honor their priesthood. Justine even 

clarifies her aim by quoting from modern-day Mormon scripture about the duties of those 

who hold the priesthood: 

 ... dat de rechten van het priesterschap onafscheidelijk verbonden zijn met de 

machten van de hemel, en dat de machten van de hemel niet beheerst noch 

aangewend kunnen worden, dan alleen volgens de beginselen van de gerechtigheid. 

Dat die ons kunnen worden verleend, dat is waar, maar wanneer wij trachten onze 

                                                      
1 Translated: “I did not receive many blessings from my father during my childhood, but I can still 

remember every blessing I received as a small child from my father.” 
2 The talk by Carole Stephen is readily available on the church website, as are all general conference talks, in 

English and translated in dozens of languages. See for the original English of Stephen’s talk: 
https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/2013/10/do-we-know-what-we-have. 
Accessed September 15, 2019. 

3 Translated: “I now have the pleasure of having a friend who holds the priesthood, but for a single woman 
or single mother, it is important that they also include the priesthood in their lives.” 
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zonden te bedekken, of onze hoogmoed, onze ijdele eerzucht te bevredigen, of in 

enige mate van onrechtvaardigheid zeggenschap of heerschappij of dwang op de 

ziel van de mensenkinderen uit te oefenen, zie, dan trekken de hemelen zich terug; 

de Geest van de Heer is gegriefd; en wanneer die Zich heeft teruggetrokken, vaarwel 

dan het priesterschap of het gezag van die man ... Geen macht of invloed kan of 

dient krachtens het priesterschap te worden gehandhaafd dan alleen door 

overreding, door lankmoedigheid, door mildheid en zachtmoedigheid, en door 

ongeveinsde liefde. (Leer en Verbonden 121:36–41) 

Justine ends her talk with the usual, formulaic “En ik zeg deze dingen in de naam van 

Jezus Christus.” Her talk lasted six minutes.  

Noteworthy is that the male bishopric assigned the topic of “the priesthood” to a 

young female. This is not abnormal, but it is not clear what they intended by doing so, 

perhaps to impress on Justine the preponderance of the priesthood in the church and in 

families? Justine used her talk to confirm this perspective, but also her agency to remind 

the audience how men, including her boyfriend, should use their priesthood “by 

persuasion, by long-suffering, by gentleness and meekness, and by love unfeigned.” For 

outsiders Justine may represent a puzzling duality. On the one hand the church has been 

instrumental in developing her personality and self-confidence. She speaks assertively in 

front of the congregation, having been trained in public speaking during her childhood 

and teenage years as she has often been asked to give prayers or talks in public. As a 

teenage girl she has held positions in leading young women of her age group and in 

organizing activities together with young men. In her talk, she makes clear what she 

expects from men and how she wants to be treated. On the other hand she seems to accept 

without question the gendered partition that limits the priesthood to a man, whom she 

recognizes as the “patriarch of the family.” She asserts women’s dependence on the 

“priesthood blessings”  that only men can bestow. This apparent duality, combined with 

other factors, is a topic this dissertation focuses on. 

 

The rest of the sacrament meeting  

An intermediate hymn is sung—”Loof nu allen onze Heer.” The second and last speaker is 

the representative from the stake. He is from the Netherlands. Without written notes he 

gives a loosely prepared sermon on common themes: to be a church member is a source 

of joy, not a series of obligations; we need to contribute to a better world, to read the 

scriptures, to be better parents, to grow spiritually, to overcome problems with faith, to 

be true to the baptism covenant we made ... A tolerant audience listens to his rambling 

talk that lasts for almost half an hour. The chosen closing hymn “De blijde tijd is ingeluid” 

is followed by a closing prayer, this time by an older male member.  
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Second part of Sunday morning: a beehive with mostly women in charge 

Now a noisy atmosphere 

takes over. During a ten mi-

nute break the members, 

men and women actively 

socialize, discuss upcoming 

activities, make appoint-

ments, and kindle relations. 

Then they split in various 

groups for the second part of 

Sunday meetings—a 50 

minute period. The timing 

reflects a regular school schedule. Every other Sunday, children aged two to eleven go to 

Primary, young women ages 12 to 17 go to their class meetings, adult women to the Relief 

Society, young men and adult men to their respective priesthood groups. Women have 

much to take care of: they are involved in presidencies, as teachers, or as advisors in three 

auxiliaries: Primary, Young Women, and Relief Society.  

 
The other Sunday, the second 

hour is “Sunday School” for various 

groups, with focus on the 

scriptures. Also here, often women 

teach the gospel lessons to all.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

Our visit browsed the visible surface and only of one Sunday morning in one Mormon 

chapel. Any conclusion as to the dynamics of gender and agency in Mormonism would be 

premature at this point. But a first overall impression would be that women are present 

and involved in a strong activity-oriented community. Still, a male prerogative, based on 

the principle of the priesthood, excludes them from fulfilling central leadership positions 

and from performing sacred ordinances. The most important aspect of this visit was, 

however, to simply visualize a standard Mormon Sunday morning in order to sense the 

concrete environment in which Latter-day Saints meet and interact. Wherever one enters 

a Mormon church on Sunday, in any country, the exact same pattern prevails. 
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1.2. History of Mormonism: a quest for identity 

In this introductory sketch of Mormon history, intended for those unfamiliar with it, I 

take a sociological perspective rather than simply chronological, following insights from 

Bushman (2006), Mauss (1994; 2001; 2008; 2011), and Phillips and Cragun (2020). It discerns 

five periods. The origins are situated in American religious revivalism and millenarism in 

the period between 1820 and 1846 (1.2.1). The second half of the nineteenth century is 

characterized by the Mormon pioneer era in the isolated West, with its theocracy, 

communal life, and polygamy (1.2.2). With Utah becoming an American state in 1896, 

Mormonism entered six decades of internal institutionalization and of accommodation 

to American mainstream life (1.2.3). The second half of the twentieth century, however, 

saw growing conservatism and strictness amid internationalization (1.2.4). Since the end 

of the twentieth century, church leaders seem to balance between margins in their efforts 

to define an appropriate Mormon identity amid internal and external pressures (1.2.5). 

The subchapter ends with a brief look at the history of the church in Flanders. 

The historical position of women in Mormonism is presented in chapter 3. 

 
1.2.1. Origins: restorationism and millenarism 

 Mormonism originated in 1820 in the Northeastern US, in the wake of a Protestant 

religious revival known as the Second Great Awakening. A 15-year old farm-boy, Joseph 

Smith, claimed to have received a vision of God the Father and Jesus Christ. The event is 

now celebrated in the church as “the First Vision.” By the end of the decade, Joseph Smith 

produced The Book of Mormon, which he said was given to him and translated through 

revelation. The book describes itself as a chronicle of ancient inhabitants of the Americas, 

descendants of Israelites who had fled Jerusalem around 600 BC. The book tells of a visit 

to them by the resurrected Christ. Internal strife brought their civilization to an end 

around 400 AD. Joseph Smith also claimed to have received visitations of biblical apostles 

and prophets who gave him priesthood authority. With his earliest followers who 

considered him a modern-day prophet, he formally organized “the Church of Christ” in 

1830, as a “restoration” of the primitive New Testament church (Hughes 2005). It was 

invigorated by a visionary atmosphere of exclusivism and millenarism (Underwood 1999). 

The followers were nicknamed “Mormons.” 

For the next sixteen years the fledgling movement grew through missionary efforts, 

expanding to England, from where new converts emigrated to the US. Renamed “The 

Church of Jesus-Christ of Latter-day Saints” in 1838, the church experimented with forms 

of communal cooperation by gathering its members in one location in order to establish 

a “New Jerusalem” or “City of Zion” in preparation of Christ’s imminent return. But 

internal discord and conflicts with non-Mormon neighbors led to conflicts and 

persecutions. It obliged the members to move their center several times, from New York 

to Ohio, then to Missouri, and next to Illinois where they founded the city of Nauvoo in 
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1839. The thriving city grew to a population of some 12,000 Mormons. But conflicts with 

apostates and non-Mormons escalated again. In 1844 Joseph Smith was killed by a mob, 

which led to a succession crisis for leadership. The largest group of church members 

sustained Brigham Young as the new leader. 

 
 
1.2.2. The pioneer era: theocracy, community, and polygamy 

In view of the persistent conflicts with non-Mormons, Brigham Young led the emigration 

of the Mormon population to the still unexploited West. Beginning in 1847, and lasting 

several years, the emigration brought thousands of Mormon pioneers to the “Utah 

Territory.” In their appropriation of the Latter-day church as a “remnant of Israel,” early 

Mormon leaders saw in their founding history a recurrence of Israel’s exodus from Egypt. 

They saw it in their persecution in the 1830s and 40s, their exodus to the West, and their 

establishment in a promised land, all expressed in Zionist terms (Cohen 2006; Jackson 

1992). Past and current books, lessons, films, and commemorations frequently remind 

church members of that epos. The epic trek is still celebrated yearly as constitutional 

Mormon history.  

Brigham Young became both the secular governor and the new prophet—a formula for 

theocracy. Under his direction church members began to practice “plural marriage” 

openly. The pioneering circumstances and the colonization through settlements in a 

territory as large as France forged social cohesion and mutual dependency, characterized 

by cooperative and communal experiments (Arrington 2005). Missionary work to Europe 

and subsequent emigration of converts to the Utah Territory continued. By the end of the 

nineteenth century, some 90,000 European converts, mainly British and Scandinavian, 

had settled there. However, Mormon polygamy led to scandalized reactions and lurid 

stories in the American and European press and to growing opposition by the US 

Congress. Laws were enacted to eradicate polygamy. Polygamous church leaders were 

arrested and incarcerated. Under severe legal and political pressure, church leadership 

was compelled to abolish polygamy in 1890.  

 
 
1.2.3. Accommodation and institutionalization 

In 1896, Utah became a US State. This sought-after political inclusion tied in with a 

process of accommodation to American life. Over the years it turned US Mormons into 

strong defenders of monogamy and proponents of American patriotism. During the first 

decades of the twentieth century, church leaders also stimulated a process of internal 

institutionalization. It corresponds with what Max Weber called the “routinization of 

charisma” in new religions: an original millenarian and charismatic undertaking, with its 

inherent creativity, becomes more and more subject to routine and formality. It was 
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exemplified in the Mormon “Priesthood Reform Movement,“ which streamlined 

hierarchical management and brought the more independent auxiliary organizations 

into the institution. Bureaucratization expanded and manuals of instruction multiplied, 

but so did “socializing events” like celebrations, sport competitions, dance festivals, 

theatrical performances, and pageants. The church had its male youth also fully 

participate in the American boy scouts programs. It made the church ever less distinctive 

from standard America. Meanwhile missionary efforts carried on, still mainly to Europe, 

converting people but also exporting the church’s “American Mormon way of life.” 

Though converts were advised to remain in their home countries rather than to emigrate 

to Utah, many continued to do the latter, in particular in the years after both world wars.  

In 1947 the worldwide membership reached one million. 

 
 
1.2.4. Conservatism, correlation, retrenchment, and internationalization 

After the Second World War, a period started which the oldest church members in my 

research have experienced personally. These experiences have bearing on their present 

perspectives and assessments (see chapter 7). 

Conservatism.  In the 1950s some church leaders in the US connected well with 

conservatism as part of anticommunism and capitalistic principles. Structural racism was 

reinforced in the continued refusal to ordain Blacks to the priesthood (Brooks 2020). In 

the 1960s the sexual revolution made the church forcefully take the defense of time-

honored values, with an emphasis on morality, modesty, and strong nuclear families with 

traditional gender roles as safeguarded. These various views moved most church 

members in the US to membership in the Republican Party. Church leaders became 

involved in what they considered “moral issues”: they opposed the ratification of the 

Equal Rights Amendment, the easing of liquor laws, and legalized gambling. Though the 

church claimed to be politically neutral, church leaders encouraged the members to be 

involved in social and political issues, to participate in elections, where possible to run 

for public office, and to influence legislation through the democratic process. Over the 

years it made Utah the “reddest of red states”—with some 90 percent Republican 

legislators (Petrzelka & Jacobs 2016).  

Correlation. By 1970 the constant push for control and coordination, called 

“correlation,” brought every aspect of the church under stricter management. It imposed 

a uniform magazine for the whole church and required identical meeting schedules 

worldwide—features still found today. The many socializing events as part of church 

programs were reduced. The uniform magazine and church manuals, translated in dozens 

of languages, tried to reflect a standard “Mormon culture” of success and happiness, 

discarding as much as possible typical American cultural items in order to appeal to all. 
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Esoteric and peculiar Mormon teachings (see 1.4.1) made room for basic Christian 

teachings acceptable for the whole world and expressed in simple language. 

Retrenchment. In particular in the 1980s, conservative church leaders took a stand 

against the intellectual analysis of Mormonism, critical church history, and feminist 

voices. The mantra to “follow the prophet” gave the church president an aura of 

infallibility. Great emphasis was placed on family, scripture study, missionary work, 

genealogy and temple work. Mauss (1994) called this push to Mormon distinctiveness, in 

contrast to accommodation, a process of “retrenchment.” 

Internationalization. From the 1960s on, church leaders accelerated the international 

expansion of Mormonism by intensifying proselytism and by a massive construction 

program of church buildings and temples in various countries. Latin America saw 

substantial Mormon growth, in parallel with the upsurge of evangelical and Pentecostal 

movements. The year 1978 marked a watershed moment when the “priesthood ban” was 

lifted: since 1852 that restriction had prohibited men of black African descent from being 

ordained to the priesthood. The change opened the way for missionary work in sub-

Saharan Africa. In spite of this internationalization, top church leadership remained 

strongly in American hands, with the leaders’ multigenerational and interfamilial ties to 

the “pioneer stock” of the nineteenth century. 

In 1997 the worldwide membership reached ten million. 

 

1.2.5. Challenges, changes, and perceptions 

From the 1990s on, church leaders have grappled with challenges that have drawn 

divergent responses pending leaders’ personalities and changing insights.  

1995–2018: leaning to accommodation. Under the presidencies of Gordon B. Hinckley 

(1995–2008) and Thomas S. Monson (2008–2018) the main thrust was again leaning to 

accommodation (Mauss 2011). Church leaders allowed more critical historical research 

and opened up the archives. Doctrines offensive to others, such as Christian apostasy or 

God’s human origin, were downplayed. Establishing friendly relations with other 

denominations, even with Islam, and joint humanitarian projects catered to 

rapprochement with outsiders. The “I’m a Mormon” media campaign portrayed 

thousands of Mormons as mainstream people, constructively engaged in the modern 

world. Church public relations skillfully used the Winter Olympics of 2002 in Salt Lake 

City and the nomination of Mitt Romney as the Republican candidate for the US 

presidency in 2011 to bring positive visibility to the Mormon church. Some church 

authorities pleaded for a worldwide “gospel culture,” a “distinctive way of life, a set of 

values and expectations and practices common to all members,” but which allow local 

traditions that “are consistent with the gospel culture and help our members keep the 
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commandments of God.”1 The rhetoric dealing with gender issues also shifted, though 

slowly and with controversies (see Chapter 3). Meanwhile the church struggled to keep 

its Millennial generation active in the faith (Riess 2019). In spite of the fact that church 

members in Utah continue to choose Republican legislators that are predominantly 

ultraconservative, the church itself has pushed for moderation, compassion, and 

compromise in matters of immigration and LGBT-rights (Brown 2017). The call for 

tolerance towards gays was also spurred by the high suicide numbers of gay teens in Utah 

(Barker, Parkinson, and Knoll 2016; Knoll 2016; Ryan and Rees 2012). 

Contrariwise, some senior church leaders had the church lead intensive campaigns, for 

more than two decades between 1993 and 2015, against same-sex marriage. They 

cooperated with the Catholic church and other conservative Christian denominations to 

defeat legislation. They supported international organizations defending the traditional 

family. When same-sex marriage became legal in the US in 2015, a church policy labeled 

such couples as “apostates” and prohibited their children to be baptized—a decision that 

caused much consternation among many members. It was rescinded in 2019.  

Since 2018: renewed exceptionalism? Under the presidency of Russell M. Nelson, who 

became church president in 2018, one of his first decisions signaled a significant change 

from the previous period: the names “Mormon” and “Mormonism” were banned, even 

the abbreviation “LDS” in order to compel to the use of the name of Jesus Christ as part 

of the official church name. It obliged an overhaul of all the church’s websites and internal 

references. Since Nelson claimed divine revelation for the change, it was interpreted as a 

strong signal of prophetic authority. In April 2020, at the occasion of the bicentennial of 

Joseph Smith’s First Vision, a powerfully worded “proclamation” about the unique 

mission of the church affirmed its divine exceptionality.2 The new official church logo 

features a statue of Christ, which means abandoning the uniquely Mormon “angel 

Moroni,” a figure from the Book of Mormon. The various changes typify a continuing 

quest on how to best profile the church in the world and give members an identity. The 

intense focus on Christ sends a mixed message to the rest of the world. On the one hand, 

church leaders seem to emphasize the Christian character of the church in order to be 

part of the family of Christian denominations. On the other hand, for some Christians, the 

message of exceptionality which accompanies the naming obligation, “accentuates that 

the rest of us are not the church of Jesus Christ” (cited in Stack 2019c). 

Pew and Gallup surveys identify Mormons in the US as the highest family-centered 

group with traditional gender roles, the highest involved in their congregations, the most 

politically and socially conservative religious group, and, together with Jews, enjoying 

the highest life satisfaction and overall well-being. At the same time the surveys reveal 

                                                      
1 Dallin H. Oaks, “The Gospel Culture,” Ensign (March 2012). 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/ensign/2012/03/the-gospel-culture. Accessed May 23, 2019. 
2 See https://newsroom.churchofjesuschrist.org/article/restoration-proclamation. Accessed May 30, 2020. 
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Americans feel coolest toward Muslims, atheists, and Mormons. About half of Americans 

consider Mormonism a cult. Most admit ignorance about it. Prejudices still abound, even 

in the US. The same remains valid in other parts of the world. 

At the end of 2019 the membership reached sixteen and a half million, of which more 

than half reside outside the US. 

 

1.2.6. Mormonism in Flanders 

Mormonism has been present in Belgium since the end of the nineteenth century 

(Burvenich 1999; Tuffin 2012). The first efforts of missionaries in Antwerp around 1890 

did not yield lasting success. Branches were first established in the French-speaking part 

of the country where the church now has multigenerational families of over a century. 

From 1947 on the Netherlands Mission conducted missionary efforts in Flanders which 

led to the establishment of small branches in Antwerp, Brussels, Ghent, and Mechelen. 

The 1960s saw further slow growth (Tuffin 2018). The turmoil in the Catholic church and 

the endeavors of Vatican II awakened interest in religion among the more intellectually 

inclined. Secularization did not still the hunger for religion, but the vested churches were 

losing their appeal. Married couples divided over religious adherence could find in a 

totally different church a new haven for them and their children. Such factors explain 

how Mormon missionaries were able to draw converts from a varied social spectrum. This 

expansion strengthened the branches with more local leadership potential, while at the 

same time creating a constructive fusion of social classes, typical for Mormon 

congregations.  

Still, building a more mature congregation remained challenging. Decoo (1996) 

analyzed the experiences he had as branch president at the end of the 1960s, calling it 

“feeding the fleeing flock” when confronted with the many who had joined in previous 

years and since had left or struggled. A survey conducted in 1981 among 92 Flemish 

members probed their socio-ideological leanings (Decoo 1984). It included members who 

joined in the 1950s and 1960s. The results show that although 86 percent of the members 

were raised religiously (mainly Catholic), most were not practicing anymore by the time 

they met the Mormon missionaries. However, this disengagement from organized 

religion did not dispel their receptivity for a new spiritual haven, which they found in 

Mormonism.  

The goal of local church growth is to organize a “stake” (diocese) comprised of wards 

(congregations or parishes) with only local leadership instead of missionaries. That goal 

was reached in 1994 when the “Belgium Antwerp Stake” was organized with a total of 

nine congregations. In 2017, in a major move to consolidate smaller units into larger ones, 

the Flemish congregations were reduced to four—Antwerp, Brussels, Ghent, and Sint 

Niklaas. It obliged members from the closed units to travel to the remaining wards for 

Sunday services and meetings.  
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Though Mormon wards in Europe are already multicultural due to the presence of 

American missionaries (young adults and some elderly couples) and expats from various 

countries, since the beginning of the twenty-first century a surge in converts from former 

Soviet countries and from sub-Saharan countries slowly changed the demographics. 

About half of the converts since the 2000s come from outside Europe, but many do not 

remain active long. The American presence and impact, however, is lasting (Van Beek, 

Decoo, and Decoo 2020). 

Mormon membership in the “Antwerp Belgium stake” stood at 3,310 at the end of 

2019.1 The stake includes the congregations or “wards” in Antwerp, Brussels, Ghent, and 

Sint Niklaas, but also covers three congregations in the South of the Netherlands—Breda, 

Eindhoven, and Heerlen. Attendance in the Sunday sacrament meeting—a gauge to be 

considered “active”—stood at 888 or 27 percent of the total membership. Some Flemish 

members living close to the Dutch border attend the three congregations in the South of 

the Netherlands. Attendance in the Sunday sacrament meeting in the four Flemish wards 

stood at an average of 511, including children and visitors. The quarterly report also 

identifies the number of adult women attending the Sunday meetings of Relief Society, 

Primary, and Young Women, which gives a fairly accurate figure for active women in the 

four Flemish wards: the average at the end of 2019 was 173. Estimating the Flemish adult 

women who attend the three Dutch congregations, and who in the report could not be 

identified separately from the Dutch, one comes to a total of about 200 active adult 

Mormon women in Flanders.  

 
 

1.3. Organization 

The church organization is tightly hierarchical, with priesthood offices as the underlying 

grid. 

General authorities. At the top is the First Presidency: the church president (or “the 

Prophet”) with two counselors. The second level of leadership is the Quorum of the 

Twelve Apostles. A common way to visualize the structure is to compare this to the Pope 

with his closest advisors and under them the group of senior cardinals. However, in 

Mormonism these fifteen leaders are married men who, after a professional career 

usually in business, law, education, or science, are called to that select group for the rest 

of their lives. Their average age is now 75 years. Nearly all are Americans or naturalized 

Americans. All but one are white. They are ranked in seniority of their calling as apostle 

and advance when one of them dies. The longest serving thus becomes church president. 

The current president, Russell M. Nelson, a former cardiac surgeon, is 95 (2020). The term 

“church leaders” usually refers to the First Presidency and the Twelve. They are highly 

                                                      
1 Kwartaalrapport Ring Antwerpen, Kwartaal 4, 2019. 
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respected and provide a steady source of instructions to the members. A third tier of 

leadership consists of the First Quorum of the Seventy, known as Seventies. The prophet, 

apostles, and seventies are called “General Authorities.”  

Geographical repartition.  From the top, the organization branches off into “areas,” 

each divided into “stakes” (comparable to Catholic dioceses), each with up to a dozen 

“wards” (comparable to small parishes or congregations of a few hundred people). The 

concept of “stake” comes from the biblical image of stakes or poles that sustain the 

protective tent in the desert.1 The organization of a “stake of Zion,” with a more complete 

chart of church officers, including “high priests,” is viewed as an important goal to 

achieve. It proves the local membership has reached an adequate level of maturity.2 On 

each level, identical structures of male presidencies with a president and two counselors 

assure the leadership, each monitored by the level above it. On the ward level, the 

presidency consists of a bishop and his two counselors. 

For the missionaries, there are separate organizational entities called “missions,” each 

under the direction of a full-time mission president who serves for three years. When 

there are no stakes and wards yet, the mission is also responsible for the local members 

who are organized in “districts” with “branches.” With growing member numbers and 

maturing local leadership, the aim is to turn a district into a stake, in which the 

sufficiently developed branches become wards.  

The women are part of a parallel organization to the male priesthood: the Relief 

Society. On general, stake, and ward levels, it has female presidencies with a president 

and two counselors. In council meetings with the priesthood on each level, they discuss 

the needs of the members and coordinate programs and activities. However, “in the 

church’s complicated organizational chart, no woman has direct ecclesiastical authority 

over any adult man” (Phillips and Cragun 2020, 16). Women are always called to their 

position, and released from it, by a male priesthood leader. 

Mormon organization extends to the home as the basic unit of church life where the 

father “presides.” It includes daily family prayer (non-script formulated by a designated 

family member), scripture reading, and for the children social activities with a religious 

touch. These home traditions, however, have none of the formality as for example found 

in orthodox Judaism. 

A lay church. The church does not have a professional clergy, therefore it sometimes 

called “a lay church.” However, all active male members receive the priesthood. It starts 

with the “Aaronic priesthood,” with priesthood offices by age: “deacon” at age twelve, 

“teacher” at age fourteen, and “priest” at age sixteen. By age eighteen, if worthy, the 

young adult receives the Melchizedek priesthood and is ordained to the office of “elder.” 

                                                      
1 Isaiah 54:2; D&C 82:14.  
2 The church’s 2019 statistical report mentions 3,437 stakes and 30,940 wards in the world. 

https://newsroom.churchofjesuschrist.org/article/2019-statistical-report. Accessed May 27, 2020. 
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Stakes and wards run entirely on volunteers, both men and women, who are “called” 

to temporary positions in the highly structured organization, but for the rest have regular 

professions or are retired. A ward is directed by a bishop. His calling is also temporary, 

about five years. With his two counselors, he forms the “bishopric.” The members 

“sustain” every “calling” by a show of hands, which almost always happens unanimously. 

Compliance and participation are expected. Everything happens identically everywhere. 

The center of the ward is a sober, multifunctional church building. Sunday's sacrament 

meeting resembles a quiet Protestant church service. Religious teaching in classes and 

social activities on weekdays, in particular on Saturdays, make the building a busy 

beehive. Most church buildings have space for a “cultural hall,” which includes basket 

ball facilities. 

The “lay” character of the church does not preclude religiosity and spirituality: all 

priesthood bearers are regularly asked to participate in ordinances, such as blessing and 

passing the sacrament. When ordaining others to priesthood offices or “setting apart” 

those who have been called to a position in the church organization, the officiating 

priesthood bearer, laying his hands on the head of the person, is also required to 

formulate a blessing, as the Spirit inspires him. Fathers are expected to bless their 

newborns and to baptize their children at age eight. Parents are expected to foster 

spirituality in the home through daily family prayer and scripture study. 

General conference. Twice a year the church holds a general conference in Salt Lake 

City at which assigned General Authorities deliver “talks”—the Mormon word for 

sermons. These can be followed worldwide in broadcast or online, with simultaneous 

translation. The speeches are reprinted in the monthly magazine in fifty languages. All 

texts, also from previous conferences, are available online (lds.org/general-conference). 

The messages of the General Authorities, mostly centered on Christian living, have a 

significant meaning for the members.  

 

 

1.4. Doctrines  

 This brief section first clarifies the dynamics of Mormon beliefs (1.4.1), before listing 

some of the main doctrines (1.4.2). A more detailed discussion of the place of gender in 

Mormonism is discussed in chapter 4 and the place of agency in chapter 5. 

 

1.4.1. A dynamic development of beliefs 

Mormonism has no “closed creed” in the usual Christian sense. A church press release of 

2007 states: “Not every statement made by a church leader, past or present, necessarily 

constitutes doctrine . . . In addition, the church does not preclude future additions or 
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changes to its teachings or practices.”1 This explains why “controversy exists among 

sociologists and anthropologists about how best to characterize Mormonism in 

discussions of doctrine” (Crapo 1987, 465). A short chronological review clarifies that 

challenge. 

 

Gather all the good and more. Joseph Smith heralded “continuing revelation”  as a way 

to expand doctrines or produce novel ones. His brief life— he died at age 39—was a 

creative search for “more truth.” He stated: 

Have the Presbyterians any truth? Yes. Have the Baptists, Methodists, etc., any 

truth? Yes. They all have a little truth mixed with error. We should gather all the 

good and true principles in the world and treasure them up, or we shall not come 

out true Mormons.2 

But Joseph Smith went much farther than assembling what other contemporaries had. 

Harold Bloom (1992, 101) noted Smith’s “religious genius” in his “uncanny recovery of 

elements in ancient Jewish theurgy.” Smith indeed revived Old Testament elements such 

as the Aaronic and Melchizedek priesthood, patriarchal lines, the gathering of Israel, 

temple worship, and polygamy. In texts which he produced and attributed to Abraham 

and to Moses, he elaborated on the concept of a preexistence and on the creation story. 

He altered the concept of godhead into a dynamic sequence of god-making, positing that 

God was once a mortal man who achieved godhead in the same way each person can reach 

it through progression. When he was initiated to Masonry, he included Masonic features 

in the Mormon temple ceremony. After his death, some of his closest associates, in 

particular Brigham Young and Parley P. Pratt, continued to expound some of Smith’s 

undeveloped ideas or their own understandings, even if they conflicted with each other.  

Cognitive substance and esoteric projections. It was only in the early twentieth 

century that Mormon intellectuals such as James Talmage, John Widtsoe, and Brigham 

Roberts distilled and systematized major religious teachings of Mormonism. They dodged 

sophisticated theology, keeping central the idea that Mormonism wanted to restore the 

primitive New Testament church, but also incorporating the older Israelite elements 

Joseph Smith had revived and some of his more daring ideas. It led to a period, from the 

1930s to the 1960s, during which church talks and manuals emphasized the rational 

soundness of Mormonism. Mormon sociologist Mauss remarked that this “greater 

reliance on intellectual substance in preaching” was also part of the missionary materials 

then in use (Mauss 2004). This cognitive strand was still very much thriving when Flemish 

converts joined the church in the 1950s and ‘60s (Tuffin 2012). 

                                                      
1 “Approaching Mormon Doctrine,” News Release, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, May 4, 

2007. https://newsroom.churchofjesuschrist.org/article/approaching-mormon-doctrine. Accessed March 
17, 2020. 

2 Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, 316. 
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In the same period, also a more esoteric vein kept running through church literature. 

A number of church leaders and other popular Mormon writers published scores of books 

on what they felt was Mormon doctrine, expanding on some of the more peculiar 

teachings that have their roots in earlier Mormonism. These included racist views on the 

origin of black people, assumptions on the Lost Tribes, speculations about life in the 

preexistence and in the hereafter, projections on the future building of the New 

Jerusalem in America, interpretations of the Godhead and the cosmos, political views on 

the State of Israel, and strong anti-Catholicism—”The Church of the Devil.” Flemish 

converts in the 1950s and ‘60s were introduced also to this strand of thought.  

The shift to principles, the Spirit, and Christ. The push towards correlation and 

international conformity in the 1970s (see 1.2.4) started to excise from Mormonism all 

that was deemed superfluous, at least in the official realm. The more cognitive approach 

to doctrine, as well as the esoteric projections, were steadily toned down or avoided in 

general church publications. Some teachings took time to vanish properly, such as the 

former racist views, referred to as old “hard doctrine” which needed to be confronted and 

condemned (Harris 2020). Essential Christian principles of faith and charity came to the 

foreground. A greater emphasis was placed on the affective “testimony” given by “the 

Spirit” to know the truth, rather than on rational investigation. In missionary work, the 

former analytic persuasion techniques were replaced by limited teaching, followed by 

testimony and prayer: “An emotional approach in proselyting converts or recruits selects 

those among the investigators who are most influenced by affective, as contrasted with 

cognitive, foundations for their religious commitments” (Mauss 2004, 29). It became the 

way to approach potential converts, also in Flanders. 

In the 1980s, confronted with the mostly evangelical criticism that Mormonism is not 

Christian, and longing to be recognized and respected as a full-fledged Christian 

denomination, church leaders started to emphasize the place of Jesus Christ as central to 

the faith. The church’s name logo was changed with Jesus Christ in larger letters. A 

subtitle was added to the Book of Mormon: “Another Testament of Jesus Christ.” Christ 

became a main topic in church talks and lessons.  

Room for own choices. Unlike other denominations that define “official doctrine,” 

Mormon church leaders tend to avoid such creedal immovability. “Continuing 

revelation” is still emphasized. As a group they will rarely make “a statement,” and if they 

do, it is more to clarify there is no official position, such as on evolution, on the timing of 

the start of “human life” after conception, on embryonic stem cell research, or on 

extending life artificially in palliative care. They leave choices up to each person’s study 

and decisions to conscience or “personal revelation.” Conversely, individual church 

leaders can still express their personal opinions within acceptable boundaries of 

orthodoxy. They do so mainly in their talks at general conference. Sometimes their words 

stir controversies which are then debated on independent Mormon blogs. Anderson 



 

40 
 

(2017) analyzed recent shifts in statements and interpretation in the grey zone between 

revelation, doctrine, policy, and opinion. 

This relativeness of doctrinal tenets is significant for the discussion of the relation 

between priesthood and women since church leaders’ explanations to illuminate that 

relation have shifted several times in the course of the church’s history (see Chapter 3). 

It gives individual members some latitude to refer to past statements in order to justify 

their own opinions or disagree with others.  

 
1.4.2. Current principal teachings 

In the following enumeration of principal teachings, unless otherwise noted, the 

phrases between quotations marks come from the church manual “Gospel Principles.”1 

Godhead. Like in most religions, God is viewed as the Supreme Being to worship. 

However, in Mormonism his nature is stressed as anthropomorphic: “Because we are 

made in His image, we know that our bodies are like His body. His eternal spirit is housed 

in a tangible body of flesh and bone.” The 1995 Proclamation on the Family mentions: “All 

human beings—male and female—are created in the image of God. Each is a beloved spirit 

son or daughter of heavenly parents.”2 It implies the presence of a Heavenly Mother as 

part of the Godhead. Christ is the Son of God, man’s “oldest brother” in the preexistence. 

In that capacity, he acted as the creator of our earth and as the Jehovah of the Old 

Testament. The third member of the Godhead is the Holy Ghost. Some Mormons believe 

this member to be Heavenly Mother. 

Plan of salvation. Mormon eschatology views each individual person as an eternal 

being, beginning as a spirit child of heavenly parents in a preexistence and next moving 

to a period of moral probation on earth. After death, the spirit goes to a “spirit world” to 

await the resurrection. The final judgment will attribute people to one of three degrees 

of heaven. In the highest, the celestial kingdom, “exaltation“ allows families to reunite 

and become divine. “Exaltation is eternal life, the kind of life God lives.” To achieve that 

status a couple must have entered into a “celestial marriage,” performed as a church 

ordinance in a temple—the sacred building that only worthy members can enter. 

The fall of Adam and Eve. In the preexistence, “Adam and Eve were among our Father’s 

noblest children.” Placed with physical bodies in the Garden of Eden, they deliberately 

chose to transgress by partaking of the fruit, thus becoming mortal and spiritually 

separated from God. “Their Fall was a necessary step in the plan of life and a great blessing 

to all of us. Because of the Fall, we are blessed with physical bodies, the right to choose 

between good and evil, and the opportunity to gain eternal life.” There is no original sin. 

                                                      
1 Gospel Principles (The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 2009). 
2 “The Family: A Proclamation to the World.” Ensign (October 2005). 

https://newsroom.churchofjesuschrist.org/article/proclamation-on-the-family Accessed May 27, 2020. 
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Christ’s atonement overcame physical death through the resurrection, which will be 

granted to all. Acceptance of the gospel extends Christ’s atoning sacrifice to each person, 

enabling him to overcome spiritual death and return to God. 

The gospel. The gospel is defined as “our Heavenly Father’s plan of happiness,” with as 

central doctrine “the Atonement of Jesus Christ.” The fourth Article of Faith mentions: 

“We believe that the first principles and ordinances of the Gospel are: first, Faith in the 

Lord Jesus Christ; second, Repentance; third, Baptism by immersion for the remission of 

sins; fourth, Laying on of hands for the gift of the Holy Ghost.” The gospel expects 

members to follow other “commandments” such as chastity, obedience, scripture study, 

keeping the Sabbath holy, praying regularly, paying tithing, and keeping the “Word of 

Wisdom”—a health code that prohibits the use of alcohol, tobacco, coffee, and tea. 

Vicarious work. Since “many of our ancestors died without hearing about the gospel 

while on the earth, they can accept in the spirit world,” but they would still need the 

ordinances. Church members can “perform these ordinances in the temple for their 

ancestors.” Through genealogical research, members identify ancestors and “make 

certain that the ordinances are performed for them.” This happens in the temple. 

Restoration.  The church which Christ founded in New Testament times lost its 

priesthood and its purity after the death of the original Apostles. Apostasy and changes 

in doctrines made a restoration of the original church and priesthood authority 

necessary. The restoration also includes “temple worship.” 

Extended scriptures and continuing revelation. Besides the Bible, the church considers 

three other books as scripture—the Book of Mormon (see above), the Doctrine and 

Covenants, and the Pearl of Great Price. These last two contain revelations, texts, and 

instructions to Joseph Smith as well as a few other canonized documents. These four 

books are called the “standard works.” Still, the canon is not closed: church leaders are 

entitled to receive new revelations. 

 
 

1.5. A media-oriented and digitalized church 

For those unfamiliar with Mormonism, such a conservative minority religion may easily 

evoke the image of retrograde traditions, eschewing modernity and technology. In 

Europe it is not uncommon to confuse Mormons with Amish. In truth, the Mormon 

church is probably one of the most high-tech churches in the world. To reach its members 

and potential members and to improve its overall image, the church has always been on 

the frontline by using the latest technology and the power of the media (Avance 2015; 

Baker 2008; Baker and Stout 2003; Bartlett 2018; Feller 2018; Peters 2015).  

Websites and apps. The official church website, “churchofjesuschrist.org,” still 

reachable at its original “lds.org,” offers a structured view of the church’s massive 
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content, with hundreds of links to the different subject areas. The “Gospel Library app,” 

downloadable to the most recent devices, brings together scriptures, general conference 

talks, magazines, hymns, videos, lesson manuals, and dynamic study tools. In Sunday 

meetings most members sing the hymns and follow the lessons with an electronic device 

in their hands. 

More geared to non-members as part of missionary work is the website 

“comeuntochrist.org,” still reachable at its original “mormon.org.” The site 

“newsroom.churchofjesuschrist.org” introduces to current Mormon events and world 

involvement. The main church websites are available in more than a hundred languages. 

The church controls its internet presence by applying proactive and aggressive business 

marketing strategies (Chen 2011). 

Media outreach. To reach members and improve its image among non-members, the 

church started using radio broadcasts already in 1922, well understanding the potential 

of the airwave media to spread its message. The church’s Bonneville International 

Corporation, formed in 1964, expanded over the years to multiple media channels, 

including newspapers, television, and radio stations. From the 1970s to the 1990s the 

church conducted the “Homefront” campaign, broadcasting on hundreds of television 

and radio stations award-winning vignettes about how to improve family life. As part of 

mainstreaming public relations efforts, the messages did not mention faith, but always 

ended with “This message was brought to you by the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 

Saints—The Mormons.” In the 2000s there followed more spiritual messages on radio and 

TV in the “Truth Restored” advertisement campaign. The next, multimillion dollar 

advertising endeavor was the “I’m a Mormon” campaign, mentioned earlier. It ran from 

2010 to 2018, starting with short video clips airing on television and reachable on the 

internet, but also expanding to billboards and bus posters, in the US, Australia, Ireland, 

and the UK—partly in response to the satiric Book of Mormon musical.1 Hundreds of 

thousands of church members added their own profiles to the website, ending each 

message with “I’m a Mormon.” 

Church leaders make certain that their messages in general conference, held twice a 

year in Salt Lake City, reach the members promptly worldwide. In earlier days 

international telephone lines would bring the proceedings through loudspeakers in 

church buildings in any country—with simultaneous translation provided. From 1979 on 

satellite transmissions to antennas on church buildings ensured the reception. Nowadays 

one can follow the conference sessions through the internet in church or at home. 

Meanwhile the online reach to the general membership and to specific groups has 

expanded substantially, for example with worldwide “firesides” where general 

authorities address the youth or the young adults. Since 2009 the “Mormon Channel,” 

                                                      
1 The Book of Mormon is a musical comedy written by Trey Parker, Robert Lopez, and Matt Stone. It was first 

staged on Broadwy in 2011.  
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now renamed “Latter-day Saints Channel,” imparts 24/7 inspirational videos, live video 

events, podcasts, and blog posts.1  

E-management. The church manages its operations and membership records like any 

highly professional organization. Each member worldwide has an 11-digit id-number, 

comparable to a national number or social security identification. It provides the member 

access to a personal account that contains data on birth, baptism, marriage, family 

composition, address, email, phone, picture, current church calling, and donations. Each 

member has electronic admittance to his or her record and can adjust privacy settings, 

but data remain accessible to leaders of their unit, on ward and on stake levels. The system 

is tied to directories, calendars, reporting, the donation system, genealogy records, and 

various resources so that members can easily access all needed information, but can also 

be reached directly by their leaders and other members, pending the permissions they 

have granted. An automated reporting system on the status of each ward and stake 

provides church leaders on each level with statistical data on attendance, donations, and 

other quantifiable markers. Conversely, church leaders on each level inform and instruct 

their subsidiaries through virtual meetings and messages. 

Digitized genealogy. One of the most utilized church organizations, both by members 

and non-members, is FamilySearch, managing the largest genealogical database in the 

world, with over two billion names in 2018, connecting family trees.2 It is based on 

advanced computerization of genealogical research. Its website can be used freely by 

anyone. FamilySearch operates some 5,000 Family History Centers around the world, 

most of them situated in church buildings, where anyone can get help with genealogical 

research. Through their personal church account, church members can submit names for 

vicarious work in temples.  

Independent digital Mormonism. Parallel to the church’s electronic presence, a wide 

array of websites and blogs is managed by individual church members or groups, on a 

range from ultra-conservative to more critical, involving many thousands of participants 

worldwide. These sites provide background information, reflection, and lively discussion, 

and often anonymous venting. The phenomenon is a topic for academic research 

(Burroughs 2013; Feller 2018; Finnigan and Ross 2013; Mason 2012; Ross and Finnigan 

2014). 

 

1.6. Closing thoughts 

This introduction to Mormonism stems from my perception of what an outsider should 

best know first about the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. I recognize it leaves 

                                                      
1 Website: SaintsChannel.ChurchofJesusChrist.org 
2 Website: https://www.familysearch.org/en/ 
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various aspects undiscussed or hardly broached, which other Mormons (or non-Mormons 

well familiar with the church) may deem essential—such as temple worship, welfare, 

demographical developments, humanitarian services, social ministry, or finances. 

Aspects of gender in the church will of course be comprehensively discussed in following 

chapters. 

Notwithstanding the strict exterior uniformity of Mormonism and the organizational 

control from the top to the lowest level, the sixteen and a half million members which 

the church claimed at the end of 2020 form a very diverse population. More than half live 

outside the United States, thinly spread over 180 countries with significant socio-

economic and cultural differences. An estimated 70 percent is considered “less active,” 

meaning not attending church regularly, but still registered as members in the system. 

Their individual attitudes towards the church greatly differ from each other. Also “active 

members” are often distinguished in various ways with their own nicknames—a diversity 

the rest of this dissertation will shed light on. 
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Chapter 2 Studies on agency and gender in religion  

This chapter reviews part of the literature on the intersection of agency, gender, and 

religion. The focus here is on academic works sustained by quantitative or qualitative 

sociological research in order to chart the developments in approaches these past few 

decades. Some of these publications, and many others, are discussed in subsequent 

chapters that deal with specific aspects of gender and agency in Mormonism.  

After a brief introduction on agency in the context of gender and religion (2.1), I review 

research through four phases of assessment of agency. The first is the approach where 

patriarchal religions are deemed a threat to female agency and therefore oppressive 

towards women (2.2). In a second phase, studies assess agency in the realm of resistance 

and emancipation when women adopt coping strategies and find ways to exert social 

control over male prerogatives (2.3). In a third phase, studies appraise women in the 

sphere of internal “empowerment agency,” when they use their agency to valorize their 

religious identity, but serenely within the system (2.4). Finally, a fourth phase enters into 

play when religious women themselves step into the public arena to explain, defend or 

critically assess their female religious identity (2.5).  

For each of these phases, I review the general background, followed by an overview of 

the parallel development in studies dealing with Mormon women. I end sections with a 

note on the relevance for my research and the connection with items in the interviews. 

When presenting the results of the research in chapter 7, I start each item with a 

“background” section that refers, where applicable, to the relevant subsections in this 

chapter. 

 
 

2.1. Introduction: agency, gender, and religion 

The simple definition that agency is one’s capacity to make choices and act upon those 

choices is complicated by the assessment of motives, intention, and context. What 

triggers agentic action? Is agency always intent-driven? What is the impact of social 

structures on agency? How do agency and social structures interact as an ever-evolving 

dialectic? Major social theorists have contributed to these debates. Overviews of theories 

and approaches are given, among others, by Cohen (1996), Cote and Levine (2014), and 

Stones (2009).  
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The relation between agency and gender has been the object of numerous studies on 

masculinity and femininity as cultural constructs and on women’s agency in male-

dominated structures. In feminist research, “agency has emerged as the dominant 

conceptual paradigm,” writes Avishai (2016, 376). It is viewed as a way of identity-making 

tied to power dynamics. It has been studied from various angles such as by Collins (1990), 

Connell (1987), Gardiner (1995), McNay (2000), and Meyers (2002). 

Religion adds another layer of complexity. Monotheistic religions in particular, with 

God as male figure, assert gendered perspectives in their belief system. They share an 

essentialist view on the difference between men and women, the former as naturally 

leading, the latter as subservient in nurturing roles. Institutionally this paradigm often 

translates into a gendered religious hierarchy that limits women’s impact on leadership.  

The literature on the intersection of agency, gender, and religion usually distinguishes 

a number of chronological phases. These phases represent subsequent generations of 

scholars as to the focus of study and the interpretation of agency. Some consider two 

main phases (Avishai 2016), others expand to four (Sehlikoglu 2018). Such repartitions are 

useful for a grip on developments but none can claim to adequately reflect the on-going 

diversity at any given point in time. One could indeed remark: 

- Older approaches, in particular from antipatriarchy perspectives, remain alive and well 

or are resurrected when political or social events make them again attractive, such as 

the anti-Islamic wave after 9/11 or the hostile focus on immigrant groups with a male-

dominated religious culture.  

- The personal experiences of female social scientists and anthropologists, writing from 

within their religion, can impact their approach from either a supportive or an adverse 

bias.  

- The repartition in phases tends to look mainly at the many studies on Muslim women—

already a complex puzzle of tendencies—but these may not correspond with the 

phasing in research pertaining to other religions.  

- Within a religion, or more specifically within a congregation, women do not form a 

monolithic block: each woman has her background, personality, and own 

circumstances that make her unique in dealing with her possibilities and challenges. 

During her life, also her own perspectives can change.  

- Finally, there is a tendency to concentrate research on religions with still outspoken 

gender differentiation, and less on mainline religions or churches that have actively 

sought to jettison discriminatory policies. Such a selective approach can muddle the 

overall image of religion as such.  

The following repartition in four phases, though sometimes presented as main 

chronological phases in advancing research, should therefore be seen as a convenient 

way to identify topics, without excluding overlapping parts. The examples of research are 

indicative of the vast volume of scholarly work in this field.  
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As additional clarification I note that in sociological research “religious agency,” 

viewed outside of the gender factor, encompasses a much broader definition—”a personal 

and collective claiming and enacting of dynamic religious identity,” wherever religion is 

practiced and has effects on social change (Leming 2007, 74). My research concentrates 

on the gendered dimension of agency and religion. 

 
 

2.2. Non-agency or surrendered religious agency 

2.2.1. General background 

The most adverse analysis of women in patriarchal religions simply claims that male 

authority strips them of agency. Though genuinely meant as an indictment of male abuse, 

such studies sometimes proceed from a rough colonial bias that views women “as the 

impotent objects of an aggressive, religious, and male-dominant cultural system” 

(Sehlikoglu 2018, 78). According to Ewing (2008), the portrayal of Muslim women “as 

victims of male brutality who must be rescued from traditional, oppressive male 

morality” does not only stereotype women, but has as infelicitous effect to stir moral 

outrage against all Muslim men. Such partiality in this “accusatory approach” may taint 

objective research.  

Still, a major question remains: to what extent are the more fundamentalist or 

scrupulous adherents of a religion capable of personal agentic action when they are 

governed by faith-based convictions, including fear of eternal consequences in case of the 

slightest non-compliance? This question is at the heart of debates on a specific kind of 

religious agency, when the agent surrenders agency, at least partially, to an all-

encompassing divine system dictating daily life (Bilge 2010; Bracke 2008; Davis 2006; Nisa 

2012). But even such a surrendering is basically an act of agency, which problematizes the 

accusatory approach when women claim to willingly submit to the conditions. Discussing 

the psychological complexity of this type of constrained agency is not part of my 

research, but, where applicable to Mormon women, the consequences are to be 

considered in the framework of gender roles. 

 
 
2.2.2. In Mormon studies 

Also in research pertaining to Mormon women, a number of studies view them from the 

perspective of subjugation. Madsen (1991) notes that early feminist historians of the 

1960s and 70s considered women’s history within the framework of oppression. She cites 

Marilyn Warenski's book on Mormon women, Patriarchs and Politics: The Plight of the 

Mormon Woman (1978) as an example of this mode. Even more provocative was Sonia 

Johnson’s 1979 speech to the American Psychological Association, “Patriarchal Panic: 
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Sexual Politics in the Mormon Church,” which excoriated the Mormon patriarchal system 

for its suppression of women (Johnson 1979, see also 3.4.2.4).  

Part of the strategy to denounce present-day oppressive patriarchy is to highlight the 

agency and strength of past Mormon women, as a more inspiring approach to honor 

exemplary figures and to sustain present rights. Madsen (1991, 47) refers to that tendency 

as “compensatory or contributory history.” I discuss this historical perspective in chapter 

3. 

One particular aspect in this Mormon realm is the effect of the emphasis on compliance 

with commandments and on the mandate to “follow the prophet.” It extends to obedience 

to the priesthood down to the lowest level of the hierarchy (4.2). Such obedience and 

deference can instill fundamentalist tendencies in one’s religiosity, both for men and 

women, and be interpreted as a surrender of agency. In some Mormon families children 

can be obsessively constricted by religious trust and rules from infancy on, in particular 

if parents also choose for homeschooling (Hinton 2012; Kunzman 2009). The pressure to 

“be an example” at all times prolongs into adulthood. Some converts, in the fervor of 

their acceptance of Mormonism, are anxious to make sure they comply. Some ask 

frequent questions as to what is permissible or not. If they address their queries to the 

more zealous members, there is a fair chance they will receive more rigorous answers 

than officially valid. Moreover, sermons by church leaders frequently focus in general 

terms on progress and perfection, thus creating angst regarding insufficient 

performance, in particular among those already amenable to strict compliance. 

Perfectionism in itself becomes the drive for agentic action, not a personal assessment of 

what is feasible and reasonable. The concept of legalism—the conviction that only strict 

obedience to specific rules guarantees God’s approval and acceptance—is paramount for 

such subjects. It may lead to scrupulosity—an OCD (obsessive compulsive disorder). In 

2017, even one church leader, apostle Holland, addressed the problem as “toxic 

perfectionism.”1 

For Mormon women, matters can be even more acute because of the high expectations 

related to motherhood, modesty, chastity, personal development, church service, and 

community involvement. Successful women with a large family are extolled as models. 

The psychological and psychiatric consequences of this pressure have been studied since 

the 1970s, as Burgoyne and Burgoyne stated (1978, 51): 

Mormon women are supposed to feel happy and blessed no matter what happens. 

Armed with a tradition of strength and dominance, programmed by a dogma of 

conformity and acceptance, faced with a changing world and annoyed by 

observable paradoxes between espoused ideals and practice, many Mormon women 

                                                      
1 Jeffrey R. Holland, “Be Ye Therefore Perfect—Eventually,” Conference Address (October 2017). 

https://www.lds.org/general-conference/2017/10/be-ye-therefore-perfect-eventually. Accessed 
November 17, 2018. 
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are in conflict and unhappy. But church teachings tell them that they must be 

happier and healthier than other women and therefore better able to handle 

adversity. Because seeking psychiatric help is an admission of personal failure far 

beyond that of the nonreligious person, it is usually done secretly or with the 

explicit approval of some church authority with whom counseling has failed. 

Whenever possible, the Mormon woman seeks a Mormon psychiatrist, hoping he 

will somehow make her comfortable with all of the compromises she has heretofore 

been unable to tolerate. She hopes he will reestablish her paradoxical image of 

strength combined with passive acceptance of her role in her church. 

Research on these problems among Mormon women not only investigates the causes 

and consequences, but is also meant to give appropriate advice to therapists to whom 

women turn to for help (Abegg 2018; Allen, Wang, and Stokes 2015; Edgington et al. 2008; 

Koltko 1990; Medeiros 2015; Norton et al. 2006; Peer and McGraw 2017). Of these authors, 

Koltko in particular examined the issue of agency more deeply as an essential part of 

therapy. He recognized the centrality of agency in Mormon theology and used it as a 

leverage to help clients find solutions within the belief system itself: 

The agency doctrine has implications for the types of therapy to which Mormons 

seem to be most receptive. Mormons are comfortable with the notion that one must 

do something to make progress and see change. Mormons prefer modalities which 

appear to “enhance” agency by emphasizing conscious thought and overt behavior, 

like cognitive or behavioral interventions . . . The wise therapist does not attempt 

to excise or change normative religious beliefs and values . . . (he) skillfully uses the 

power inherent in a client's beliefs to enhance the client's functioning. (p. 135, 139). 

In other words, Mormon women (and men) who seemingly surrendered their agency 

in “toxic perfectionism” need to learn how the doctrine of agency can help them set 

reasonable and acceptable boundaries. 

 
 

Relevance for my research 

Compliance with commandments and acceptance of priesthood decisions are common 

themes in church talks and lessons. They belong to the constructs of religiousness and 

church (I-2.2). For women, obedience to the male priesthood authority has a gendered 

dimension and raises the question of agency. The topic is foreseen in my interviews 

under, among others, the following items (translated from Dutch).  

Q.R.10 – The doctrine of the church stresses free will, namely the possibility to 

choose between good and evil and to be responsible for decisions. When we look at 

the church, people freely choose to become members or stay in it if they are already 

born in the church. It is a basic choice. But does that mean that church members 
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then surrender part of their free will? In other words: is a church member then 

obliged to do everything the church asks for? How do we see the free will in this? 

Q.R.12 – (vignette) Evelyne is a woman in her forties with a few teenage children at 

home, which requires much care. She is also committed to the school committee 

where her children attend school. Her husband has a demanding job and can only 

partly help in the household. Evelyne often feels very tired. The bishop has now 

asked her to become Relief Society president. She knows that this will be very hard. 

When she prays about it, she feels that she should accept the calling as the will of 

the Lord. But her common sense tells her that it is not wise to accept that calling. 

How should Evelyne decide? 

Of course, answers to such questions, intended to probe compliance or even non-

agency, can lead to answers revealing “resistance, subversion, or emancipation” or 

“inside valorization”—realms discussed next. 

Just like in Utah and elsewhere, some Mormon women in Flanders can also struggle 

with scrupulosity or suffer from depression. My research does not seek them out 

specifically, but when respondents talk about such challenges among some women they 

know, or (by proxy) talking about themselves, the data from the literature inform my 

analysis. The topic is foreseen: 

Q.R.09 – Church lessons and talks often speak of perfection. This creates an image 

of the ideal woman in the church. Is that something which is feasible for women, or 

just helpful, or sometimes rather depressing? 

 

2.3. Agency in the realm of resistance, subversion, or emancipation 

2.3.1. General background 

Approaches from the 1970s to the ‘90s still mainly proceeded from secular critiques of the 

oppressive nature of religion, but converged simultaneously on women’s reactions to 

oppression. Works such as Mary Daly’s Beyond God the Father (1973), Rita Gross’ edition 

Beyond Androcentrism (1977), Rosemary Radford Ruether’s Sexism and God-Talk: Toward a 

Feminist Theology (1983), and Gerda Lerner’s The Creation of Patriarchy (1986) informed 

research to look for agency as a means to resistance and liberation. Avishai (2016) 

considers this research as coming from the first generation of scholarship on gender and 

religion that “helped articulate the agency of those who maneuver within oppressive 

social structures,” with reference to McNay’s (2000) identification of agency as 

“resistance, subversion, performance, a resource, and emancipatory remodeling of 

identity.” 

Various studies contributed to the analysis of this reactive or oppositional agency of 

women within oppressive social structures. I describe a few examples. Kandiyoti (1988) 
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refined the understanding of patriarchal systems by comparative analyses of women's 

strategies and coping mechanisms in two environments, sub-Saharan Africa and the 

Muslim Middle East. These systems “entail forms of control and subordination that cut 

across cultural and religious boundaries, such as those of Hinduism, Confucianism, and 

Islam” (p. 278). Liberating developments should lead to the breakdown of what Kandiyoti 

calls “patriarchal bargains.” Brink and Mencher (1996) analyzed in Mixed Blessings how 

religious fundamentalism affects gender roles in various countries, showing how women 

can both suffer and profit from fundamentalism. Arthur (1998) looked at a Mennonite 

community to study how women managed to exert social control over male prerogatives. 

Gerami and Lehnerer (2001) studied the narratives of Iranian women who found ways to 

counter the gender oppression in the patriarchal practices of Islamic fundamentalism. 

Prickett’s (2014) ethnographic fieldwork among African American Muslim women 

demonstrated how their appropriation of space and their sister bonding enabled them to 

resist gender, economic, and racial oppression. Stopler (2005) considered the political 

reality in the United States. She argued that, in spite of the legal separation between state 

and religion, the influence of patriarchal religions continues to adversely affect the rights 

of all women.  

These various studies fall under the research moniker of “resistance agency” and, if 

resistance is successful, under “empowerment agency”  (Avishai 2008; Burke 2012). Such 

analyses continue to be relevant as political, economic, and religious circumstances in 

certain locations reveal that forms of resistance offer the only or the main avenue for 

women’s agency towards some emancipation. 

 

 
2.3.2. In Mormon studies  

Quite a few Mormon and ex-Mormon scholars have analyzed women’s condition in 

Mormonism from the overall view of oppression and the subsequent search for solutions 

in various forms of resistance, balancing, and liberation. Most of them are doctoral 

dissertations. I organized some of the most relevant ones from various perspectives. 

 

2.3.2.1. From a vindictive perspective 

One group of studies takes an openly critical approach. The first words in the titles of 

some of these publications reveal the tone: “Flight from the Iron Cage” (Beck 1994); “Hope 

Deferred” (Bignall 2010); “Un-silencing” (Jones 2013); “A Divine Inequality” (Robinson 

Pardi 2014); and “Matricidal Patriarchy” (Silva 1994).  

Beck’s research (1994) focused on Mormon women experiencing the social and 

psychological conflicts related to the modernization of women’s roles. Her “iron cage” 

refers to the Weberian concept of highly rationalized bureaucratic structures that trap 

individuals in systems driven by efficiency, calculation and control—which Beck saw 
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vividly present in Mormonism. Her analysis of interviews with Mormon women led to the 

definition of a category of church-active women, whom she called the “internally 

defined.” They reject for themselves both the labels traditional and feminist. These 

“fence-sitters” view their female gender role as created by personal individual decisions. 

Beck viewed both Mormon traditionalists and Mormon feminists as “externally defined” 

by social forces outside themselves.  

Bignall (2010) used a reflexive methodology to analyze the effectiveness of Mormon 

feminist efforts in bringing the church to change androcentric traditions. Her conclusion 

was that the church leaders are not motivated “to seek and enact deep, genuine change 

in its construction of gender roles,” hence, forms of resistance are needed. Bignall 

recognized, however, the religious and social security the system offered to many women, 

while still finding it surprising “that so many women remain complicit in their own 

subordinate status” (p. 181).  

Jones (2013) approached the topic from the perspective of counseling psychology 

needed to address the harm caused by codependency and dominance in a patriarchal 

system. Resistance and liberation are to be found in exploration of self and individuation. 

Jones analyzed writings by ex-Mormon women in order to compare her own experiences 

with the experiences of the larger group.  

Robinson Pardi (2014) exemplified a radical feminist approach by arguing that 

Mormonism is not only patriarchal but un-egalitarian. She viewed needed resistance in 

historical perspective by pointing at the loss of female power and positions since the 

1970s. Women can regain more visibility by bringing up feminist topics in sermons and 

lessons, such as Heavenly Mother or priesthood participation, but also by simple acts such 

as wearing pants to church in response to obsessions over modesty.  

Silva’s “Matricidal Patriarchy” (1994), written by a Mormon husband, is a fierce 

indictment of the church’s “patriarchal system whose imperative is male-hierarchical 

hegemony” (p. 148). He appealed to minimize the abuse of male authority by involving 

women on equal footing, and therefore giving them the priesthood—”in the equality of 

men and women working as partners in governing the affairs of the kingdom together 

for the mutual blessing of all” (p. 152). 

Exiting the church can create psychological stress. The church itself allows exiting 

without repercussions and remains welcoming and assisting. However, breaking away 

from years of high commitment and intense interpersonal relations can come at a high 

emotional and even physical cost (Scheitle and Adamczyk 2010). Others, however, find it 

liberating (Scharp and Beck 2017). In the case of exiting because of conflicts over women’s 

issues, the process may require reconstruction of identity (Daughtrey 2012; Robinson 

Pardi 2014).  
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2.3.2.2. Seeking solutions and empowerment 

I present these studies in chronological order of publication. 

Walker (1990) analyzed the theological foundations of Judeo-Christian patriarchy—

dualism of spirit and body, God as male, and the fall of Eve. Though not a sociological 

investigation, the study refers to the insights of Daly (1973), Ruether (1983), and Lerner 

(1986) and deserves to be mentioned here for its theoretical contribution to the debate. 

Walker concluded that Mormonism does not follow the Judeo-Christian tenets that justify 

patriarchy. Therefore a radical correction of that historical construct is warranted. 

Sipes (1993) conducted a standard quantitative investigation among 118 Mormon 

women committed to the church. The survey was based on a model of cognitive 

dissonance and a model of conflict resolution in order to determine what kind of conflict 

these women felt and how they might respond to resolve it. The results revealed that the 

participants had more dissonance from intrareligious conflicts between the ideal and 

daily reality, rather than from externally imposed situations. They sought resolutions 

within the system itself, by developing coping mechanisms, adapting some of the 

exigencies of the system, and counting on others to help, rather than turning away in 

self-sufficiency and autonomy.  

Leis (2005) focused her research on the experiences of Mormon women who work 

outside of the home. She concluded that cognitive dissonance and stress were the 

consequence of emotions and experiences surrounding the challenge of balancing two 

dichotomous relationships—family and work. Findings distinguished three groups: those 

who refused to recognize the problem and appeared to struggle the most; those who 

recognized the problem but did not immediately find ways to deal with it; those who 

recognized the problem and found strategies that led to solutions. “Much can be gleaned 

from these women. They have a wealth of personal knowledge that can be drawn from 

and utilized to assist those women who have not reached a level of reconciliation” (p. 59). 

Leis remarked that women often pass through phases that move them from one group to 

another.  

Johns (2008) devoted a linguistic analysis of the way female Mormon missionaries 

weave strategies of resistance to male dominance into their personal narratives. One 

strategy is irony by displaying “sweet submission and cheerful supportiveness.” Another 

is by showing super competence by appropriating male roles and outrivaling them.  

Nzojibwami (2009) turned to self-defined Mormon feminist women to investigate how 

they reconcile their attitudes with a patriarchal religion. Her aim was to improve 

instruments for psychological counseling within applied psychology. Similar to other 

women in patriarchal religions, Mormon feminists exist in a complex situation, where 

they have to balance their role as wife, mother, and manager of the private sphere, while 

their male counterparts exist in the public sphere. Methods of reconciliation include 

treating the patriarchal system as peripheral to one’s religiosity, reconstructing the 
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understanding of Mormon theology to bring it in harmony with feminist beliefs, and 

staying actively involved in the Mormon and even civic communities. Nzojibwami did not 

advocate liberation from Mormonism, but rather a pro-active creation of a feminist 

sphere within Mormonism, which fosters personal empowerment.  

Leamaster (2014) focused on Mormon women’s compliance with and resistance to 

gendered expectations. As one of the few male researchers in this domain, he analyzed 

how many women resist traditional patriarchy in everyday life and are able to draw on 

“resistance toolkits,” cultural resources such as alternative narratives on gender 

expectations. He also looked at why religious women comply with gender expectations 

to facilitate gender inequality. Leamaster found that class and region, specifically middle 

class background and living in or outside of Utah, are important factors that change the 

constraining affects of Mormon gendered schemas. Related studies by Leamaster and 

others include the choice between career and motherhood (Leamaster and Subramaniam 

2016), Mormon women’s patterns of compliance with patriarchy (Leamaster and Bautista 

2018), and Mormon women’s patterns of gendered resistance (Leamaster and Einwohner 

2018). 

Halford (2019) conducted a qualitative research among thirty active Mormon women 

in Britain “to understand the ways some religious women comply with, conform to and 

resist secular and religious gender norms in their religion-as-lived practices” (p. 6). 

Drawing on feminist standpoint theory and her own lived experiences as an active 

Mormon and mother of eight, she surveyed “how Mormon women are agential in diverse 

ways, not just in resisting church teachings but in the ways that their actions can be seen 

as empowered, instrumental and compliant” (p. 183). Among the various aspects she 

considered is the attitude of her respondents toward the American “Molly Mormon” ideal 

(see 5.4.2.8). Though most of her respondents reject that hyper-feminine ideal which 

complies with patriarchal hierarchy, they still “appear to have internalised aspects of 

Molly Mormon by prioritising motherhood as they see it as fundamental to a female 

embodiment” (p. 183). Sorting out “gospel principles” versus “Utah Mormon culture” in 

the search for balance leads to recognize that “negotiations of gender are much more 

complex, fluid, and untidy than official church teachings would have us believe” (p. 187). 

 

2.3.2.3. Emancipation by adding outside spirituality 

A few studies focus on Mormon women who, as a form of subversion or emancipation, 

seek spiritual satisfaction outside of Mormonism, though they remain practicing 

members. This perspective requires some background, which I initiated earlier (1.2.3) and 

which I elaborate further on (Chapter 3).  

Historically, Mormonism is a religion of spiritual gifts such as revelation, visions, and 

miracles. Joseph Smith noted as the seventh Article of Faith: “We believe in the gift of 

tongues, prophecy, revelation, visions, healing, interpretation of tongues, and so forth.” 
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Women were part of these spiritual gifts (Dunn 1982; Newell 1992). By the end of the 

nineteenth century, however, these experiences faded as church leaders moved the 

church into a more controlling and “mainstream” mode. Still, up to the 1960s, stories of 

miracles and so-called “folk-beliefs” abounded among the more spiritually or emotionally 

inclined (Crapo 1987; Mould 2011). In the 1970s, much of this changed: “correlation”  

obliged strict uniformity worldwide and counseled members to keep stirring spiritual 

experiences personal and discrete. Van Beek (2012) noted how even temple attendance, 

which for members should represent the height of sacred experience, became “an item 

in their agenda” because of scheduling regulations. Though phrases such as “feeling the 

spirit” and “personal revelation” remain frequent in church sermons and lessons, and 

many members regularly refer to deep “testimony-building” spiritual experiences, for 

others these phrases are more part of a rhetoric that lost its past salience. In fact, church 

leaders clarify that revelation comes as “a still, small voice” and as confirmation of 

rational reflection.1 This routinization of religion left at least part of the membership, 

women in particular, hungering for more. Hence, their search for spirituality outside of 

Mormonism. Some find it in alternative spiritualities roughly labeled “New Age,” which 

are grounded in Oriental religions, in Native American traditions, or in occultist streams 

of Western esotericism such as Wicca. These tendencies often include alternative forms 

of healing or nutrition.  

Daughtrey (2012) used ethnographic data from Mormon women who adopted forms of 

New Age spirituality to analyze how they negotiated their blended religious identities in 

relation to their hierarchical and patriarchal church. In this religious hybridity 

Daughtrey puts the emphasis on gender and on the negotiation between institutional 

power structures and individual authority. The study illuminates processes and 

discourses of religious adaptation and synthesis through which these Mormon women 

creatively and sometimes provocatively challenge the church’s formal power structures.  

Knowlton (2006) noted the impressive presence of New Age providers and institutions 

in Utah, with bookstores, shops, psychic fairs, and alternative healing festivals. He 

conducted an ethnographic study through exploratory interviews with some twenty 

Mormons involved in the movement. The experiences he reported all dealt with women 

who were frustrated by what Mormonism offered, some in particular by the male-

dominated system. In that sense, they found in alternative spirituality something of the 

priesthood that Mormonism denied them. Knowlton observed how these New Age 

participants were crossing the boundaries of Mormonism with ease or, rather, were able 

to capture plurality within religious syncretism. 

                                                      
1 Church president Gordon B. Hinckley explained this process in an interview with CBS reporter Mike 

Wallace and reported on it in general conference: Gordon B. Hinckley, “This Thing Was Not Done in a 
Corner” (October 1996). https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/1996/10/this-
thing-was-not-done-in-a-corner. Accessed July 16, 2019. See also other general conference sermons: S. 
Dilworth Young, “The Still Small Voice” (April 1976); Graham W. Doxey, “The Voice is Still Small” (October 
1991); Richard C. Edgley, “A Still, Small Voice and a Throbbing Heart” (April 2005). 
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The church itself protects its institutional exclusivism and sees the New Age trends as 

disruptive. An article in the official church magazine defined “New Age spiritual beliefs” 

as “an eclectic, contemporary pseudo-religion that consists of a confusing array of beliefs 

about the nature of man and denies the existence of a personal God and the need for a 

Savior.” It warned that “some aspects of the New Age movement may seem harmless. But 

when we compare basic principles of the gospel with New Age philosophies, we see that 

New Age beliefs can lead us away from our Heavenly Father, allowing us to rationalize 

behavior and become ensnared in sin.”1 The warning implies that participation in 

alternative spiritualities can be seen as a form of resistance. This explains why most 

church members prefer to keep that participation discrete—a fact that both Daughtrey 

and Knowlton remarked. 

 

2.3.2.4. Higher education and educational leadership 

Mihelich and Storrs (2003) studied a form of “embedded resistance” among Mormon 

women, namely their use of justifying explications to maintain allegiance to Mormonism 

while pursuing liberating higher education. Arguments of essentialism, professionalism, 

and equality justify their educational pursuits. Women find their answers in part in the 

Mormon belief system as it helps them answer existential questions. In a similar sphere 

Miller (2009) investigated the discrepancies in gendered educational leadership in a 

Mormon environment to show how lay male priesthood power extends to the non-

religious realm and leads Mormon women to view even secular leadership through a male 

prism. Robins (2011) is one of the male authors in this group of researchers. He researched 

the same issue as Miller, namely the effects of a male-dominated Mormon culture, 

focusing on discriminatory gender dynamics in high school leadership environments. In 

contrast to Miller, he interviewed male school principals in order to further explore the 

impact of Mormon culture and theology on male and female school leaders that work 

together on administrative teams. His findings showed how patriarchal relations transfer 

to the civic sphere. Hence, the need for resistance and negotiation to break through these 

patterns of inequality.  

 

2.3.2.5. Sexual aspects 

Finlayson-Fife (2002) wrote her dissertation on female sexual agency  in the Mormon 

patriarchal culture. She used qualitative interview with sixteen married, church-

participating women born into Mormon families. Though patriarchal religions are often 

viewed as oppressive to women’s sexuality and restrictive of women’s autonomy, her 

research illustrated how Mormon women’s sexual agency, while operating in a 

                                                      
1 R. Kim Davis, “I Have a Question: Are the So-called New Age Spiritual Beliefs Opposed to Christ?,” Ensign 

(March 1991). https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/ensign/1991/03/i-have-a-question/are-the-so-
called-new-age-spiritual-beliefs-opposed-to-christ. Accessed November 14, 2019. 
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controlling patriarchal system, enabled them to domesticate the system, for example by 

claiming protection from male sexual exploitation because of the communities’ strict 

approaches to sexuality and chastity. The emphasis on marital fidelity can be used to set 

boundaries. Finlayson-Fife concluded that “the observation of sexual agency as exercised 

by many committed Mormon women may offer a more liberating yet legitimate model of 

female self-determination in spite of formal male power within the Church” (p. 237). 

Jacobsen (2013) explored Mormon women’s experiences with same-sex sexuality. Her 

examination of narratives by such women (well-educated, Caucasian women who were 

raised in the church) showed a strong correlation between continued religious 

commitment and feelings of guilt and shame. Family and community play a major role in 

the process of identity development. Many women struggled with issues of guilt, shame, 

and self-hatred, but “women who challenged their religious identity prior to questioning 

their sexual identity did not experience the same level of conflict between their religious 

identity and sexual orientation” (p. 383).  

Jacobsen and Wright (2014) followed up on this study with advice to practitioners and 

counselors treating these women. Aspects such as self-worth, suicidality, and the level of 

community and familial support are to be taken into consideration. 

 
2.3.2.6. Space for resistance and dissent 

A broader framework for the preceding is the question of how much dissent and 

resistance church leaders permit when it comes to feminism. Their openness, tolerance, 

or retribution is dependent on various factors (Bowman 2009; Lindholm 2011; Mauss 

2015). I treat this aspect in more detail in Chapter 3. 

 

 

Relevance for my research 

Dissatisfaction over gender roles in the church and adoption of forms of resistance, 

subversion, and emancipation are topics that form an evident part of my research. To the 

extent that my respondents share such feelings and actions, the literature cited above 

comes into play for analysis and comparison. Models of conflict resolution and of coping 

mechanisms within the church are equally relevant for Mormon women in Flanders, as 

they function in the same ecclesiastical structures as in the United States. But they are 

also part of the local culture which may significantly affect their perspectives and 

reactions. Converts, moreover, enter the church with outlooks developed since childhood 

outside of the church. As to the relation to the outside world, in particular in connection 

with employment, it remains to be seen if Mormon women in Flanders face the same 

quandaries as Leis listed. The feminism that Nzojibwami analyzed, which is based on US 

situations, is to be compared with feminist attitudes in a progressive European country. 

Leamaster’s research brings class and location into the analytical framework—which my 
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research takes into account, in particular location outside the Mormon center in Utah. 

The openness to New Age spiritualities or other alternatives is also an avenue for 

assessment among Mormon women in Flanders, as is the impact of the educational level 

of my respondents. The sexual aspects, though not deliberately pursued in my research, 

are at least relevant for Flemish attitudes toward homosexuality, a topic foreseen in the 

interviews. What the above mentioned studies also reveal is the heterogeneity of Mormon 

women as to life stories, changing attitudes, and wide differences as to involvement and 

commitment. The data from the interviews with my respondents demonstrate if this is 

equally true among them. Of course, also here, questions intended to probe “resistance 

or emancipation” can lead to answers that reveal “non-agency” or “inside valorization.” 

Among relevant questions are the following: 

Q.R.12 – (Vignette) Evelyne is a woman in her forties with a few teenage children at 

home, which requires much care. She is also committed to the school committee 

where her children attend school. Her husband has a demanding job and can only 

partly help in the household. Evelyne often feels very tired. The bishop has now 

asked her to become Relief Society president. She knows that this will be very hard. 

When she prays about it, she feels that she should accept the calling as the will of 

the Lord. But her common sense tells her that it is not wise to accept that calling. 

How should Evelyne decide? 

Q.R.13 – Have you ever felt such a conflict between your own will and what the 

Spirit tells you? 

Q.R.14 – Have you ever refused a calling? (or: Have you ever accepted a calling that 

you later felt you should not have accepted?) 

Q.S.52 – A well-known topic is the standpoint of the church about women working 

outside the home. In the past, until the late 1980s, it was strongly emphasized that 

the mother's place is at home. That emphasis has diminished, but the principle 

remains that a mother should not get a job outside the home while she sill has 

children at home. What is your opinion? 

Q.S.61–62 – On sexual education at school: should it be given at school including 

information on contraceptives? Or should parents give that information to their 

children? Should LDS parents also speak to their teenage children about 

contraception? In the context of: no sex before marriage, but if you want to do it, 

protect yourself. 

Q.R.35 – The priesthood is a very important element in the church. Based on your 

faith and experience, how do you feel as a woman about the relationship with the 

priesthood? 
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Q.R.36 – The priesthood is only granted to men and only men are ordained to offices 

in the priesthood. Sometimes women, especially young people, have a hard time 

with that. What are your feelings about it? 

 

2.4. Agency in the inside valorization of female religious identity 

2.4.1. General background 

It is usual to point to the time “around 2000” to mark a shift in approach: instead of 

exploring patterns of resistance and emancipation, scholars started to focus on the 

positive “insider’s voices” through personal interviews, participant observation, or focus 

groups. These techniques enabled them to map the ways religious women expressed their 

agency, mainly as a source of self-realization within the system.  

 

2.4.1.1. Compliant empowerment agency 

The “inside valorization” of female religious identity turns the focus mostly to what 

makes women explicitly content with their choices, though constructive critical 

reflections are possible. The women studied from that angle keep this valorization overall 

private within their religious sphere. Here overall satisfaction would rule as the result of 

a peaceable “compliant empowerment agency.” For women in this realm, the 

consciousness of a struggle against male dominance is nebulous or simply absent, or 

would at least be considered misplaced in their devotion. Social harmony is what religion 

is supposed to guarantee, but harmony may require work. 

Mahmood’s ethnography (2005) of a grassroots women's piety movement in the 

mosques of Cairo is often cited as the pioneering scholarly approach for this new 

perspective, but others have preceded her in this methodology. Griffith (1997) researched 

the devotional world of the evangelical Women's Aglow Fellowship, related to 

Pentecostalism, where intense religious emotion is valued to come to terms with life’s 

challenges. Brasher’s (1998) ethnographic participation in two Christian fundamentalist 

congregations revealed how the women-only spheres created a parallel world in which 

women directed the course of their lives and empowered their standing in the whole 

congregation. Franks (2001) studied how women found satisfaction in Christian and 

Islamic revivalist movements. Longman’s research (2002) focused on the ways Orthodox 

Jewish women constructed their world as guardians of morality, family values, and 

religious identity. Of particular interest to similar Mormon situations in South Korea, 

Chong (2008) studied both the “deliverance and submission” of women in Korean 

evangelical Protestant communities where their religious participation opened up 

possibilities for gender resistance, while at the same time supporting patriarchal 

structures. These forms of ethnographic research among religious women revealed how 
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they invest their agency to contribute effectively to their own spiritual and ethical well-

being, the well-being of the family, and that of the religious community.  

 

2.4.1.2. Pious critical agency and instrumental agency 

At the same time, within this very realm, women can act to change or adapt conventions, 

or even to escape from them, but mostly in non-controversial ways. For some women the 

difference between resistance, subversion, and liberation, studied in the previous phase, 

may be fuzzy. Within a congregation, local incidents in relation to gender may still cause 

frictions that can kindle resistance. Avishai (2016, 376) remarked how in this paradox 

“religion turned out to be a double edged sword that both reproduced gendered power 

dynamics and also subverted these systems while empowering women.” Sehlikoglu (2018) 

noted that this paradoxical movement became apparent already in the early 1990s as part 

of the active participation of Islamic women in revivalist politics, in particular in Turkey 

and Egypt. On the one hand they sustained secular developments such as democratic 

rights, on the other hand they continued to embrace “seemingly oppressive principles of 

the religion, such as obedience to husband, uneven share in inheritance, various forms of 

the veil, and so forth.” This was illustrated in MacLeod’s (1991) study which explored how 

Muslim women who work outside the home use veiling, a symbol of compliance, to avoid 

the erosion of their social status, thus combining protest and obedience. Rinaldo (2014) 

also built on Mahmood’s notion of pious agency, but confirms the paradox: her study of 

Indonesian Muslim women showed such agency is not incompatible with feminist 

activism for women’s rights. She defined this agency as “pious critical agency.”  The 

position of Amish women as to their valorization within patriarchal structures, and in 

particular their measured modernization over the past decades, has been the object of 

various studies (Graybill 2008; Kraybill 2003; Olshan and Schmidt 1994; Stoltzfus 2007). In 

a study on how Amish and Haredi women, both groups known for their a-worldly 

seclusion, react to the Internet, Neriya-Ben Shahar (2017) showed how they negotiated 

their agency in a dual role: both as gatekeepers (rejecting the internet as evil) and as 

agents-of-change (recognizing advantages to the internet). In that sense, women can 

negotiate with religion to also pursue extrareligious goals in social relations, economic 

opportunities, political involvement, and cultural enrichment. This is the domain of 

“instrumental agency”  (Avishai 2008; Burke 2012).  

Definitions of agency can thus be expanded in various directions. Numerous 

publications have since extended this kind of research in new ways, in particular in 

Muslim women’s lives, including in non-religious areas. Sehlikoglu (2018) provided a 

detailed literature overview of these studies. They reveal “multiple femininities” and 

invite to “embrace fluidities, temporalities, shifts, and instabilities as they exist in the 

lives of individuals” (p. 84).  
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2.4.2. In Mormon studies  

 In line with the third phase in approaches, around 2000 a shift also occurred in Mormon 

studies, namely towards research that valorized aspects of Mormonism in women’s lives 

in contrast with the previous phase where the focus was on agency as defiance. Mormon 

analyst Brekus (2011) remarked how historians of women in minority groups tended to 

search for a “usable past” that underscored their “individual or collective resistance to 

white male hegemony” (p. 71). But in so doing, agency became synonymous with 

resistance to the social structure and its constraints. Agency, it is assumed, must lead to 

emancipation. The consequence is that religious history focused on the few female 

leaders that defy the vested order. Brekus concluded: 

Because historians have implicitly defined agency against structure, they have 

found it hard to imagine women who accepted religious structures as agents. This 

is why there are so few Mormon women in American religious history textbooks—

or for that matter, Catholic women, Orthodox Jewish women, or Fundamentalist 

women. The field of women’s history still has a feminist bent, and scholars in search 

of a “usable past” have rarely been interested in studying women who seem to have 

accepted female subordination. (p. 72) 

Since 2000 a number of theses and dissertations which study the perception of gender 

roles among Mormon women in the US and Canada came to rather positive conclusions 

as to the value of Mormonism for women. Of course, often their analysis included a 

discussion of crises preceding solutions: such crises would then rather belong to the 

preceding phase (2.3.2). From the studies mentioned below I gathered the themes 

wherein Mormon women estimated that female valorization in their religion 

outperformed drawbacks. Some of the cited authors contribute to more than one theme. 

 

2.4.2.1. Theology and temple 

Brinkman (2000) explored how Mormon and Catholic women create religious meaning 

and construct a relational spirituality as part of their gender performance. For the 

Mormon respondents, the incorporation of the feminine principle related to “Heavenly 

Mother” is empowering. They readily accept a masculinized image of God by emphasizing 

motherhood as complementary for the priesthood and for godhood as eternal couple. 

Also George (2013) gathered from interviews the conclusion that aspects such as female 

deity and positive representations of Eve are empowering to women.  

Kane (2011; 2017) entered the realm of Mormon temple rituals—often overlooked 

because of their sacred/secret nature—that are vital to understand the broader 

perspectives Mormon women may develop because of their temple participation. Kane 

illustrated that women “draw from an amalgam of competing dominant, alternative, and 
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oppositional discourses to define their religious experiences and identities” (p. 1) Women 

draw from the temple rituals expansive identities ― “priestesses unto the most high 

God”—thus shifting normative definitions of Mormon women as subservient wives and 

mothers. Kane belonged to the congregation where the fieldwork was done and as a 

practicing Mormon had experiential knowledge of temple rituals. In its public 

descriptions of the ordinance of the endowment in the temple, the church mentions that 

the concept of priests and priestesses is part of the ceremony.1 

 

2.4.2.2. Employment and career 

Since the 1990s explicit directives by church leaders to avoid women’s employment in 

favor of family life have waned, though the emphasis on motherhood remained.  

Beaman (2001) explored boundary negotiations of Mormon women employed in the 

paid labor force. She found that they interpreted church teachings in ways that allowed 

maximization of agency while remaining within the exigencies of church doctrine. Yet 

there often remained a tension in the role expectations for women as to their 

responsibility toward husband and family. Beaman underscored the individual evolution 

in viewpoints with age, as well as the difference between “lifers” and converts who were 

able to perceive gender roles from the perspective of their pre-Mormon life. 

 

2.4.2.3. Marriage and family life  

Marriage and family are central in Mormonism (5.2.2 and 5.4.2.4). Numerous studies 

analyze the impact of this focus on marital conditions. I limit my selection to a few. 

Freeman, Palmer, and Baker (2006) studied the way Mormon stay-at-home mothers 

identify the leisure at their disposal and their sense of empowerment to take personal 

leisure: “In general, these women seemed satisfied with how they spent their personal 

leisure time. While they could come up with an ideal leisure setting or experience, they 

did not appear to fantasize about a life that appeared far better to them than their own” 

(p. 210) 

Hoyt (2007a; 2007b), with reference to Mahmood’s work, argued that the feminist 

victim/empowerment scheme tends to mischaracterize the position of traditional 

religious women by applying Western political notions. She studied Mormon women to 

show how they adhere to agency as an indigenous concept, in order to deliberately choose 

for a strong family life, including the acceptance of gendered theology. Hoyt argued that 

a feminist concept of agency and the traditional Mormon understanding of agency are 

not mutually exclusive. Rather, the model of agency needs to be reconceptualized in the 

                                                      
1 Joseph F. Smith, Doctrines of Salvation, vol. 3 (Salt Lake Bookcraft, 1956, 3:178.) “The Restoration of Major 

Doctrines through Joseph Smith: Priesthood, the Word of God, and the Temple,” Ensign (February 1989); 
“Accepted of the Lord: The Doctrine of Making Your Calling and Election Sure,” Ensign (July 1976). 
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sense that agency “includes simultaneous resistance and maintenance of religious 

norms,” successfully applied in family life (2007a, 41).  

George (2013) found in her interviews that heterosexual women who enjoy domesticity 

find refuge in Mormonism “which glorifies, honors, and protects heteronormative 

domesticity” (p. 146).  

An important facet of Mormon family life pertains to marriage stability. Studies show 

that same-faith marriages are significantly more stable than interfaith marriages (Lehrer 

2009; Olson et al. 2015). Applied to Mormonism, Mormon couples, married in the temple, 

have low divorce rates. However, in interfaith marriages, in particular when one of the 

partners is Mormon, those rates are higher. Kelley, Dollahite, and Marks (2017) reviewed 

the related empirical studies to conclude: “We are left with the apparent reality that LDS 

marriage represents both the most stable and (one of the) least stable unions when 

studied nationally, depending on whether both spouses are LDS or not” (p. 27). Marriage 

stability rates do not guarantee how gender roles play out within the relation between 

husband and wife, but the variable of same-faith or interfaith marriage is an important 

factor to consider when assessing gender roles. The related complexities of how religion 

(including Mormonism) both sustains and harms families were laid out in Dollahite, 

Marks, and Dalton (2018). For a retrospective of studies on Mormon families, see also 

Kelley, Dollahite, and Marks (2017). 

 

2.4.2.4. Sister missionaries 

Calling members to serve fulltime proselytizing missions for a certain period has been 

part of church life since the 1830s. Over the years it became a formal system as part of the 

priesthood duty of male young adults. They typically serve two years, often in a foreign 

country. Female young adults have been sent on missions since the 1900s, for periods 

from 18 to 24 months, but ambivalence about their need and presence is evident from the 

many changes as to their age and assignments. At the end of 2019, some 67,000 

missionaries were serving, assigned over some 400 geographical “missions,” each under 

the direction of a mission president and his wife.  

Lyon and Shumway McFarland (2003) documented the history and impact of “sister 

missionaries“ in the church—single young women, counterparts of the typical male 

missionaries. According to these authors, the effect on the valorization of Mormon 

women in the church is undeniable. While young men may feel considerable pressure to 

go on a mission, young women do not: “A sense of personal responsibility for women’s 

decision to serve naturally evolves into a personal responsibility for their mission 

experience” (p. 98). Church leaders acknowledge that sister missionaries “work harder, 

they prepare more people for baptism, they are more mature, more compliant with 

mission rules” (p. 96). Still, Lyon and Shumway McFarland remarked that the public 

utterances of church leaders tilt towards male bias in missionary service. 
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More than a decade later, Rabada (2014) analyzed the situation of sister missionaries 

in the wake of the 2012 decision that lowered their minimum age to 19 to be called 

(originally it was 23, then lowered to 21 in 1964). The age change caused an upsurge in 

young women willing to “go on a mission.” It also led to granting more authority to these 

young women as trainers and leaders. Rabada sees these developments not only as 

women’s valorization during the mission period, but also beyond: “a new generation of 

experienced, independent, empowered, twenty-first century women will be coming 

home after eighteen months of service transformed and eager to continue serving their 

faith and their church” (p. 39). 

 

2.4.2.5. Community life and female impact 

Hoyt (2007a; 2007b) pointed to the positive influence community life can have on women. 

She turned to unapologetically traditional Mormon women for an ethnographic study of 

their use of agency to wholly and willingly accept a gendered society. Specifically, Hoyt 

utilized the concept of agency to understand how it functions as a continuous 

engagement to validate various knowledge systems among Mormon women. She 

criticized certain feminist approaches that tend to discount and understudy traditional 

gender roles, insisting that research needs to take into account specific renderings of 

gender analysis in order to paint a more trustworthy picture of the lives and practices of 

conservative religious women. Though women do not “hold the priesthood” to function 

in the hierarchical structure of the church, their intense involvement in the congregation 

creates forms of authority and often leads to contentment.  

George (2013) noted that her participants claimed that forms of gender discrimination 

were softened by rhetoric of equality and by the scarcity of overt forms of oppression. 

Moreover, women enjoyed privileges, such as church positions that buffered them from 

experiencing domination and allowed dissenting views. On the other hand, “homophobia, 

horizontal hostility, unexamined privilege, and domination through intimidation were 

evident in interviews with some participants” (p. 147).  

Lamoreaux (2012) interviewed Mormon women in order to delineate how non-

Mormon therapists in counseling psychology could optimize their service to Mormon 

clients. Though devout Mormon women can experience a large amount of cognitive 

dissonance and sometimes suffer from depression, overall they stand behind the 

advantages which their situation generates: full commitment to the church is demanding, 

but remains an essential part of their living culture; the eternal perspective makes them 

accept trials as forms of necessary probation; they rejoice and pride themselves in 

keeping up high standards. This whole approach also develops an attitude of “us versus 

them,” whereby Mormon women become exceedingly dependent on their own 

community to ensure satisfaction, thus perhaps creating a vicious circle of internal 

reliance to maintain happiness.  
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Torgrimsson (2019) analyzed blog posts written by Mormon feminists who “perceive 

the relationship between their faith and their feminism as dissonant but simultaneously 

describe this as an ambivalence of religious virtue which bestows upon them a sense of 

freedom, authenticity and creative potential.” In blogging they find a community to 

discuss and sort out their conflicting feelings and negotiate their identities. By embracing 

“virtuous ambivalence” as part of their agency, they are able, often but not always, to 

accept their compliance with the system. 

Claudia Bushman’s call for “Mormon women to speak out” (2008) is not an academic 

study, but deserves to be mentioned here because of Bushman’s reputation in Mormon 

circles for the valorization of women in the church. Her message to Mormon women is to 

be more assertive, more confident, more persuasive, and more creative in the interaction 

with male leaders—within the boundaries of reasonableness. Neylan McBaine’s Women at 

Church (2014) follows in a similar vein. It is a kind of pastoral analysis and guide by a 

Mormon expert who maintains a deferential tone toward church leaders. In the first part 

she identifies the challenges and agony Mormon women can feel in the context of 

unfulfilled expectations and frustrated perfectionism. In the second part she offers 

suggestions to broaden women’s roles in the church without overstepping current 

regulations, such as more female involvement with interviews of young women, 

expanded female impact in ward councils, and more presence of women’s voices in 

church talks and lessons. In her review of McBaine’s work, Smith (2014) appreciated the 

effort to make suggestions, but remarked that such minor changes do not address the 

deeper structural problem. Moreover, attempts to alter procedures locally can be “very 

divisive” as conservative women will resist non-institutional changes, while more liberal 

“may fume if their local leaders are unwilling to adopt changes that are implemented 

elsewhere.” 

 

2.4.2.6. Priesthood 

One of the major contentious areas is the question of women’s ordination to the 

priesthood (5.5). Research shows that only a small minority of Mormon women are 

adamant in their request to extend the priesthood to women; according to these studies, 

a vast majority of women do not plead for it (citations in Hamm 2016). Hamm studied this 

paradox from the angle of the complex meaning of “priesthood” in Mormonism—which 

many Mormons understand differently. Her surveys denoted semantic confusion and 

diversity, despite the church’s attempt to determine an official position. One of Hamm’s 

surveys probed further among Mormon women who had previously stated that women 

should not have the priesthood. Most declared that they simply sustain church authority 

in the matter; others referred to the gender roles in which they see the priesthood as a 

helping gift to men: men need it, women don’t. Basically, most Mormon women accept 

the present situation from an overall satisfaction with the current dynamics in the 
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community. Hamm’s analysis intended to clarify how much women feel that they already 

participate in priesthood authority and thus feel valorized. 

 
2.4.2.7. Personal revelation 

Clayton (2013) studied the topic of “personal revelation” in Mormon women’s narratives. 

She concluded that they act agentively in response to what they perceive to be revelation 

from God: “There is no need to evaluate the reality of these communications as to 

whether they are truly from a loving and interested divine Being or from the woman’s 

own inner psyche. The narrators believe they come from God and so they carry the weight 

of heavenly communication for them” (p. 36). George (2013) found that “the doctrine of 

personal revelation combined with the fluidity of Mormon doctrine creates an 

environment that allows Mormon women to ignore doctrine and practices they disagree 

with” (p. 146). 

 

In summary for the third phase of approach, Givens’ observation is pertinent: “While 

some Mormon feminists show dissatisfaction with a patriarchal church, some 90 percent 

do not. In place of protest, a new breed of Mormon feminists has arisen to counter the 

notion of socially constructed and oppressive gender identity with a view of femaleness 

that is both essentialist and empowering” (Givens 2013, 8). 

 

Relevance for my research 

All of the preceding topics dealing with inside valorization are also relevant for Mormon 

women in Flanders, though the significance of each topic depends on the profile and the 

experiences of each respondent. Specific differences also play a role, such as convert or 

not, married or single, employed or not, or returned missionary or not. Each topic is 

included, in one form or another, in the questions of the interview guide. Samples: 

Q.R.02 – This is a general question that can go in any direction: what can be the 

added value for a woman to be a member of our church? Or put differently: 

compared to other churches, what would make our church more valuable to 

women? 

Q.R.03 – (if insufficient answer in previous question) Is there anything in the church 

that you as a woman particularly value? 

Q.R.04 – (for convert) What has made the difference for you as a woman to become 

a member of the church? 

Q.R.15 – The Proclamation on the Family says that every person – male or female – 

is created in the image of God, as a son or daughter of our heavenly parents. The 
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text also says, “Gender is an essential characteristic of one's premortal, mortal, and 

eternal identity and purpose.” What do you think of this doctrine for our time? 

Q.R.18 – Eternal marriage is central to the plan of salvation. It is also strongly 

emphasized in the Proclamation about the family. How important is that teaching 

for women in the church (and specifically for you as a woman)? 

Q.R.31 – Compared to a man who holds the priesthood, does a woman have the same 

right to personal revelation? 

Q.R.32 – Suppose that in a marriage husband and wife have a conflict over an 

important decision, such as buying a house, or a change of work, or a move to 

another city. Each relies on prayer and personal revelation for the position taken. 

How could they solve this? 

Q.R.45 –  The restored gospel believes in a Heavenly Father but also in a Heavenly 

Mother. Yet little is said about her. The Proclamation of the family speaks of 

“heavenly parents.” Is a Heavenly Mother an active part of your faith in the 

Godhead? If yes, how so? 

 

2.5. Agency in the outside valorization of female religious identity 

2.5.1. General background 

The previous section described how researchers have investigated the inside world of 

religious women. A different perspective emerges when religious women present 

themselves openly to the outside world. A literature has thus emerged where women 

from mainly “misunderstood” religions tell about their experiences in a mostly 

constructive mode, without hiding the challenges. Bullock (2002) brings voices from 

Muslim women in Canada, focusing on women’s thoughts and experiences in wearing the 

veil. Hamdan (2009) extended this to their life stories. Zubair and Zubair (2017) gave voice 

to Muslim women at higher education institutions in Pakistan. Mossière (2019) reported 

the discourse of young female converts to Islam and young Pentecostal women. In a 

related vein, Bomhoff et al. (2019) honor the leadership of women rabbis, pastors, and 

ministers.  

Another level of outside valorization is reached when religious women get involved in 

national and international fora and organizations, either on the left or on the right, on 

issues such as social justice, abortion, or immigration. In order to defend conservative 

causes, in particular around “family values,” the Christian Right has been particularly 

active in this area (Buss 2003; Wilcox 2018). In Europe the phenomenon is observed in the 

“global right” and “antigender campaigns” (Koettig, Bitzan, and Peto 2017; Kuhar and 

Paternotte 2017; Paternotte and Kuhar 2018; Peto 2016). 
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2.5.2. In Mormon studies 

At various times in church history, Mormon women have been intensely involved in 

public debates regarding their standing as Mormon women or as women in general. In 

the 1870s and 80s their defense of polygamy and voting rights attracted surprised 

attention (3.2.3). In later years their involvement with the suffrage movement continued 

unabated (3.3.1.3). It was only in the 1970s that their next, massive involvement, at the 

instigation of church leaders, thrust them publicly on the conservative side in the battle 

against the Equal Rights Amendment (3.4.3.2). I refer to academic studies on those periods 

in the related sections in Chapter 3. As for the more recent period, to what extent do 

studies contribute to the public exteriorization of contemporary Mormon women’s 

convictions and way of life?  

The Claremont Graduate University, which hosts a strong Mormon Studies Program, 

has as one of its endeavors the “Mormon Women’s Oral History Project.” The project 

collects personal stories from a wide range of Mormon female interviewees in order to 

cover as many variables as possible (Bushman 2013). In Mormon Women Have Their Say, 

Bushman and Kline (2013) edited a first result of the project, with thematic chapters on 

personality, fertility, singlehood, motherhood, adversity, “womanliness” in physical and 

spiritual attributes, church callings, revelation, missionary work, agency, patriarchy, and 

Heavenly Mother. The analyses by various experts use excerpts from 117 interviewees’ 

contributions. All of the topics are “inside” items, but now clearly situated within the 

general realm of Women’s Studies and available for interreligious comparisons. 

A 2012 academic conference on Mormon women took “agency” as the basic notion to 

frame the discussions. It led to the edited volume Women and Mormonism (Holbrook and 

Bowman 2016). The chapters on contemporary women extend to women of color and 

women outside the US, including Europe, and tackle issues such as activity rates, gender 

roles, cultural differences, interfaith relations, and the tension some Mormon women feel 

between satisfaction and discontent. The last chapter, by Bednarowski (2016), 

substantiates the exteriorization by a study of where Mormon and Roman Catholic 

feminists have joint concerns. 

The church itself, through the Church History Department, has also been conducting 

oral history projects. Inouye (2016) reported on the results of over 140 interviews with 

Asian women who emigrated to the US and Canada and are Mormon converts. The 

analysis of their experiences reveals how much native cultural paradigms take 

precedence over norms emanating from “Salt Lake.” These women not only joined the 

church “on their own terms,” but they also maintained many of their own cultural 

priorities which enabled them to form their own Mormon community clusters. Inouye 

addresses the reality of this diversity as more than half of Mormons live outside the US, 

but extremely fragmented—”a collection of small pockets of believers who do not speak 

each other’s language . . . The women in these Mormon units all participate in a complex 
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church community shaped by local norms and subject to constant negotiation” (p. 242–

43). 

Outside of scholarly purposes, year after year, are the numerous books on female ideals 

and values marketed by the church-dependent Deseret Book and by small publishers 

targeting a Mormon audience. Many include women’s life stories. Women are mostly 

represented as strong and faithful, happy in the gospel, and fulfilling sacrificing roles to 

sustain their husbands and to serve in the church under the direction of the priesthood. 

The independent “Mormon Women Project” also gathers this type of material (McBain 

and Allred 2013), including “tales of return” of women finding their way back to the 

church.1 None of these publications or websites, meant to be faith-promoting, aims at 

sociological analysis. Conversely, other anthologies candidly reveal the challenges, 

conflicts, and personal dramas Mormon women can experience (Welker 2016). 

As to the involvement of Mormon women in movements or organizations with 

outspoken leftist or rightist leanings, I found no scholarly analysis yet of such 

involvement. On both fronts, some Mormon women are active though, visible to the 

world through websites and conferences (3.4.3.2 to 3.4.3.5). 

  
 

Relevance for my research 

Most of the topics Bushman and Kline (2013) focus on in Mormon Women Have Their Say are 

amply recognizable in the lives of Mormon women in Flanders. Inouye’s analysis (2016) 

highlighted the impact of regional and cultural variables in smaller Mormon clusters, 

such as those found in Europe. The “faith-promoting” life stories actually convey a 

warning: when I read the interview with one of the women I happened to know myself, it 

was immediately clear how carefully the interviewee answered in order to match the 

expected template and how she avoided or minimized problematic aspects. For my 

research, the methodological approach was to make sure my respondents would not be 

restricted by similar expectations. 

Only a few questions indirectly probe outside valorization: 

Q.R.08 – Can a Mormon woman adopt different identities, for example, one for 

church, one for home and one for work? 

Q.R.42 – In your contact with non-members, do you quickly say that you are a 

member of the church, or do you prefer to keep this discreet? 

  

                                                      
1 https://www.mormonwomen.com/. Accessed February 27, 2020. 
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Chapter 3 Women’s roles through Mormon history 

This chapter surveys Mormon history with a focus on women. It illustrates how Mormon 

women have been involved in church matters during various periods, why and how 

gender roles were established and next shifted, and how these developments affect 

contemporary reactions and attitudes. I do not pretend that this chapter offers a balanced 

overview, since it highlights some names and episodes more than others. Moreover, many 

studies on Mormon women are not mentioned in this chapter but in the chapters on 

agency (chapter 4) and gender (chapter 5).  

This historical survey has relevance for my research: some of my respondents are well 

aware of major names and episodes in Mormonism’s gendered past and refer to them to 

justify their own opinions.  

After a short introduction on the significance of Mormon history for identity-

formation and gendered perspectives (3.1), I follow developments in chronological order. 

Though history is a continuum, complex and dynamic, for the sake of overview many 

analysts discern distinctive periods: 

- A first period during which Mormon women played specific roles goes from the 

beginnings of Mormonism in the 1820s to the end of polygamy in 1890 (3.2).  

- A second period, from 1890 to 1970, saw a gradual reduction of women’s influence and 

a growing emphasis on women’s domestic roles (3.3).  

- The year 1970 marked the start of a third period when governance by the male 

priesthood became maximal. This period witnessed both the institutional affirmation 

of traditional gender roles and the emergence of strands of Mormon feminism, causing 

various tensions and controversies and the search for a new balance (3.4).  

 

 

3.1. Introduction 

3.1.1. Mormon history and identity-formation 

Overall, Mormonism’s past is very much present in church members’ lives. Numerous 

books, articles in church periodicals, and instructional material refer to key events in the 

church’s history, to faith-promoting experiences by members long gone, and to 

statements of former leaders for their inspirational value. Similar to Judaism, Mormonism 
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draws identity-formation from its history (Epperson 1992; Mauss 2003). In addition, 

doctrinally the past ties to the present as what Mormons understand as the ongoing, 

gradual establishment of God’s Kingdom on earth. 

Mormon history, now almost two centuries long, is also well documented. From the 

very first day of the founding of the church in 1830, the keeping of detailed records was 

a divine mandate. Mormon periodicals chronicled events in great detail. Correspondence, 

reports, and court proceedings abound in archives. Many members, both men and 

women, kept diaries which were handed over to descendants as part of family histories. 

Driven by their faith, many were also eager to publish their experiences and insights. 

These documents, numbering in the millions, professionally archived, and now 

digitalized for easier research, offer a wealth of primary source material for historians 

and social scientists to exploit as Mohrman (2015) and Rogers (2016) highlighted.1 

However, the internal critical research of that history, including its disclosure of less 

favorable episodes, surfaced only in the 1970s and took years to become more acceptable 

to church leaders (Neilson and Walker 2006; Nimer 2019; Prince 2016). 

From a sociological perspective, the historical overview shows how concepts and 

perspectives emerge and change according to social needs or in response to challenges. 

 

 

3.1.2. Gendered history 

The official church history is overwhelmingly a history of the leading men. That approach 

is not different from other churches and institutions where men fill the leadership 

positions and the narrative centers around their accomplishments. Church-supervised 

publications about the past tend also to be selective and apologetic. Mostly written by 

men, these institutional chronicles and memoirs failed to grant women their appropriate 

place. Also the hundreds of ancillary publications by most Mormon historians, which 

either present a general overview or focus on peculiar persons, places, or times in church 

history, overwhelmingly reflect this male perspective. Women enter the storyline only 

for a peculiar feat that is noteworthy in the margin. Basquiat (2001) chided the church’s 

approach as “erasing feminism”  from Mormon history.  

Since the 1970s, Mormon women as historians and sociologists have worked to redress 

that imbalance. The writing of women’s history poses peculiar challenges. Quite a few 

female historians have been tempted to highlight exemplary women, for whom sources 

often abound, rather than the hidden base whose social and economic experiences might 

be quite different. From a feminist perspective the research often veered to a narrow 

focus on gender and power relations. Women were considered as a separate topic in the 

                                                      
1 The Church History website at https://history.churchofjesuschrist.org/ provides online access to the vast 

resources. See in particular https://history.churchofjesuschrist.org/collection/research-church-history-
collections. Accessed September 13, 2019. 
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margin of the men’s world rather than interlacing them in the global human narrative. 

These concerns were worded by analysts such as Newton (2013), Scott (2004), and Strobel 

and Bingham (2004). The same concern applies to Mormon women’s history (Brekus 2011; 

Erekson 2017). For women’s history to find an improved balance, historians need more 

uncovering of primary source material, adequate historical criticism, and ample 

documentary editing. The past few decades have seen significant work in that respect on 

the history of Mormon women (3.4.3.2). By integrating women into men’s history and 

underscoring their impact (or their loss of impact) over time, researchers raise the 

awareness of women’s plight. Such a growing awareness can have a bearing on gender 

policy changes in the church, which is also discussed in this chapter. 

Where applicable, this chapter contrasts depictions in “approved” church historical 

literature with more researched accounts, known as “New Mormon History.” 

 
 

3.2. From the 1820s until 1890: women’s substantial roles 

The historical record shows how many women played substantial roles in the founding 

and the development of nineteenth-century Mormonism.  

 
3.2.1. Women during Joseph Smith’s life  

Mormonism arose in the wake of an intense religious revival in New York State and on 

the American Frontier. Women were closely associated with this revival. Camp meetings 

with ambulant preachers attracted large female audiences (Cott 1975). Charismatically 

gifted women were a driving force of the movement (Brekus 1998; Casey 2000; 

Westerkamp 2005).  

 

3.2.1.1. Women in the founding of Mormonism 

Joseph Smith’s mother belonged to the realm of “seekers,” nondenominational, visionary, 

and open to changes. In his personal history Joseph Smith mentions how, at a time of 

religious excitement in his area, also his family was affected by the turmoil and how his 

mother and his sister Sophronia were attracted by the Presbyterian faith.1 In 1820, 

according to his account, Joseph Smith reported his initial visionary experience to his 

mother first. She believed him. Her later laudatory biography of her son became part of 

church history (ed. Black 2016). A next development in Joseph Smith’s quest was the 

coming forth of The Book of Mormon. He involved his wife Emma in the story of obtaining 

the record. He dictated parts of the Book or Mormon to her and he recorded revelations 

                                                      
1 “Joseph Smith—History” is a standard scriptural text of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. It is 

part of The Pearl of Great Price, one of the four Standard works, next to the Bible, The Book of Mormon, and 
The Doctrine and Covenants. It is readily available on the church’s websites under “Scriptures”. 
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specifically for her. Another woman, however, strong-willed and skeptical, was 

responsible for a first major crisis: Lucy Harris was blamable for the loss of the first 116 

pages of the Book of Mormon manuscript. Archetypal gender roles of the trustworthy and 

protective mother, the believing and supportive wife, and the disbelieving and 

treacherous woman are thus present in the founding stories which all Mormons are 

familiar with. The ambivalence in assessing past figures becomes evident when one 

compares two biographies of Emma Hale Smith, both written by professional historians, 

the one depicting Joseph Smith’s wife as a loving and loyal “elect lady” (Black 2007), the 

other trying to apprehend her complex psyche and her struggle with polygamy—an 

“enigma” (Newell and Avery 1984). 

When the church was officially organized on April 6, 1830, some fifty men and women 

were present. Women were granted the same ordinances of baptism and confirmation as 

given to men, but only men were ordained to priesthood offices such as priest, elder, or 

apostle. Letters and diaries of these early Mormon female converts attest to their 

personalities, accomplishments, challenges, and faith. Though accepting their 

subordinate position to the priesthood, they were very much part of the action, as 

described by Johnson and Reeder (2016).  

Bushman (2015) drew attention to the fact that many of the men who were Joseph 

Smith’s closest associates in the founding years of the church turned their back on him, 

driven by envy, disloyalty, or ambition. Some of these men were even instrumental in 

Smith’s martyrdom in 1844. But the women remained loyal. Smith’s mother supported 

him and provided the only personalized account of his life and death. Emma Hale Smith, 

Joseph’s wife, “was more faithful to him than he was to her” (p. 69). The women whom 

Smith convinced to enter into polygamous relations “overcame their initial reluctance 

and revulsion, and pledged themselves to unions that they believed would bring future 

blessings to their families” (p. 72). A detailed study of their loyalty was provided by 

Compton (1998).  

 

3.2.1.2. The establishment of the Relief Society: a complex story 

In 1842 a number of Mormon women formed a “Relief Society” for charitable purposes, 

as was common at the time in many churches. Joseph Smith gave it an organizational 

pattern resembling the priesthood structure with a president and counselors. Some of his 

statements have been interpreted as his intention to include women in the priesthood, 

which became even more apparent in the temple ceremony he developed and where 

women participate in the rituals. But textual ambiguity and alterations to his words in 

later church publications muddle original meanings. Other sources of those early years 

attest to women being “taken into the order of the priesthood” (Compton 2003). The issue 

continues to feed argumentations and clarifications (Basquiat 2001; Newell 1985; Quinn 

1992; Toscano 1994).  
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The Relief Society had as its first goal to provide relief to the poor, the sick, and the 

afflicted, under its motto “Charity never fails.” By uniting the women in a hierarchical 

organization, it was to become a backbone for Joseph Smith’s spiritual, social, and 

economic endeavors. However, it was also closely entangled with Masonry and secrecy, 

thus providing a shelter for covert polygamous relations, which in turn fed tensions and 

conflicts (Bruno 2013). The Relief Society’s complex initial history, and in particular its 

relation to the male priesthood, has been the object of detailed studies (Derr, Cannon, and 

Beecher 1992; Derr et al. 2016). That complexity contrasts with the official church story 

of the early Relief Society, which acclaims its spotless record of women’s selfless service 

under the direction of the priesthood. Such images of a “usable past” were created in the 

second half of the nineteenth century: “The way in which Mormon women ‘used’ certain 

segments of their past allowed them to display different identities for different audiences 

. . . The selection process illustrates these women as historical agents, choosing the past 

to frame an identity in the present” (Reeder 2013, 4–5).  

Since the Relief Society continues till today, its fluctuating presence and influence are 

mentioned in further parts of this chapter. 

 

3.2.1.3. The indispensable woman for exaltation 

In 1843, at the height of the tensions that polygamy caused, Joseph Smith spelled out a 

revelation on marriage: no man or woman can reach exaltation alone; they must be sealed 

in a celestial marriage. This doctrine would become central in Mormonism and 

profoundly mark its gendered perspectives. I study it as part of the concept of gender in 

Mormonism (5.2.3). 

 

 
3.2.2. Female perseverance and fervor 

3.2.2.1. Women pioneers as replication of male strength 

From 1831 till the 1860s, the history of the church was dominated by subsequent moves 

of the bulk of the membership to various locations and, in the Far West, by new pioneer 

settlements in order to establish a peaceful Zion. Expelled several times from the places 

they had developed and considered their haven, in 1847 the Mormons found their definite 

abode in the region which is now the State of Utah and parts of neighboring states. 

Though men held the official priesthood positions in the hierarchy, the dramatic 

relocations and the challenges of pioneer life required similar efforts and tenacity of 

women as they had to perform equal tasks. “Sheer survival in the arid and inhospitable 

Great Basin region initially demanded that all available talents and energies of both sexes 

be mobilized effectively for the good of the group . . . many of the conventional American 
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sex role divisions in economics and other areas of life were temporarily deemphasized” 

(Foster 1979, 9).  

On a higher hierarchical level, wives of top church leaders played a significant informal 

role in church leadership. Beecher (1982) documented how a tight group of “leading 

sisters,” formed a “powerful elite running as an effective undercurrent in the tides of 

Mormonism.” They contributed remarkably “to the political, educational, economic, and 

social well-being of the Mormon community of the Intermountain West” (p. 38–39). Scott 

(1986) provided an overview of the overall significant impact of Mormon pioneer women, 

compared to American women in general, till the end of the nineteenth century. In spite 

of the demands of pioneer life, the schooling and further education of Mormon girls and 

women was on equal footing with boys and men. In the 1840s women could attend the 

Mormon “University of Nauvoo.” In 1850 the Mormons established one of the first 

coeducational colleges in the United States. See for these educational aspects Black (2009), 

Buchanan (1982), Foster (1979), and Jackson (2002). 

Another element that empowered women came from the temporary absences of men. 

From 1837 on, many married male Mormon missionaries were sent to preach in other 

parts of the United States and around the world, leaving for several years the care of their 

families to their wives. In polygamous households the women partitioned the tasks as a 

small community. Stories abound of how these women managed to direct their domestic 

affairs and to develop home industries. At the same time, converts were encouraged to 

gather to Zion: by 1880, some 90,000 of them, mainly British and Scandinavian, had 

emigrated to the Mormon West. Such immigration implied a determination to build a 

better life, with women playing a vital role. Their diaries and letters attest to their 

significance but also to their challenges in the material, social, and cultural establishment 

of Mormonism (Turley and Chapman 2011; 2012). Bartholomew (1995) described the early 

Mormon British immigrants as “audacious women.” Hafen (2004) viewed their labors 

from the recollections of a female handcart pioneer. Arrington (1955; 1984) analyzed the 

Mormon women’s economic role and rural life. Kay (1997) distilled from these women’s 

writings their relation to nature since agriculture and stock had to guarantee survival.  

What polygamy meant in this context is discussed in 3.2.3. 

 
 
3.2.2.2. Women’s spiritual and ritual engagement 

Peculiar were women’s contributions to religious life in early Mormonism. As a 

restorationist denomination, the church preached the return of the spiritual gifts enjoyed 

by the New Testament Christians. Joseph Smith noted as the seventh Article of Faith: “We 

believe in the gift of tongues, prophecy, revelation, visions, healing, interpretation of 

tongues, and so forth.” Bradley (1994, 59) mentioned how “revival theologies, like 

Mormonism, held a sort of magical power: they provided the means with which to deal 

with some of the changes in their lives at the same time that it claimed to restore a sacred, 
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ancient order.” Bradley’s study of two hundred conversion narratives of the first decades 

of Mormonism showed how the cathartic experience of convert women empowered them 

to claim a new and independent identity, to preach, and to claim personal revelations. 

Their religious passion manifested itself sometimes in exorbitant behavior, such as 

speaking in tongues, shouting, experiencing convulsions, and fainting (Dunn 1982; Newell 

1992). As such they played a central role in the vitalization of early Mormonism. The early 

“Relief societies” which Mormon women organized, included priesthood ordinances such 

as “to wash and anoint the sick, and of laying on of hands”—a tradition that would 

continue into the early twentieth century (Jensen 1983, 120; Newell 1985, 28–29; Stapley 

and Wright 2011). Another female prerogative that developed in later years was to 

perform ritual washings and anointings of women about to give birth (Newell 1985, 29). 

Stapley (2018) detailed the many ritual forms in which also women were involved and the 

folk-tradition of “wise-women” with special “gifts.” 

However, as church leaders moved into a more controlling mode in the latter third of 

the nineteenth century, patterns of subordination to male spiritual authority emerged 

and the exhilarating period of strong female religious input in public started to fade. This 

development corresponds with Weber’s view on the dynamics of new religions: “As 

routinization and regimentation of community relations sets in, authority previously 

allotted women diminishes” (Weber 1922, 104).  

 
 
3.2.3. Retrenchment, polygamy, and politicization 

3.2.3.1. Retrenchment: women in the workforce 

In 1869 church president Brigham Young declared: 

As I have often told my sisters in the Female Relief societies, we have sisters here 

who, if they had the privilege of studying, would make just as good mathematicians 

or accountants as any man; and we think they ought to have the privilege to study 

these branches of knowledge that they may develop the powers with which they 

are endowed. We believe that women are useful, not only to sweep houses, wash 

dishes, make beds, and raise babies, but that they should stand behind the —

counter, study law or physic, or become good book−keepers and be able to do the 

business in any counting house, and all this to enlarge their sphere of usefulness for 

the benefit of society at large. In following these things they but answer the design 

of their creation. These, and many more things of equal utility are incorporated in 

our religion, and we believe in and try to practice them.1 

                                                      
1 Brigham Young, “Discourse by President Brigham Young Delivered in the New Tabernacle, Salt Lake City, 

July 18, 1869,” Journal of Discourses 13 (1871): 56–62.  
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A major movement that organized Mormon women as a particular force was the so-

called Retrenchment Association. Started in 1869 by Brigham Young, it encouraged 

women to devote themselves to “moral, mental and spiritual cultivation, and less upon 

fashion and the vanities of the world.”1 While the Relief Society focused on charity to 

others in close association with the male priesthood organization, Retrenchment 

functioned as an independent organization with multiple branches. It emphasized self-

improvement by promoting reform in housekeeping, in habits of eating and dress, and in 

home industry. “Committees were organized in the retrenchment meetings to implement 

and supervise silk manufacturing, grain storage, straw braiding, and women's 

commission stores, all part of President Brigham Young's design to develop a cooperative 

and self-sustaining economy” (Madsen 1992b).  

Moreover, the movement encouraged women to vote in civil elections as Utah women 

were allowed to do since 1870. It also stimulated women to study medicine, in particular 

for maternity and child health care. All this resulted in making many Mormon women a 

visible part of the economic and professional environment. This emergence of Mormon 

women on the public scene was also cast in public tribute. Edward Tullidge, a British 

convert, worked with Eliza R. Snow to compile the volume The Women of Mormondom 

(1877). “Part biography, part history, and part theology, the book portrayed Mormon 

women as the hardworking and independent builders of a tangible Zion in the West” 

(Erekson 2017, 3). 

In 1880 church president John Taylor appointed Eliza R. Snow as president of all Relief 

Societies in the church. Having been married first to Joseph Smith and after his death to 

church president Brigham Young, Eliza R. Snow functioned as a First Lady of the church. 

Since 1868, she had exercised leadership over the Relief Society throughout the church. 

Her legacy is very much part of Mormon female consciousness. 

 

3.2.3.2. Polygamy: the roles of “sister wives” 

Polygamy existed in the church from the 1840s on, at first limited to a small circle of 

initiates around Joseph Smith and other leaders in their city of Nauvoo, Illinois. It would 

only come into the open in the 1850s, once the Mormons had isolated themselves in the 

American West. It caused outrage in the rest of Protestant America. Why and how it 

developed, and how it impacted women in diverse ways, has been the object of numerous 

studies, among the more detailed are the historical and doctrinal studies of Hales and 

Hales (2015), Hardy (2017), and Van Wagoner (1989), and the investigations into every day 

polygamous life by Embry (2008), Daynes (2001; 2015), and Harline (2014).  

In the 1850s polygamy, known as The Principle, became a standard feature of Mormon 

life in the West. Ulrich (2017) detailed how most of these “sister wives”  took their life in 

                                                      
1 Woman's Exponent 11 (September 15, 1882): 59. 
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their own hands and practiced a consciously chosen form of “sex radicalism” adapted to 

their peculiar needs of familial communalism, protection, and security, mainly centered 

around agricultural units. The extensive ones became “family kingdoms” as Taylor (1951) 

mapped them. Though men were bound and controlled by ecclesiastical rules, many ruled 

their families “as if by divine right” (Peterson 1979, 21). Still, a surprising facet of the 

system were the comparatively progressive rights granted to the women, including the 

right to own property, to divorce, and to remarry (Ulrich 2017). As Scott (1986, 15) 

phrased it: 

In certain ways plural wives had, as they often argued, unusual opportunities for 

developing independence think—to choose one example—of Ellis Shipp going off to 

study medicine in Philadelphia, encouraged by Brigham Young, financed by the 

Relief Society and her sister wives, leaving her children for those same sister wives 

to raise. Her career as a medical doctor, builder of medical institutions, trainer of 

midwives, and pioneer in so many ways would have been difficult, perhaps 

impossible, had she been her husband's only wife. The Relief Society president of 

the Salt Lake Stake wrote that the plural wife “became freer and can do herself 

individually things she never could have attempted before; and work out her 

individual character separate from her husband.”  

More recent historical studies on Mormon polygamy include a surge in family histories 

where descendants of polygamous households render tribute to the challenging life of 

polygamist foremothers (Bate 2016; Bradley and Woodward 2000; Johnston 2016). Overall 

these popular personal histories contribute to instilling a sense of pride among some 

Mormon women today, in particular in the American West. However, they are not devoid 

of critical passages that show women’s struggles and frustrations: 

Many of them depict women who are very human, who sometimes stray from the 

paths of archetypal Mormon female virtue. Still . . . they believe that these were the 

“pioneer mothers” whom the church declares worthy of emulation. Writing such a 

laudatory biography of an ancestor who sometimes lapsed, I believe, permits a 

contemporary woman to be more tolerant of her own lapses, recognizing—if only 

subliminally—that a woman does not have to be perfect to be worthy of praise and 

honor. (Swetnam 1988, 5–6). 

 
3.2.3.3. The step to political involvement and the debate on the “American home” 

In the 1870s polygamy became the target of intense anti-Mormon condemnation in the 

Eastern United States, both in popular literature and in legal action. Polygamy was viewed 

as an instrument of “the patriarchal theocracy” of the church, which allegedly kept 

Mormon women in abject servitude. In 1870 the church reacted by granting the women, 

through the Mormon-dominated legislature, the right to vote in civil elections, fifty years 

ahead of the nationally ratified female voting rights by Congress (Van Wagenen 1991).  
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Contemporary Mormon feminists, even as they reject the polygamous system, are keen 

to point out how their foremothers fought for their rights to be “sister wives”  and were 

at the vanguard of the suffrage movement. One of the leading and most outspoken women 

was Eliza R. Snow. Often quoted by feminist historians is her public speech, given in 1870, 

to a mass gathering of Mormon women: 

Our enemies pretend that in Utah woman is held in a state of vassalage; that she 

does not act from choice but by coercion; that we would even prefer life elsewhere 

were it possible for us to make our escape. What nonsense! We all know that if we 

wished we could leave at any time-either to go singly or we could rise en masse, and 

there is no power here that could or would ever wish to prevent us.  

I will now ask this intelligent assembly of ladies, do you know of any place on the 

face of the earth where woman has more liberty and where she enjoys such high 

and glorious privileges as she does here as a Latter-day Saint? “No!” The very idea 

of women here in a state of slavery is a burlesque on good common sense. The 

history of this people, with a very little reflection, would instruct outsiders on this 

point; it would show at once that the part which woman has acted in it could never 

have been performed against her will ... 

As women of God, women filling high and responsible positions, performing sacred 

duties, women who stand not as dictators but as counselors to their husbands, and 

who, in the purest, noblest sense of refined womanhood, being truly their 

helpmates, we not only speak because we have the right, but justice and humanity 

demand that we should. (Snow 1870, 4–5) 

Those voices of Mormon feminists were not able to convince the rest of America. When 

the American Congress disincorporated the church by the Edmunds-Tucker Act in 1887, 

that decision also disenfranchised women: they were not allowed to vote anymore. Those 

constitutional entanglements have been studied by, among others, Fluhman (2012), 

Gordon (2003), and Talbot (2013). Faced with the loss of all its properties, in 1890 the 

church was compelled to abandon “The Principle.” But the arduous battle for their 

religious rights had politicized Mormon women into a force to be reckoned with. The 

collection of essays by Madsen (1997) detailed their “battle for the ballot.” 

A particular facet of these developments is how the virulent antipolygamy campaign 

and the irony of polygamist suffragists shaped the discussion of the role of women in 

American society. Iversen (2014) analyzed the antipolygamy controversy in American 

women's movements between 1880 and 1925 as a fundamental “debate on the American 

home.” The women’s movements rejected patriarchal male supremacy, but at the same 

refused Mormon women their right to plural marriage in order to confine them to 

obligatory monogamy in a framework of marital fidelity. It contradicted the “women’s 

liberation” which suffragism heralded. As Iversen noted: 

Antipolygamy discourse embodied a challenge to the concept of male supremacy, 

and advanced the moral authority of woman in the home. It opposed the implicit 
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double sexual standard advanced by polygamy by calling for a single standard of 

purity for men and women ... In the course of a struggle for a single standard of 

sexual behavior, these moral reformers moved to positions of coerciveness that 

restricted the freedom of women ... They were also involved in a struggle to define 

the Republican family as one which would accord women greater status ... The 

antipolygamy movement was part of the larger struggle in the post-Civil War period 

for the meaning and direction of the ideal family for the nation. It spanned the 

period during which the woman movement was transformed into a new feminism. 

(p. 9–10) 

 
3.2.3.4. The Woman’s Exponent: both independent and loyal 

From 1872 to 1914 Mormon women edited their own periodical, The Woman’s Exponent—

one of the first periodicals for women in the United States. It “straddled the line between 

a woman's magazine and religious journal—it strove to be both literary and spiritual 

nourishment for the women of the church” (Morrill 2006, 29). Bennion (1976) provided a 

detailed description of its beginnings. Though a private initiative, it had the blessing of 

church leaders and was developed in close collaboration with the church’s Relief Society. 

It thus operated as a semi-official female voice with a wide impact. The editors and 

authors, all sophisticated women close to church leaders, strongly supported both 

woman's suffrage and plural marriage. They requested equal employment opportunities 

and equal pay for women. Evans (1992, 56) noted how the Exponent even heralded that 

motherhood should not be required of all women: “If there be some women in whom the 

love of learning extinguishes all other love, then the heaven-appointed sphere of that 

woman is not the nursery. It may be the library, the laboratory, the observatory.” And 

addressed to each younger reader, the Exponent proclaimed that she should have 

“perfect liberty to follow the vocation which comes to her from God, and of which she 

alone is judge.” 

At the same time the editors cautioned (quoted in Bennion 1976, 230): 

But when women seek to essay the role of revolutionists instead of reformers, when 

they set up one sex as of necessity antagonistic to the other, when they claim for 

women not liberty but license to set at defiance wholesome social regulations and 

nature's laws, then they are endeavoring to compass a wrong beside which the 

ordinary wrongs of the sex sink into comparative insignificance. 

Their role as polygamist women was a frequent topic of articles amidst the continuous 

antipolygamist attacks in the American press and the lurid tales of harem-like conditions 

in anti-Mormon novels. In a thesis on images of Mormon women in that period, Casterline 

(1974) noted that the Exponent “was in part intended as a response to their defamation, it 

allowed the women a means through which to articulate a self-image” (p. 94). It was an 

identity-building process that reinforced pride and unity among Mormon women. Brekus 
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(2016) remarked how modern-day readers still find it difficult to understand how these 

early Mormon women “reconciled their belief in women’s rights with their support of 

polygamy,” but their writings show their honest belief in Joseph Smith’s revelation on 

plural marriage. Moreover “they deeply resented critics who portrayed them as victims 

of an oppressive system. Persecution only strengthened their faith” (p. 94). 

For forty-two years, till 1914, the Exponent would remain a significant voice for 

Mormon women. It displayed independent female activism, but remained loyal to the 

church. Foster (1979, 11) noted how the periodical fulfilled an “identity-building” 

function: “Going beyond explicitly Mormon issues and expressing an almost feminist 

awareness at times, the Exponent devoted much attention to the universally inequitable 

position of women in politics, education, and the professions.”  

It is significant that in 1974 a group of liberal, intellectual Mormon women from the 

Cambridge-Boston area, among whom Harvard-professor Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, started 

an independent periodical called Exponent II (3.4.1).  

 

 

3.3. From 1890 to 1970: women’s retrenching roles  

The year 1890 is considered a watershed year: after a momentous, decades-long battle 

with the federal government, church leaders were compelled to halt polygamous 

marriages. The actual discontinuation of “plural marriage” took many more years and 

caused rifts in the church. But as Mormons moved into the twentieth century and adapted 

to the overall American society, church leaders channeled developments which also 

affected gender roles. One can roughly distinguish three phases.  

- From 1890 to 1920 transitions lead to distinct definitions of masculinity and femininity 

(3.3.1).  

- In a second phase, lasting till 1940, shifting emphases laid the basis for gendered 

distinctions that would become standard Mormon rhetoric (3.3.2).  

- Finally, between 1940 and 1970, a third phase is characterized by a further compelling 

retrenchment imposed on women’s roles (3.3.3).  

The year 1970 marked another major change in church policies that is used as a 

separator for the end of an era and the start of the next half century, until today. 

 
 

3.3.1. From 1890 to 1920: distinct masculinity and diverse femininity 

3.3.1.1. Transition to monogamy 

After the abolishment of polygamy in 1890, the church had to recover from a major legal 

defeat. It had to abandon the implementation of a core doctrine on gender relations 

without denying its veracity. As a reward, Utah gained full Statehood in 1896. Mormons 
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moved into mainstream America as they softened their isolationist patterns and attitudes 

and adapted to the social, economic, and political standards of the nation. This transition 

did not come easily as various authors have analyzed (see, for example, Alexander 1986; 

Hoyt and Patterson 2011; Quinn 1985). The polygamous system with its peculiar gender 

roles and relations sat ingrained in the culture. The thousands of existing polygamous 

families with their intricate networks continued to function more or less and would have 

to slowly crumble and die out. Because new polygamous unions lingered underground for 

a number of years, in 1904 the church president had to take a firm public stand that 

polygamy was terminated. The role models of the older patriarch and the “sister wives,” 

pioneer symbols of half a century of independent theocracy, had to be replaced by new 

ones. The upcoming generation of young adults, many of whom had grown up within 

polygamous households, had to adopt narrow gender roles in the nuclear family.  

 

3.3.1.2. Mormon masculinity in priesthood, mission, career, and fatherhood 

Times were changing in this fin de siècle and Belle Époque which intruded in the 

traditionally closeted Mormon sphere. One major concern, also in other parts of the 

United States, became the delinquent conduct of boys—truancy, larceny, intoxication, 

tabagism, and sexual permissiveness, in short a lack of moral fortitude. The matter was 

tackled in church magazines.1 Originating in the Anglican church in Britain, initiatives of 

reform were developed to remedy the indolence and alleged effeminacy of wayward 

adolescents and young men. As part of the so-called Progressive Movement, Christian 

churches across the United States started programs to preserve or regain the males 

within the fold, with an emphasis on physical strength as mirror of moral and spiritual 

determination (Gorrell 1988; Stromquist 2010). This “muscular Christianity” is 

exemplified in the development of Christian sports associations and in the founding of 

the Boy Scouts movement (Putney 2009). Hoyt and Patterson (2011) analyzed how 

Mormon church leaders adopted this trend: “When Mormons were forced to discontinue 

their plural sexual practices and embrace the monogamous heterosexuality that was 

normative within wider (primarily Protestant) society, they were also forced to 

reconstruct their notions of masculinity” (p. 73). The foundations for a renewed Mormon 

manhood were based on at least four factors: priesthood, mission, career, and fatherhood. 

Priesthood. The first factor played out in a new emphasis: the boys’ and men’s 

systematic progression and commitment in the priesthood, which became known as “the 

Priesthood Reform Movement”  (Hartley 1973). In 1908 a “General Priesthood Committee 

on Outlines” developed new directives to invigorate boys’ involvement and dedication. 

Each boy would now move systematically through the Aaronic priesthood offices 

                                                      
1 For example, Gowans, E. G. “The Boy Problem,” Improvement Era (January 1908): 194–198; Gowans, E. G., 

“The Tobacco Curse,” Improvement Era (April 1915): 547. 
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according to fixed age groupings. The groups themselves, called quorums, received 

specific assignments to enhance their religious and social cohesion and responsibilities. 

Manuals, newsletters, and programs detailed the expected engagement. Certificates and 

awards formalized achieved individual progression. “It took a generation of labor for the 

priesthood reforms to be widely accepted and in reasonable working order” (Hartley 

1996, 120–121), but the results of the massive formalization were unmistaken in the 

statistics of continuously improving church attendance in the twelve to eighteen age 

group. A similar structural reinforcement was applied to the adult men in their 

Melchizedek priesthood quorums, for the offices of elders, seventies, and high priests. 

Mission. A second factor was the institution of missionary service by all young single 

men. In the nineteenth century a relatively small number of mature and married men 

were called on missions, which was feasible because the agrarian communities with large 

families could support wife and children during their absence. With urbanization, nuclear 

families, and mortgages to be paid off, married men could not easily be taken out. The 

system changed to calling single men in their early twenties to spend a few years on 

missions in other parts of the country or abroad. The experience was projected as a test 

of male fortitude and extended into the anticipation that each should go. The “returned 

missionary,” with his stories of persecution, endurance, and success, became a male role 

model for the younger.  

Career. A third factor was a consequence of the Americanization of Mormon society: 

individual career success—at least for men. Nineteenth-century Mormonism was 

characterized by the preponderance of the agrarian community. Communal interests 

such as irrigation and crop diversification took precedence over individual ambitions. In 

the 1870s the church even experimented with collectivist communities, called the United 

Order, as the ideal realization of Zion (Arrington 2005). Now, with Utah part of the Union 

and capitalism inescapable, and the agrarian communities becoming more industrialized, 

church leaders joined in the Protestant pursuit of individual success (Bryson 1999). 

Articles in The Improvement Era, the official church magazine for young men, hailed 

vocational preparation and talent development. Through its “Young Men Mutual 

Improvement Association,” present in every congregation, the church set up vocational 

training and employment services. It became part of ethics. “Choosing a vocation, a 

calling in the economic world, was choosing the role that would build character and shape 

the man in this life” (Hoyt and Patterson 2011, 79). 

Fatherhood.  Finally came fatherhood, the obligation to enter into a monogamous 

heterosexual marriage and raise a family. Remaining single was no option for the “real 

man” who should now apply his talents and leadership to marriage. To a certain extent 

that ideal aligned itself with the Protestant model, but Mormonism supplemented it with 

the notion of priesthood in the home: “No man holding the Priesthood who is worthy and 

of age should remain unmarried,” church president Joseph F. Smith declared in 1902. As 
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to the relation between husband and wife, he added, with reference to the biblical 

creation story: “While it is said that the desires of the woman shall be to her husband, and 

he shall rule over her, it is intended that that rule shall be in love and not in tyranny.”1 

Those four factors have remained cornerstones in defining Mormon masculinity up to 

today, though the rhetoric concerning the father softened under feminist pressures (see 

5.3.3 on familial patriarchy). 

 
3.3.1.3. Diverse femininity 

In that upsurge of male ideals, it seemed Mormon womanhood would be defined by 

negation: no priesthood, no missionary service, no career path, hence, a life constrained 

to domestic duties. Some analysts tend to present this view as a religious/secular 

dichotomy: “Thus, Mormon men were encouraged to expand their horizons in the secular 

world while Mormon women were encouraged to turn away from the secular world and 

retreat to the home, where they could become both mothers and professional domestic 

engineers, equipped with the latest technology and information” (Hoyt and Patterson 

2011, 80). That is indeed the message, as in this 1915 editorial of the Relief Society 

Magazine, accompanied by a picture of the modern woman in the “compact 

conveniences” of a “model home kitchen”: 

So much of prose and poetry has been written about the home that one wonders 

what is left to say. Very little. Yet there is much for women to do daily and hourly 

in order to create, maintain, and develop the home. Today, more than at any other 

period in the world's history, there is a determined effort to break down the 

barriers of the home . . . These are all but manifestations of a disintegrating force 

within the body social. However this may be, our Relief Society sisters are the 

keepers of the keys of home life and home traditions among this people, and 

eventually in the world; so that it behooves them to, exert themselves to do all 

possible in this matter of bettering home conditions, and keeping the fires bright 

on the home altars.2 

The almost exact same wording can be found in Mormon rhetoric up to today. But the 

shift to this new ideal did not materialize at once. During this transition period the new 

emphasis did not imply a spurning of the outside, secular world, on the contrary.  

Women’s activism.  First, the wave of women’s activism continued. Mormon feminists 

wanted their civil voting rights back, which the American Congress had taken from them 

in 1887. In the developments toward full Statehood for Utah, the Utah Woman Suffrage 

Association was particularly active to have the women re-enfranchised, which it was able 

to secure when Utah became a State in 1896. Next Mormon women fought for female 

                                                      
1 Joseph F. Smith, “Marriage God-ordained and Sanctioned,” Improvement Era 5, no. 10 (July 1902): 717. 
2 “The Relief Society Woman and Her Home,” Relief Society Magazine 2, no. 11 (November 1915): 477. 
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voter turnout through publications and conventions, teaming up with the national 

suffrage movement, registering woman voters, and making them aware of gendered 

political issues relevant to “the New Woman”—the one who “increasingly received 

extensive education, worked outside the home, entered professional careers, had fewer 

children, divorced, and became involved in various charitable and political activities” 

(McCammon et al. 2001, 53). These Mormon women’s contributions until 1920, when the 

Nineteenth Amendment generalized women’s suffrage for all American States, were 

summarized by Geis (2015, xii): 

For Mormon women, femininity – like the land they inhabited – was a contested 

space, subject to the ebb and flow of the evolving society that surrounded them. 

They did not, however, simply adapt to those changes – they also created them, and 

continually reconciled and renegotiated their religious, gendered, and civic 

identities in late nineteenth and early twentieth century Utah. 

Female organizations and periodicals. A second element that valorized Mormon 

women were their own female organizations and periodicals, confirming their public 

female space. The Relief Society, with its chapter in every congregation, was energized 

by the strong leadership and its messages in the independent The Woman’s Exponent, which 

would last till 1914 (see supra). Until the 1920s the organization had its own local 

congregational buildings, the so-called “Relief Society halls,” used for intellectual, 

cultural, social, and caritative activities. They were havens for an own empowering 

feminine sphere (Butler-Palmer 2013; Lamb 2013). Also the young women, ages twelve to 

eighteen, had their own organization. It was started in 1869, and, after a few name 

changes, became best known as the Young Women’s Mutual Improvement Association. It 

too had its own monthly periodical, The Young Woman's Journal. It was published until 1929, 

when it was combined with the equivalent periodical for male adolescents, The 

Improvement Era. In her analysis of the aims and tone of The Young Woman’s Journal, Tait 

(2012) drew attention to the deliberate choice of the singular woman in the periodical’s 

title: it “essentialized female nature and animated discussions about the supposedly 

universal needs, desires, and rights of “Woman.” The journal encouraged girls “to think 

of themselves as part of this collective movement” (p. 61). Though the magazine had a 

fair share of traditional female topics—domestic matters, health and hygiene, and 

fashion—it also ran articles with intellectual content and it encouraged women’s 

education and professional opportunities. But the most striking part of the journal was 

the literary section, which took up most of the space. The many fictional stories, written 

by Mormon women, “expressed the tension Mormon women felt in a culture that 

encouraged independent womanhood and sexual equality at the same time it idealized 

traditional dependent roles” (De Schweinitz 2000, 53). 

Women’s clubs and libraries. Other elements made Mormon women continue to enjoy 

or to discover life outside closed domestic roles. Next to the more religiously inspired 
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Relief Society, a profusion of local women’s clubs helped to reinforce the secular 

component in Utah’s society. Clubs discussing literary and political topics became 

popular as more and more non-Mormons settled in Utah, and Mormon women joined 

them without reservations. These clubs “extended women's sphere into the public realm 

through socially acceptable public activities such as the temperance cause, civic 

improvements, political reform movements, and child welfare” (Stauffer 2011, 135). In 

Salt Lake City the women’s clubs formed a correlating organization, The Salt Lake Council 

of Women, to “act on questions of importance concerning libraries, parks, girl scouts, 

public health, city beautification, smoke pollution, women’s legislation, and social 

welfare” (Alexander 1995, 10). The broadening effect came particularly from the 

establishment of free public libraries to even the smallest towns, often at the instigation 

of women, since for them it meant to become “well-informed on what women of the state, 

nation and world at large are doing” (quoted in Stauffer 2011, 148). 

Employment. Finally, though for married women with a large family external 

employment was difficult to combine with domestic duties, female employment as such 

was not discouraged. In fact the Relief Society worked in close collaboration with the 

Church’s Employment Bureau and encouraged mothers, women and girls “who desire to 

work out” to turn to the bureau.1 The Improvement Era, though being the organ for the 

young men’s association, occasionally published articles by leading women. In a two-part 

article entitled “From a Woman of the Latter-Day Saints to the Women in All the World,” 

Susa Young Gates, daughter of church president Brigham Young and founder of The Young 

Woman’s Journal, condemns the wrong ideas the outside world still has of Mormon women 

and acclaims their participation in paid employment as proof of their independence.2 In 

1917, the entrance of the United States in the First World War triggered a surge of 

women’s employment which also affected Utah (Murphy 1990). 

 

3.3.1.4. But also: slow erosion of female independence and emancipation 

In this transition period between 1890 and 1920, some church leaders started to show 

concern over the long-standing involvement of women in priesthood ordinances, over 

women’s growing impact in public life, and over their autonomy within the church 

construct. It led to a number of restrictive developments. 

Revocation of priesthood involvement. The issue of women holding the priesthood 

became a contentious issue and would remain so until now. Up to the end of the 

nineteenth century women had been involved in priesthood ordinances, such as 

anointing the sick and laying on of hands to give blessings, to anyone who requested it. 

                                                      
1 Relief Society Magazine 2, no. 3 (March 1915): 136; 2, no. 7 (July 1915): 310. 
2 Susa Young Gates, “From a Woman of the Latter-Day Saints to the Women in All the World — I,” The 

Improvement Era 10, no. 5 (March 1907): 345–351; II, 10, no. 6 (April 1907): 447–452. 
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They also performed ritual washings and anointings of women about to give birth. An 

analysis of The Woman’s Exponent reveals how still in the 1890s women claimed 

ecclesiastical authority and continued the practice of priesthood ordinances such as 

blessings and anointings,  with titles such as healer, prophetess, and priestess (Evans 1992, 

53–54). But a pushback against these claims was in the making. Already in 1880 apostle 

John Taylor had stated that “women hold the Priesthood, only in connection with their 

husbands, they being one with their husbands” (Newell 1985, 25). That same year a letter 

of the First Presidency clarified that women “should not be ordained to any office in the 

Priesthood; but they may be appointed as Helps, and Assistants, and Presidents, among 

their own sex,” and could administer to the sick “in their respective families” (Newell, 

idem). The matter of “holding the priesthood or not” continued to be a source of 

discussion. In 1907 the question “Does a wife hold the priesthood in connection with her 

husband? and may she lay hands on the sick with him, with authority?” was asked in the 

Questions and Answers section of the church magazine The Improvement Era. The official 

answer retained a diplomatic ambiguity: 

A wife does not hold the priesthood in connection with her husband, but she enjoys 

the benefits thereof with him; and if she is requested to lay hands on the sick with 

him, or with any other officer holding the Melchizedek priesthood, she may do so 

with perfect propriety. It is no uncommon thing for a man and wife unitedly to 

administer to their children, and the husband being mouth, he may properly say 

out of courtesy, “By authority of the holy priesthood in us vested.”1 

Disapproval of public involvement. Another area of contention was the women’s public 

impact. In the 1895 debates over voting rights to be included in the Utah Constitution or 

not, church leader B. H. Roberts, known for his intellectual prowess and flowery style, 

juxtaposed the political and the domestic as gendered realms: 

Christian wives and mothers, I have said you are the queens of the domestic 

kingdom. If you would retain that empire, shun the political arena, avoid the 

rostrum, beware of unsexing yourselves. If you become embroiled in political 

agitation the queenly aureola that encircles your brow will fade away and the 

reverence that is paid you will disappear. If you have the vain ambition of reigning 

in public life, your domestic empire will be at an end. (quoted in White 1974, 358) 

The strategy to put women on a pedestal is noteworthy—they are queens in their 

empire—which they risk losing by meddling in in the male world of public life. Though 

the women obtained voting rights in the new Utah constitution, the accomplishment did 

not meet with universal male approval (Beecher, Madsen, and Derr 1979). 

                                                      
1 “Questions and Answers,” The Improvement Era 10, no. 4 (February 1907): 308. 
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Institutionalization of masculinity.  A related, indirect way to limit women’s autonomy 

in the church structure was the institutionalization of masculinity in priesthood, mission, 

career, and fatherhood, which was part of the reform movement since 1906 (see above). 

Scott (1986, 13–15) enumerated examples of further subtle erosion of women’s leadership 

in the church’s decision-making process. Projects women used to conduct and finance 

were fully or partially taken over by male leadership. In 1914 the independent The 

Woman’s Exponent was replaced by the church-controlled Relief Society Magazine, which 

then became the official voice of the Mormon women’s organization. Though at first it 

remained ran by women editors with strong personalities, it did not voice dissent as the 

Exponent sometimes did.  

Historians have been intrigued by the Mormon women’s apparent submissive 

acceptance of this erosion in the late 1910s, precisely during a period when American 

feminist activism was at its height. The suggested reasons include the powerful 

affirmation of male priesthood, the death of the nineteenth-century “leading sisters,” the 

demise of polygamy which confined a young generation of women to the nuclear family 

and to neo-Victorian domesticity, the religious compliance with what leaders stipulated, 

the already high demands on women’s time in church service, and simply a waning of 

interest fed by the complacency of good economic times (Beecher, Madsen, and Derr 1979; 

Bushman 1976; Geis 2015; Scott 1986). 

 
 
3.3.2. From 1920 to 1940: shifting emphases on gendered distinctions 

This section considers the second phase in the period from 1890 till 1970. That phase is 

an important period for the consolidation of male control and for the maturing of 

gendered concepts that will become standard expressions in Mormonism.  

 
3.3.2.1. Between outside employment and domestic efficiency 

Church periodicals offer an excellent view on the evolution of viewpoints as related to 

women. Since 1897 the church (or its related auxiliary responsible for youth) had 

published The Improvement Era for male adolescents. In 1889 The Young Woman’s Journal for 

young women was added and in 1914 the Relief Society Magazine for adult women. In 

common church parlance they became in short the Era, the Journal, and the Magazine. Two 

themes are of interest for the development of perceptions of gender roles: outside 

employment and domestic responsibilities. Up to the 1920s the two female periodicals 

showed direct support to women in paid employment outside the home. The Journal in 

particular, geared to young women, featured “women entrepreneurs, sovereigns, 

suffragists, writers, and artists as role models for younger readers.” It provided “implicit 

support for women’s careers as notable women scientists, scholars, educators, and 

innovators were recognized in full-length articles and news briefs” (Evans 1992, 57). The 
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Magazine, geared to adult women, was less outspoken, but did not avert articles on women 

in paid employment. On the other hand, over the years it increased the number of articles 

on motherhood and domestic activities as Vance (2002) analyzed in her study of the 

evolution of ideals for women in Mormon periodicals. The nuclear family with a 

committed father and a nurturing mother became the new model. Nurturing, however, 

took on a new meaning in this era of modernization after the First World War. Hygiene, 

sanitation, nutrition, child rearing, and home technology thanks to electricity and new 

household devices led to a burgeoning of “scientific housekeeping” and “home 

economics,” bolstered by a new generation of female academics. It was part of the overall 

Progressive Era reform (Harris 2012; Stage and Vincenti 1992). Moreover, for Mormon 

women, “domestic science had religious overtones that dovetailed well with modernity: 

domestic efficiency had a moral character ... An ordered home reflected God’s ordered 

universe” (McDannell 2018, 46). The Relief Society Magazine reflected this fusion in its array 

of articles alternating between religion, morals, and science-based practical information. 

Though housekeeping as a cloistered women’s realm would draw scorn from the feminists 

of the 1960s, compared to previous eras the whole movement was lifting women to self-

esteem and pride in their own capabilities (Elias 2008). This female “homemaking” ideal 

would continue in Mormon rhetoric till today. 

 
 
3.3.2.2. The priesthood quandary and the priesthood/motherhood Model 

 The discussion on the extent of women’s participation in the priesthood was ongoing, 

thus extending a tension that runs like a thread through Mormon history (see previous 

sections 3.2.1.2, 3.2.2.2, and 3.3.1.2 ). In the general conference of April 1921, Charles 

Penrose of the First Presidency remarked, in response to an earlier sermon during the 

same conference: 

There seems to be a revival of the idea among some of our sisters that they hold the 

Priesthood. President Clawson sat down on that in his remarks on Sunday. He said 

“No, the sisters do not hold the Priesthood.” Well, is that right? Yes; but then there 

is a little qualification to it, perhaps, very slight. When a woman is sealed to a man 

holding the Priesthood, she becomes one with him ... The glory and power and 

dominion that he will exercise when he has the fullness of the Priesthood and 

becomes a “king and a priest unto God,” she will share with him. Sisters have said 

to me sometimes, “But, I hold the Priesthood with my husband.” “Well,” I asked, 

“what office do you hold in the Priesthood?” Then they could not say much more ... 

Now, sisters, do not take the idea that I wish to convey that you have no blessings 

or authority or power belonging to the Priesthood. When you are sealed to a man 
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of God who holds it and who, by overcoming, inherits the fullness of the glory of 

God, you will share that with him if you are fit for it.1 

The distinction between “the priesthood” and “an office in the priesthood” is well-

known to Mormons. “The priesthood” is the general term for “the power and authority 

of God.” It can be conferred “to man to act in all things necessary for the salvation of God’s 

children”—the lesser priesthood as Aaronic priesthood, the higher as Melchizedek 

priesthood.”2 However, to be able to act with that priesthood in an ordinance or for 

certain assignments, one must be ordained to one of the specific offices in the priesthood, 

such as deacon, teacher, or priest in the Aaronic priesthood, and elder, seventy, patriarch, 

or apostle in the Melchizedek priesthood. The initial conferring of the priesthood, 

Aaronic or Melchizedek, is always and immediately followed by the ordaining to an office. 

For males born in the church, this would start at age twelve with the office of deacon for 

the Aaronic priesthood, and at age eighteen with the office of elder for the Melchizedek 

priesthood. When a twelve-year old boy receives the priesthood from an authorized 

priesthood holder by the laying on of hands, the priesthood holder will state that he 

“confers the Aaronic Priesthood” upon him and “ordains him to the office of deacon.”3 

Charles Penrose, in the above quote from 1921, grants a woman a “sharing” in the 

priesthood when she is “sealed” (married in the temple) to a priesthood holder, but she 

does not “hold” the priesthood because she cannot be ordained to an office. 

A few prominent and well-educated Mormon women sought for ways to soften this 

inequality. Shirts (2018) analyzed how Susa Young Gates, a granddaughter of Brigham 

Young and close to church president Joseph F. Smith, as well as her daughter Leah 

Widstoe, married to apostle John A. Widstoe, “played key roles in defining the distinct 

spiritual roles for men and women” in Widstoe’s landmark book Priesthood and Church 

Government, first published in 1939. Both mother and daughter were actively involved in 

the establishment of homemaking as a progressive and scientific endeavor, equal to male 

careers. “Building on her expanding understanding of marriage as a true partnership 

between men and women in their respective public and domestic roles, Leah adapted for 

a new generation the concept of motherhood as a calling spiritually equivalent to 

priesthood office for men” (p. 105). It was meant as a valorization of womanhood, but at 

the same time the concept justified denying the priesthood to women, since they have 

the “equivalent” of motherhood. Farnsworth (1992) called it “Mormonism’s Odd Couple: 

The Motherhood-Priesthood Connection.” 

 
 

                                                      
1 Charles W. Penrose, “Conference Address,” Ninety-First Annual Conference Report (April 1921): 198. 
2 GT, Priesthood. 
3 Handbook 2, Administering the Church (2010), 175. 
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3.3.2.3. Reduction of women’s prestige, input, and control 

Several developments exemplify this reduction: abrogation of the for-life-calling of the 

Relief Society Presidents, modifications in the female periodicals, and annexation in 

governance over charitable work. 

End of life-tenure for the Relief Society general president. The church’s Relief Society 

was founded in 1842, with the blessing of Joseph Smith and patterned after the priesthood 

organizational structure (3.2.1.2). It had at its head a general president and counselors. 

The first president was Joseph Smith’s wife Emma, who, after the martyrdom of her 

husband in 1844, did not stay with the main church. During the harsh exodus to the West 

and the pioneering years in Utah, local Relief Societies did not function as formal units. 

In 1866, however, church president Brigham Young reawakened the organization and 

appointed the prominent Eliza R. Snow as general president of the Relief Society. A 

cultured personality and a strong feminist, Snow served till her death in 1887. The next 

two successors to the function, Zina D. H. Young and Bathseba D. Smith, each appointed 

by church leaders at a mature age, also remained president for life. Then followed the 

highly respected Emmeline B. Wells, appointed in 1910 at age 82, after having served for 

decades in leadership positions. Church members, both men and women, viewed these 

strong-willed presiding sisters at near the same level as the male church presidency—

who were also called for life. These women “ranked only a little lower in my mind than 

the General Authorities” remembered historian Ralph Britsch from his childhood years 

(quoted in Waterstradt 2004, 99). In fact male church leaders called the presiding sisters 

of the Relief Society “general authorities.”1 Even when age made these women’s health 

decline and their abilities deteriorate, reverence for their position endured, as in the case 

of the weak and ailing church presidents. It came therefore as a shock when Emmeline 

Wells, whose reputation had only grown over the years, was simply released in 1921—a 

blow she experienced herself as a miserable rejection (Madsen 2017, 488–494). Since then, 

Relief Society general presidents and their counselors have held tenures for a limited 

number of years, always prone to be released unexpectedly and thus unable to exert 

enduring influence. Since 1997, their standard tenure is five years, in contrast to the 

“prophets and apostles” who serve for life and whose personalities are extolled as role 

models. Since Emmeline Wells’ “demise” in 1921, none of the subsequent female leaders 

has been able to achieve the status that male general authorities reach. 

Detraction of the female magazines. A second development that lessened female 

distinctiveness took place in church periodicals. In 1929 church leaders decided to 

terminate the Young Woman’s Journal and absorb it in The Improvement Era, originally for 

male teenagers, and now for all adolescents. Though the change was symbolically 

celebrated as the marriage between “Princess Journal” with “Prince Era,” the bride had 

                                                      
1 See, for example, Joseph Fielding Smith, “Teaching the Gospel.” Relief Society Magazine (January 1966), 6. 
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to give up her name. As in marriage, only the groom’s name remained. The male editor of 

the Improvement Era became managing editor, and the female editor of the former Journal 

became associate editor. During the following decade Improvement Era articles on women’s 

programs diminished while attention to men’s programs increased. Thus the separate 

voice for female teenagers was lost (Evans 1992). As to the second female periodical, the 

one for adult women, in 1914 the independent The Woman’s Exponent had already been 

replaced by the church-controlled Relief Society Magazine, which then became the official 

voice of the Mormon women’s organization (3.3.1.4). Whereas the editorial board of the 

Exponent was solely comprised of women and only women wrote in it, the Magazine shifted 

to an increasing number of male authors over the years. Evans (1992) analyzed this shift: 

... by 1920 10 percent of the by-lined essays in the Magazine’s table of contents were 

written by men. By 1934 20 percent, by 1942 30 percent, and by 1952 33 percent of 

the signed articles and 60 percent of the by-lined lessons were written by men. By 

1956 33 percent of the articles and 75 percent of the lessons were written by men; 

women wrote only the “homemaking” lesson and the visiting teachers’ “message.” 

Few data can better show how the female component gradually gave way to male 

dominance. It does not mean, however, that the Magazine had less influence on women. 

There remained plenty of specific material to captivate women’s interest, as described by 

Waterstradt (2004). Up to 1970, when it was definitely abolished, the Magazine remained 

a major, well-identified female voice. 

Loss of organizational control over charity. A third, but now external factor weakened 

the power and autonomy of the Relief Society: the relation between the Federal 

government and local communities led to the male annexation in governance over female 

charitable work. When Utah became a State in 1896 the Mormon Relief Societies 

continued to provide nearly all charitable social work. Bonner (2002) documented how in 

the 1910s they began to work closely with governmental agencies in the realm of health 

and maternity care and as agents for the Red Cross. They professionalized their methods 

and made well use of federal matching funds provided by the Sheppard-Towner act—a 

generous social welfare program. Church leaders were overall supportive of this Relief 

Society’s activism (Hefner 1982).  

However, in the aftermath of the First World War and in the fear of Bolshevism and 

socialism, a few conservative Mormon leaders, both civic and ecclesiastical, started to 

warn against growing US governmental involvement and its offering of federal programs 

in education and healthcare. Historian McDannell noted that this attitude “laid out a set 

of fears echoed by Mormon conservatives up to the present day” (2019, 55). When the 

Great Depression hit and also severely affected American Mormons, Roosevelt’s New Deal 

provided a new and unprecedented wave of federal programs to redress the situation. At 

first church leaders accepted the needed help. But next J. Reuben Clark, an influential 

Republican politician who became a member of the church’s First Presidency, saw in the 
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Democratic New Deal programs an emergent “socialistic or communistic state in which 

the family would disappear, religion would be prescribed and controlled by the state” 

(quoted in Hall 2010, 222). To avoid such anticipated development, Clark laid the 

groundwork for an own church welfare program under the direction of the priesthood: 

own production of food for the needy, own thrift stores, own employment offices, and 

own social services, without any government subsidies. Though Clark involved the Relief 

Society in his plans, his “approach toward decision-making was strongly top-down in 

character and typical of the male-dominated secular realm in which he had made his 

career” (Hall 2010, 227; see also Hall 2015). The result was that “the Church Welfare 

Program did not decrease women’s involvement with charity, it only placed the high-

level decisions in men’s hands” (McDannell 2019, 60; see also Derr and Derr 1982). 

“Mormon women lost organizational autonomy because female-defined responsibilities 

were gradually defined as priesthood responsibilities” (Cornwall, 1994, 250). That pattern 

would be institutionalized worldwide and lasts till today. The contemporary church takes 

great pride in its welfare program, but it is defined as an endeavor governed by the male 

priesthood.  

 
3.3.3. From 1940 to 1970: further retrenchment on women’s roles 

During this period church leaders defined the expected boundaries for gender roles even 

more firmly than before: men as breadwinners, women as homemakers. At the same time, 

most Mormon women thrived in the intense social life of their congregation’s Relief 

Society. In the background, however, church leaders were preparing institutional 

modifications that would severely reduce the relative independence of the Relief Society. 

 

3.3.3.1. Motherhood, homemaking, and the Relief Society 

As the Second World War saw a growing number of women involved in the industrial 

war’s effort, church authorities counseled women to devote themselves fully to the home. 

In the October Conference of 1942, J. Reuben Clark delivered a “message of the First 

Presidency” about parenthood. The largest part of the message was devoted to the duties 

of the mother. Working outside the home came with a stern warning: 

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.” (Prov. 29:15) . . . 

Motherhood is near to divinity. It is the highest, holiest service to be assumed by 

mankind. It places her who honors its holy calling and service next to the angels.”1 

                                                      
1  J. Reuben Clark, “Message of the First Presidency,” in Conference Report, Report of Discourses (October 1942), 

12–13. 
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Hall (2010) analyzed how the personality and life experiences of church leaders shaped 

church policy. The influential J. Reuben Clark had been able to build his impressive 

government and ecclesiastical career by completely relying on his wife for all domestic 

matters: “He saw this division of labor as the natural role of women: Men were to make a 

living, and women were to make a home that would be an emotional refuge for their 

husbands and to raise the children. Anything else that claimed the attention of women 

he saw as a distraction and a deviation” (p. 219). After Clark was called as a member of the 

First Presidency, he naturally used the general conference pulpit and even the Relief 

Society Magazine to impress on the women their only duty: “Do not try to be anything else 

but good mothers and good homemakers, for that will exhaust all the time, all the effort, 

and pay the greatest dividends of anything else you can do in the world.”1 

This and similar directives would become recurrent in almost every general 

conference and almost every issue of church periodicals. Through a meta-analysis of 

church periodicals, Vance (2002) established how after 1961 the number of articles on 

gender role ideation increased considerably.  

McDannell (2019, 66) noted how the Mormon church was able, during the period after 

the war until 1970, to craft “a well-defined image of the faithful Mormon woman” thanks 

to a “secure and vibrant” community culture: 

Caring for large families and participating in ward activities became so all-

encompassing that most Latter-day Saint women had little time or energy for 

anything else. Even when women detailed their struggles in private letters and 

diaries, they expressed no desire to fundamentally change their culture. Mothers 

could be severely tested by their home lives, but they sought strategies for 

improvement, not radical restructuring.  

Through the auxiliary organizations of Primary, Young Women, and the Relief Society, 

programs and lessons infused the principles of Christian living, but they also confirmed 

the gender roles projection that men were to lead through the priesthood and women 

were to serve in capacities that alternated between the home and the church. Often more 

than simply a “congregation,” the Mormon ward affirmed itself as a “community” which 

required much involvement, but with a gendered structure (Alder 2018). 

Up to 1970, the Relief Society in each ward was still a fairly independent hub for 

women’s social and cultural activities. Each ward Relief Society had its own budget, 

weekday meetings, meeting room, and fund-raising activities. The “bazaars,” during 

which women sold crafts and food, were the occasion to socialize with sisters from other 

wards. The women were often the driving force behind cultural events, dinners, and 

dances on ward and on stake level (Embry 2001).  

                                                      
1 J. Reuben Clark, “The Prophet’s Sailing Orders to Relief Society,” Relief Society Magazine 36 (December 1949): 

797–798. 
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My father remembers from the 1960s how also in Belgium and the Netherlands, the 

“ZHV” (zustershulpvereniging) in each branch was the driving force behind most of the 

social activities that entertained the members on Saturday, for outings, bazaars, dances, 

and dinners. The yearly ZHV-bazaar in Mechelen was famous and drew church members 

as far as from Amsterdam (also described in Tuffin 2012; 2018). 

 
 
3.3.3.2. Sexual purity and the social construction of gender 

The post-war era brought new concerns to the foreground. Communism, homosexuality, 

and popular culture perceived as degrading in rock and roll, movies, and television 

accrued the will to strengthen the younger generation against such evils. McCarthyism 

triggered a witch hunt against both communists and “homosexuals.” In the Relief Society 

Magazine, J. Reuben Clark decried homosexual acts as “the crimes for which Sodom and 

Gomorrah were destroyed.”1 Other leaders started to include the condemnation of 

homosexuality in their sermons and publications (O’Donovan 1994; White and White 

2004). In this they followed the general trend of Christian America.  

In 1951, apostle Spencer W. Kimball, speaking to students at BYU, advanced the idea of 

“a style of our own,” with a particular focus on the way women dressed. Dresses that 

revealed shoulders, neck, back, and any leg above the knee had to be disapproved. The 

massive response led to the adoption of a classical “feminine style,” which also 

contributed to the social construction of gender (see 5.4.2.6 on modesty and chastity).  

The counterculture and the sexual revolution of the 1960s alarmed church leaders 

even more. Sermons and articles on conservative moral values, addressed to both young 

men and young women, and to all adults increased (Blakesley 2009). Church leaders also 

reinforced the common idea that girls and women, through their dress and attitudes, 

were to blame for inappropriate male sexual conduct. Sexual purity became a dominant 

theme in the sermons and articles of some general authorities, in particular Spencer W. 

Kimball, whose popular book The Miracle of Forgiveness set the tone for decades. The 1968 

booklet For the Strength of Youth instructed girls how to dress modestly in order to protect 

their body and help keep boys virtuous. Its principles remain valid till today. 

However, men were held to equal high standards. Young men had to be worthy to 

participate in their priesthood duties, prepare to be called on a mission, and afterwards 

become faithful husbands and fathers. Still, the perspective given to males was that they 

were to lead, although they were also taught to apply their priesthood power “only by 

persuasion, by long-suffering, by gentleness and meekness, and by love unfeigned.”2  

 

                                                      
1  J. Reuben Clark, “Home and the Building of Home Life.” Relief Society Magazine 39, no. 12 (1952): 795. 
2 D&C 121:41. 
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3.3.3.3. Priesthood Correlation and the start of worldwide uniformity 

The long movement toward more institutional control by the priesthood was reaching 

his apex. As detailed above, the Priesthood Reform Movement, initiated in the early 

twentieth century, had structured the priesthood offices and quorums into a considerable 

and intricate top-down hierarchy (3.3.1.2). That institutionalization had become well-

established by 1930. During the 1930s the church’s charitable work, which had been the 

Relief Society’s prerogative, shifted to a professional program under the direction of the 

priesthood (3.3.2.3). In the 1950s and 60s church leaders continued this streamlining of 

all church organizations under the central direction of the priesthood. As intensified 

missionary work was establishing the church in many countries, church leaders felt the 

need to manage this internationalization by simplicity and uniformity. Evans (1992, 63) 

noted:  

According to Apostle Thomas S. Monson in 1967, church wide changes were 

necessary to achieve new goals. The Priesthood Correlation Program was designed 

to eliminate “unwholesome competitiveness” among various church auxiliaries, 

“correlate” all auxiliary activities under priesthood direction, and unite all church 

forces in combatting evil. This institutional change ensured female authority as 

subordinate to the male. It was a major male victory in the long struggle between 

men’s and women’s authoritative discourse. 

In 1970, major changes implemented this “correlation” by abolishing or restricting 

semi-independent organizations and the numerous programs and activities they were 

sponsoring. All financing came under strict central control. Worldwide, the church 

imposed identical Sunday meeting schedules and started developing a uniform 

curriculum for all lessons given in the various groups—Priesthood, Relief Society, Sunday 

School, Young Women, and Primary. A uniform magazine, the Ensign, replaced former 

ones and national ones, such as the British Millennial Star which had existed since 1840. 

The official publications, manuals, and magazine were now being translated in dozens of 

languages under central command. They avoided typical American features in order to 

establish a cultural standard acceptable to all. Doctrinally, the new emphasis discarded 

more complex or marginal teachings from the past in favor of simplified Mormon beliefs 

and general Christian principles. 

As part of correlation, the church developed a highly centralized and bureaucratized 

structure under the direction of the priesthood hierarchy. It added layers of employees 

governed by detailed manuals on how the church was to operate on all levels. Especially 

pervasive became an American managerial style. Mormon sociologist Marie Cornwall 

(1990, 45) noted: “It is the irony of any charismatic organization that needed stability 

requires rationalization and bureaucratization, yet rationalization can destroy the 

charisma which animates the religious community.” Cornwall focused on the unintended 

consequences, in particular how bureaucratic growth can disturb personal and 
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community relations. One of her concerns was how to regulate the organization but also 

preserve agency and individual initiative since bureaucratic rules tend to become 

religious mandates. 

The changes affected women in particular. Both on the general and the local levels, the 

Relief Society lost its financial autonomy as all funds would now be centralized and 

distributed through priesthood channels. The Relief Society Magazine, which had existed 

since 1915, was discontinued. As long as Mormon women had their own “Relief Society 

Magazine,” they could still set the tone in defining a variety of female identities and 

highlight social and cultural interests. That jurisdiction expired when church leaders 

decided to end the Magazine in 1970. The last editorial took leave with the ominous 

“Moriturae te salutamus” (Evans 1992; Waterstradt 2004). From that time on, only male 

church leaders, and the women they appointed to speak in general conference or to 

contribute to the now unified church magazine, would monitor the messages sent to 

women worldwide. It is not that these leaders’ messages differed substantially from those 

in previous decades, but they became the sole official conduit to demarcate the feminine. 

Reflecting on the various changes around 1970, Cornwall (1994, 258) concluded: 

Each of these organizational changes profoundly affected the place of women in the 

institutional Mormon church. As correlation changes decreased the auxiliary 

responsibilities, women took a backseat in many areas in which they had formerly 

been prominent: welfare services, leadership training, publishing, and policy 

setting with regard to women's organizations . . . The change did more than 

subordinate women; it also implied that their contribution, although necessary, 

was of secondary importance to the work of men . . . At the very time that women 

generally were pressing for greater influence in social institutions, the women of 

Mormonism found themselves outside the hierarchy, with little input on governing 

councils. 

An different opinion, however, was worded by Hatch (1994). Although she recognized 

the losses, she argued that in the internationally expanding church, correlation brought 

“a refuge from the storm,” considering that the autonomy of the Relief Society and other 

auxiliaries carried risks of growing institutional confusion and tensions. The larger 

religious perspective of “the body of Christ” required unity and therefore central control 

and streamlining. The Relief Society Magazine, in spite of the addition of a Spanish version, 

had remained ethnocentric and of regional appeal, with poetry and fiction “not easily 

adaptable or translatable for an international audience” (p. 80). To reach the worldwide 

church membership on an equal basis in dozens of languages, a simplified and unified 

magazine for all adults was the only feasible route, considering the immense efforts 

required for translation and distribution. As to the curriculum for church lessons, Hatch 

noted that the committees developing material continue to have female input, but 

“according to master charts that made sure essential gospel principles were taught at 

regular intervals,” for all members “at various stages of their lives” (p. 88). Viewed from 
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this constructive perspective, correlation made an end to the fragmentation and 

inconsistencies in previous decades. 

 
  

3.4. Since 1970: gendered tensions, controversies, and changes 

The past fifty years women’s issues have been at the center of much of Mormonism’s 

internal tensions and developments. Some of the respondents for my research 

experienced a large part of these controversies and changes from childhood on or from 

the moment of their conversion as teenagers or young women. Others are less aware of 

the challenging stages through which Mormon women passed in previous decades. For 

nearly all of my Flemish respondents, however, social media have led to a growing 

involvement with some of the controversies that stir political and feminist discussions 

among Mormons in the US. The worldwide, uniform digital reach of the church equally 

contributes to the real-time global village of Mormonism (1.5). The comments of my 

respondents, discussed in Chapter 7, reflect these connections and perspectives.  

On an autoethnographical note, my own parents lived through all these years and were 

privileged witnesses of the tensions and developments since the 1970s. I became naturally 

part of it as I was growing up in the 1990s, with, moreover, a view on the situation both 

in Flanders and in Utah. Since 2000 I was privileged to be on the front row to observe the 

gendered tensions, controversies, and changes in the church. 

 

Rather than organizing this subchapter as one main chronological sequence, following 

events year by year, I examine relevant matters by topic over the years. Summarized: 

- The discovery of Mormon women’s past endeavors stimulated a surge of feminism and 

an awareness of the “messiness” of the past, which led to changing perspectives (3.4.1). 

- The controversy around the Equal Rights Amendment, a major American political 

battle, had church leaders determine gender roles unequivocally. It had severe 

repercussions on Mormon social life, drawing divisive lines between a conservative 

majority and a small liberal minority. The battle around the ERA continues till today 

(3.4.2). 

- The multiple identities among Mormon women, ranging from ultraconservative to the 

most liberal, express themselves in multiple ways, nowadays massively on social media 

(3.4.3). 

- The battles over same-sex marriage, which raged over some 25 years, made the 

definition of gender roles a core doctrinal issue for church leaders, but in the long run 

led to major challenges and pressures to adapt policies (3.4.4). 
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- Two major media campaigns involving thousands of Mormon women illustrate the 

ambiguity of female roles in Mormonism, on one side a compliant representation of 

ideals, on the other the underlying frustrations (3.4.5). 

- Finally, how have church leaders responded to feminist demands? To what extent are 

changes significant? (3.4.6) 

 
 
 
3.4.1. The awareness of Mormon women’s past as stimulus for the present 

Precisely in 1970, when correlation reached its apex and Mormon women’s organizational 

independence was thoroughly trimmed down (3.3.3.3), a new Mormon feminism 

emerged.  

- Mormon women became aware of the involvement of their forebears in first-wave 

feminism. At first their approach had a definite feminist perspective in reclaiming past 

prerogatives (3.4.1.1).  

- In the long run their studies also affected church policies on how history could be 

approached with more openness (3.4.1.2).  

- Nowadays more sustained research reveals the complexities that still affect the 

position of women in the church today, but studies also view them in the larger 

perspective of women’s issues in the world (3.4.1.3).  

 
 
3.4.1.1. The discovery of an empowering past leads to a burst in feminist scholarship 

An important development in the 1970s was the discovery of the contributions of 

Mormon women in the decades before and after 1900. Ulrich (2010, 54) told how in 1970 

Leonard Arrington, the “founding father” of professional Mormon history, drew the 

attention of Mormon women in the Boston area to the strong personalities and feminist 

endeavors of their nineteenth-century forebears in Utah. The discovery in Harvard’s 

Library of the issues of the Woman’s Exponent led to the launching of the feminist 

periodical Exponent II in 1974.  

A broad unearthing of a forgotten Mormon past took place. The pursuit was part of a 

larger phenomenon of historical women’s studies with “a radical feminist orientation” 

(Pettegrew 2018, 129). In her book The Flight and the Nest, Carol Pearson (1975) told how 

she received from her old “Aunt Mamie” boxes full of complete volumes of female 

periodicals of the 1880s till the 1910s, religiously passed on over several generations. She 

devoted her full-length book to the writings of “the Mormon women of the age of 

emancipation,” showing how these women published major contributions about gender 

equality. They even “had an advantage over many women of their day, for basic to their 

religious tenets was the idea of eternal growth and learning” (p. 55). In a 1975 Forum 
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Address1 on feminism at the Mormon Brigham Young University, Elouise Bell (1976) 

heralded Pearson’s book to reveal “a less known but intriguing chapter of our history,” 

namely about “our pioneer foremothers” who “worked vigorously for women’s causes in 

those days and at the same time went about their work in building up the kingdom.”  

The stage was set for a burst of feminist scholarship. Jean White (1974) explored the 

formidable fight Mormon women waged in 1894 and 1895 to get universal suffrage in 

Utah’s Constitution at a time when only two other States, Colorado and Wyoming, had 

such a daring provision. Claudia Bushman (1976) edited a collection of chapters on women 

in early Utah, written by mostly beginning academics who would become prominent 

scholars in Mormon women’ studies. Sherilyn Bennion (1976) documented how well-

educated and strong-willed Mormon women published, for forty-two years (1877–1914), 

one of the earliest periodicals for women in the United States—The Woman’s Exponent—

and how they shaped their era.  

The 1980s kept up the momentum. Carol Madsen (1981) analyzed how nineteenth-

century Mormon women “planned, developed and implemented many of the specific 

economic, community, educational and religious programs” of the early church and used 

their “persuasive powers” to funnel male leaders to decisions. Hansen (1981) listed 

arguments from scriptures and Mormon history in favor of female ordination. Maureen 

Beecher (1982) celebrated the role of the “leading sisters” in the church’s first era. A 

landmark book was Newell and Avery’s (1984) biography of Emma Smith, wife of founder 

Joseph Smith, which laid bare Joseph Smith’s surreptitious polygamy—a page the official 

church history had kept under wraps. Newell (1985) documented the involvement of 

women in priesthood ordinances before it became prohibited in the twentieth century. 

Toscano (1985; 1988) focused on the priesthood and temple privileges Joseph Smith 

accorded to women. Anne Scott (1986) contrasted the pre-1900 feminists with the post-

1900 generation who accepted the reduction of their authority. Beecher and Anderson’s 

Sisters in Spirit: Mormon Women in Historical and Cultural Perspective (1987) offered several 

chapters that highlighted the measure of equality and even empowerment Mormon 

women enjoyed or strove for in the nineteenth-century. Swetnam’s study (1988) of 

vernacular sources, gathered from troves of manuscript family histories, acknowledged 

that these women were no paragons of perfection: they were as human as any human. 

Hank’s edited work Women and Authority: Re-emerging Mormon Feminism (1992), which 

contained bold essays that challenged various church positions, made it explicit that the 

study of Mormon women's history was to be empowering to reclaim lost terrain. Besides 

the intellectual repossessing, some women also sought to revive the spiritual gifts 

Mormon women had owned in the nineteenth century (Barber 1992). 

In the 1990s the historical study of Mormon women continued to bourgeon. For 

academic articles, the autonomous Mormon History Association with its Journal of Mormon 

                                                      
1 Forum Addresses took place every other week in a Tuesday morning venue for all students and faculty.  
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History and the independent journal Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought played an 

important role in disseminating this research. For books, Mormon scholars found a 

welcoming home with university presses form Oxford University, the University of 

Illinois, and the University of Utah.  

 

 

3.4.1.2. The history of the Relief Society as a test case for transparency 

Faithful church members who study aspects of the church as part of historical criticism 

usually try to strike a balance between what could be sensed as “unfavorable” findings 

and their allegiance to the church. It often leads to rhetoric tightrope walking. One 

example dealing with Mormon women is the book Women of Covenant: The Story of Relief 

Society, written by Derr, Cannon, and Beecher (1992) and published by the church’s 

Deseret Book. As scholars in Mormon women’s studies, the three authors had been asked 

to prepare the book for the sesquicentennial of the founding of the Relief Society in 1842. 

Bushman (1993), who reviewed it, listed a number of controversial items where the 

authors choose to take (or in the editorial process were perhaps asked to take) the 

church’s official viewpoint. Indeed, as a tribute to the Relief Society’s 150 years a positive 

tone had to prevail. But taking into account how over one and one half century hundreds 

of thousands of Mormon women have served benevolently in the Relief Society, Bushman 

concluded: 

One of these days, someone will write a history of the Relief Society from the 

outside. Objective and critical, such a study will trace the steady erosion of the 

rights of women and the increasing oppression of the Relief Society by the 

priesthood which has usurped their works, leaving Mormon women limp slaves in 

their own kitchens. Evidence for this interpretation certainly exists. But such a 

book will ignore the spiritual aspiration and the loving cooperation which have 

characterized the organization from the beginning and which are repeatedly 

brought to life here. When the two books are compared, Women of Covenant will be 

the truer one. (p. 159) 

The pressure to be more candid about the past led the church to give more access to 

its archives. The church’s History Department took the initiative to digitalize and make 

available thousands of documents related to Joseph Smith and to publish many of them. 

As such the Church Historian’s Press published The First Fifty Years of Relief Society: Key 

Documents in Latter-day Saint Women’s History (Derr et al. 2016). Published 24 years after 

Women of Covenant, the hefty book (767 pages) showed how the church had become more 

willing to recognize the reality of women’s past. The book is a major source to understand 

the “messiness” of early Mormon women’s history and the way later studies of that 

history have simplified it, sometimes to the point of distortion by sheer omission of 
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certain texts and events. Such insights reveal the complexity of the past. In her review of 

The First Fifty Years, Morrill (2016) noted: 

These documents make accessible details of women’s roles in navigating, even 

sparking, these times of transition—and they speak to questions about the 

priesthood and revelation that today’s church leaders and members are still 

wrestling with . . . These complicating documents invite us to delve deeper into the 

lived messiness of Relief Society history . . . Messiness shows up again in documents 

about women and the priesthood. The editors indirectly address oft-cited passages 

from Joseph Smith’s talks to the Nauvoo Relief Society about women and the 

priesthood. These are words that drive the debate in the contemporary church over 

women and the priesthood and that have been the subject of much historical 

disagreement. Did Smith intend to give the priesthood to women through the Relief 

Society? Did he turn the key of the priesthood over to women and give them 

autonomous priesthood authority? The answers remain obscure, as they probably 

always will. (p. 85–86) 

Another example of the messiness of women’s history deals with polygamy and its 

entanglement in the early Relief Society. To minimize the weirdness of Mormon 

polygamy in the nineteenth century, or even to normalize it in its socio-economic 

context, church-loyal analysts typically referred to polygamous women who accepted the 

principle and even defended it in laudatory terms. But these cited voices date from the 

1870s and 1880s. Unaltered primary sources, accompanied by documentary editing, are 

more revealing. At the time of the stealthy introduction of plural marriage in the early 

1840s in Nauvoo, “wide differences in church members’ knowledge and acceptance of the 

new marriages fueled grave misunderstanding, speculation, and accusations that 

threatened the unity of the church and ultimately estranged many Saints,” as the primary 

sources show (Derr et al. 2016, 11). After Joseph Smith’s death in 1844, Emma Smith, 

Joseph’s widow, was still the general president of the Relief Society. In opposing plural 

marriage she ran into conflict with the new church leader, Brigham Young, who 

effectively suspended the meetings of the Society (Derr et al. 2016, 169–170). Such insights 

throw diverse light on gendered tensions and conflicts in church history. 

 

 
3.4.1.3. From biographies to the larger field of women’s history 

Studies on Mormon women continue unabated. Recent landmark biographies on Mormon 

women include women in plural marriages (Ulrich 2017), black Mormon Jane Manning 

James (Newell 2019), and female leaders such as Emmeline B. Wells (Madsen 2017) and 

Amy Brown Lyman (Hall 2015). Mormon women today can refer to this past for specific 

contributions in which they find arguments for contemporary application. Hence, their 
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continued interest in history as it provides present-day enlightenment. In 2014, 

reminiscing the start of Exponent II in 1974, Joanna Brooks remarked (2014, 4): 

For Mormon feminists, now is the time to honor the forty-year legacy of this 

movement by taking steps to preserve and convey our own Mormon feminist 

history. Only by looking at our history can we gain perspective on our shared and 

individual experience and develop strategic insights to set priorities for our future. 

A further step expands the perspective to inform larger historical narratives of 

religion, politics, and culture. Much of Mormon women’s history has, indeed, been limited 

to biographies, family histories, and the Mormon sphere without connecting it to the 

broader, national and even international women’s issues. Brekus  (2016, 21) noted that 

despite impressive scholarship, “Mormon women’s history has not yet been integrated 

into the larger fields of either women’s history or American religious history.” By the 

same token, Brekus noticed, the major studies on American religion in general and 

religious women in particular have failed to included Mormon women in their approach. 

An attempt to overcome this lacuna is the edited work Mormon Women’s History: Beyond 

Biography by Cope et al. (2017). The various scholars in that volume demonstrate how the 

experiences of Mormon women reflect universal female experiences and concerns, 

including the challenges of belonging to a minority, for many in the context of 

conversion, migration, and rebuilding identities and communities. Most of these aspects 

apply as well to my respondents.  

 

 

3.4.2. The Equal Rights Amendment: divisive lines are drawn and remain today 

 The constitutional battle in the US around the Equal Rights Amendment or ERA has had 

a major effect on gender issues in Mormonism. It led to a stark positioning of church 

leaders on gender roles, to a rupture between Mormon conservatives and Mormon 

feminists, and to a fear for ecclesiastical retaliation against outspoken feminists. The 

consequences were far-reaching and continue to affect the church today. As recently as 

2019, efforts to revive the ERA drew a negative response from church leaders. 

 
3.4.2.1. The political stage and the church’s rejection 

Since its inception in 1787, the US Constitution has been expanded by a number of 

amendments. In 1923 a new amendment was proposed, the Equal Rights Amendment or 

ERA to guarantee equal legal rights for all Americans regardless of sex. It took half a 

century before the US Congress approved it in 1972 in a simple sentence: “The right of 

citizens of the United States shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by 

any State on account of sex.” Next the amendment had to be submitted for ratification to 

the individual States. A majority of 38 States—three-fourth of the total—would need to 
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agree. By 1974, 33 States had ratified the ERA. Five were still needed to reach the target. 

The State of Utah still had to vote. Initially, a majority of Utah lawmakers were in favor 

of the ERA as it was not yet embroiled in controversy. But on January 11, 1975, an 

anonymous editorial in the Mormon Church News condemned the ERA as a “unisex” law 

that would nullify “the fact that men and women are different, made so by a Divine 

Creator. Each has his or her role. One is incomplete without the other” (quoted in White 

1989). That ecclesiastical warning was sufficient to shift the tide: a few weeks later the 

Utah legislators, who for the vast majority were Mormons, voted against ratification. The 

next seven years would be dominated by the battle to reach the 38 States ratification, 

with a major engagement by the Mormon church to thwart that goal. 

 

3.4.2.2. The moral grounding of Mormon gender roles 

Great controversies deliver strong official statements. Between 1976 and 1980 Mormon 

leaders, in trying to stop the ratification in other States, powerfully formulated 

arguments related to gender role principles. Those arguments and principles would come 

to dominate church rhetoric for the next decades, in fact up to the present in the 

subsequent battles against same-sex marriage. Together with other Christian-

conservative forces, the Mormon church leadership engaged in the fight against the ERA, 

not as a political, but as a “moral issue.” In spite of the deep divide between Mormonism 

and the main Christian denominations, the common cause led to a strategic 

rapprochement with the “New Christian Right”  and the “Moral Majority”  as observed by 

Brinkerhoff, Jacob, and MacKie (1987) and Shupe and Heinerman (1985). 

The First Presidency issued official statements on the ERA, one in 1976 and two in 1978. 

The 1976 statement remained rather vague, but the 1978 statements were more specific, 

claiming that the ERA would “nullify many accumulated benefits to women in present 

statutes, such as those protecting mothers and children from fathers who do not accept 

their legal responsibilities to their families” and that it would cause “an increase in the 

practice of homosexual and lesbian activities, and other concepts which could alter the 

natural, God-given relationship of men and women.”1 The argument about 

homosexuality, Quinn noted (1994, 139), also exemplified the tendency of church leaders 

to view ERA-defenders as lesbian feminists. 

Church leaders brought all the arguments together in the March 1980 issue of the 

church periodical The Ensign, at the time the ratification process reached a climactic end. 

Though they affirmed basic equality between men and women and condemned injustices 

against women, church leaders claimed that the ERA would lead to “failure of fathers to 

care for their families, elimination of statutory protection for women and children, 

                                                      
1 The 1976 and the 1978 statements are cited in “The Church and the Proposed Equal Rights Amendment: A 

Moral Issue,” Ensign (March 1980). https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/ensign/1980/03/the-
church-and-the-proposed-equal-rights-amendment-a-moral-issue. Accessed August 30, 2018. 
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problems resulting from women in the military, homosexual and lesbian activities, 

abortion, and similar concerns.”1 Apostle Boyd K. Packer, in a public meeting with 

representatives from other religious institutions, viewed the issue from the high, 

privileged position women were supposedly enjoying and which would be lost through 

the ERA: “Many thoughtful wives haven’t the slightest desire to be reduced to equality 

with their husbands.” About the differences between men and women the influential 

apostle added: 

A man, for instance, needs to feel protective, and yes, dominant, if you will, in 

leading his family. A woman needs to feel protected, in the bearing of children and 

in the nurturing of them. Have you ever thought what life would be like if the needs 

of men and women were naturally precisely the same? What would it be like if they 

both naturally needed to feel dominant all of the time, or both naturally needed to 

feel protected all of the time? How disturbed and intolerable things would be. When 

God created male and female, He gave each important differences in physical 

attributes, in emotional composition, in family responsibility. We must protect and 

honor the vital differences in the roles of men and women, especially in respect to 

the family.2 

Church leaders never brought up the argument that approval of the ERA could jeopardize 

the privileged granting of the priesthood to men only. 

 
3.4.2.3. Mormon women against each other 

Top church leaders instructed local stake presidents and bishops to form and fund anti-

ERA groups in States that were still to vote on the ERA and in States where ratification 

could be rescinded. Thousands of Mormon women were mobilized to take action through 

home visits, telephone trees, and letters to lawmakers. To make the movement appear as 

representative of the entire population, church members were advised not to mention 

their ecclesiastical affiliation. The enterprise showed the efficacy of Mormon 

organization even in States with a minority of church members (White 1989). In areas 

with a massive Mormon presence the anti-ERA momentum led to astounding situations. 

Such was the case with a major women’s conference in Utah in 1977. It deserves some 

explanation as a crucial event in the intense polarization that split Mormon women. 

In the 1960s the United Nations had started international events for women with an 

eye to end discrimination and advance the status of women. One of these was the 

International Women’s Year (IWY) in 1975, with major conferences under that name in 

various cities, continuing in subsequent years. Those conferences allowed women to 

                                                      
1 Idem. 
2 Boyd K. Packer, “The Equal Rights Amendment,” Ensign (March 1977). 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/ensign/1977/03/the-equal-rights-amendment. Accessed 
August 30, 2018.  
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discuss their challenges, first in committees and next in general assemblies, and then vote 

on resolutions to improve their condition. As in most other US States, for Utah such a 

conference was planned in Salt Lake City in 1977. The organizers invited local women’s 

organizations to attend. They expected between 2,500 and 4,000 attendees. At the 

instigation of church leaders, the Mormon Relief Society mobilized its members and sent 

12,000 Mormon women who overwhelmed the conference, created chaos, and voted 

nearly all committee and general resolutions down, even federal funding of child care. 

Many Mormon women were not really aware of the content of the resolutions but acted 

on the marching order to reject any proposal. Eighteen years late Mormon historian 

Martha Bradley (1995, 105–106) wrote:  

I feel that the IWY conference in Utah was, in many ways, a trauma from which 

women are still recovering . . . I have heard many women in public forums or in 

private discussions refer to the IWY as a sort of a watershed in their lives. 

Underscoring its personal significance is its political and historical significance. I 

believe that it is, to date, the single most significant and most troubling event in 

Utah women's history. 

The event, indeed, with its overcrowded and chaotic conditions, made reasonable 

exchanges quasi impossible. It morphed both tolerant feminists and tolerant 

conservatives into exasperated and infuriated opponents. Holland (2005) illustrated how 

the partisan divide caused each side to demonize the other. Finally the “anti-ERA identity 

got wrapped into a broader New Right identity, where individualism, antigovernment 

sentiment, anticommunism, and anti-‘libber’ sentiment coalesced” (p. 9). The “libber”-

side—liberals—got associated with moral decadence, abortion, homosexuality, and 

socialism. Bradley (2005, 81) described the discord in these terms:  

Feminists pitted against homemakers, Mormons against Mormons, conservatives 

against liberals, heterosexual marriage against homosexual union. These 

dichotomies were seemingly irreconcilable. Demonized by ideas or labels that 

burned like cattle brands, feminism was the catch-all for modern society’s woes, the 

scapegoat for citizens who were apprehensive about what the next change would 

be. Women struggled to decide for themselves who they were in the context of a 

new world they did not recognize and almost certainly did not trust.  

More recently, Wilkinson (2018) has argued that in content the respective positions 

were less conflicting than what the clashes suggest. A careful reading of the 

argumentations suggests that “Mormon pro-ERA and anti-ERA advocates differed in 

degree and not in kind about equality. Women on both sides argued the importance of 

women’s legal rights and sought a better future for their children” (p. 115). 
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3.4.2.4. Sonia Johnson: “Pedestals are the pits” 

The name of Sonia Johnson is known to all Mormons familiar with the more controversial 

aspects of Mormon history and certainly to those engaged in feminist issues. Although 

Johnson’s activism dates back to the end of the 1970s, she is still being remembered as a 

landmark Mormon voice in the struggle for women’s rights. In 2019, at age 82, she was 

interviewed at the occasion of a dramatic 40-year anniversary: her 1979 

excommunication from the Mormon church for opposing church leaders and policies 

over gender roles and rights (Stack 2019b). The context of that excommunication was her 

combat to get the Equal Rights Amendment ratified.  

Johnson, a fifth-generation Mormon, with a doctorate in education, entered the ERA-

battle only in 1977. In direct opposition to the church’s efforts, she organized the 

“Mormons for ERA” and quickly gained national media attention through her brazen style 

and media stunts, like flying pro-ERA airplane banner tows over Mormon general 

conference. Her 1979 speech to the American Psychological Association (APA), 

“Patriarchal Panic: Sexual Politics in the Mormon Church,” lambasted the Mormon 

patriarchal system and revealed how the church’s massive anti-ERA campaign across the 

US was conducted under covert identity: “One of the major purposes of Mormons For Era 

has become to shine light upon the murky political activities of the church and to expose 

to other Americans its exploitation of women’s religious commitment for its self-serving 

male political purposes” (Johnson 1979). In another 1979 speech at the University of Utah 

Johnson raised an image that would become iconic: 

This made me think of one of my favorite rejected slogans for our airplane banner 

tow: PEDESTALS ARE THE PITS. It's true, of course, pedestals are the pits. I wish 

there were time to talk at length about why the pedestal, as a symbol of women's 

immobilization and isolation in our male-centered society, more than any other 

symbol—the gilded Cage, the doll's house—reveals our savage misogyny. Briefly, it 

is physically, intellectually, and spiritually cramped. It is precarious and a fall is 

dangerous, if not fatal. It maroons women and keeps us emotionally stranded from 

one another. And placing us in the position customarily occupied by statues, reveals 

society's attempt to render us as conveniently non-human, mindless and will-less 

as the statues.” (quoted in Pottmyer 1998, 381) 

The pedestal imagery was a direct rebuttal of apostle’s Packer representation of women 

in high, privileged positions (3.4.2.2). Bradley (2005) titled her book on the topic Pedestals 

and Podiums: Utah Women, Religious Authority and Equal Rights. In the Mormon world the 

image has remained an item of discussion: Is placing girls and women on a pedestal 

actually a surreptitious way to subdue them?  

Johnson’s attacking the church for “savage misogyny” proved a bridge too far. In 

December 1979, amidst wide media coverage, a church court excommunicated her for 

“hindering the missionary work,” “advocating diminished support for church leaders,” 
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and “teaching false doctrine” (Sillitoe 1980). Johnson continued her fight for ERA-

ratification by numerous media interviews and by more spectacular actions, like chaining 

herself to the gate of the Mormon Washington temple and by a 37-day public hunger 

strike with other ERA-supporters. Her efforts drew wide attention and generated multiple 

studies (besides already cited works, see also Jensen and Hammerback 1985; Kellogg 1996; 

Langlois and Johnson 1982). Though Johnson’s national halo was considerable, within the 

church her “Mormons for ERA” was “little more than the tiniest drop of dissent in a very 

large bucket of Mormon loyalists” (Young 2007, 640). Still, Johnson’s venture laid bare the 

depth of the conflict, as Pears (1998, 94) assessed it: 

In Sonia Johnson’s experiences we find an ideological clash between the exclusivist 

claims of Mormonism and the critical challenge of feminism. As Johnson employed 

feminist approaches and critical modes of assessment of what it is to be a woman 

within the structures of a patriarchal faith, the church, in response, claimed that 

feminist goals, if realized, would result in great damage to the ordained order. It 

envisaged here: the creation of a unisex society, the legitimation of homosexuality, 

disorganization of the family, denial of the differences between men and women—

differences which were divinely ordained. 

 
3.4.2.5. The ERA fails but the battle and the divide continue 

In conjunction with other conservative groups, including Evangelical Christians, 

Orthodox Jews, and the National Council of Catholic Women, the Mormon engagement 

succeeded in its enterprise. Even four States that had already ratified the ERA withdrew 

their approval, including Idaho, a State with a heavy Mormon population. A few other 

States still went on to support the ERA. The ratification, with a deadline in 1982, failed at 

35 States, three too short. For six decades women and their allies had tried to get gender 

equality into the Constitution. Analysts acknowledge the decisive Mormon impact in the 

1970s on the failure of the ERA (Gordon and Gillespie 2012; Mansbridge 1986; Quinn 1994; 

White 1989; Young 2007). 

The divide would subsist in the US, in particular in the Mormon American West, where 

a majority of the members continue to partake of a New Right Identity (Brown 2018; 

Heaton and Jacobson 2015). The crude demonization of “the other” is still raging between 

Republicans and Democrats, as is obvious in the comments and responses in the digital 

versions of Utah newspapers and on Mormon blogs.  

Since the mid-1990s efforts are underway to revive the ERA through the elimination of 

the 1982 deadline and renewed pressure to have remaining States ratify the ERA or 

reconsider a former rejection of the ERA. The movement got traction in the wake of the 

Me Too Movement (Machalow 2020). In 2017 Nevada ratified the Era, followed by Illinois 

in 2018. Also in Utah, Mormon feminists have been rallying to get the State of Utah 

reconsider its original rejection. A December 2019 poll revealed that 70 percent of Utahns 
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are in favor of ratification (Jacobs 2020b). The church, however, did no alter its opposition 

to the ERA, which continued to fuel the controversy, stirring up the same emotions as in 

the past (Deseret News Editorial Board 2019; Jacobs 2019; Quist 2019). 

 
 
3.4.3. Multiple identities in Mormon women’s circles 

This section attempts to give a synopsis of the many ideological partitions one can draw 

among contemporary Mormon women, both in the US and elsewhere. 

 
 
3.4.3.1. From Juanita Brooks to the Boston group: foundational feminist consciousness 

In the 1960s second-wave feminism emerged in various parts of the world to confront the 

many forms of gender discrimination. Among Mormon voices of that early period was 

historian Juanita Brooks, mainly known for her books and articles on Utah and Mormon 

history. These often departed from the “faithful” history the church itself expected 

historians to tell. As Ross (2016) analyzed, Brooks was also an advocate of feminist causes 

and inspired the Mormon women who in the 1970s became the epicenter of Mormon 

feminism. It is telling that this second-wave Mormon feminism did not surface in Utah, 

where conformity was deeply ingrained, but in academic circles in the Boston area. Laurel 

Thatcher Ulrich (2010) documented its beginnings in the general feminist sphere of the 

time. Together with Claudia Bushman, she edited the 1971 famous women’s “pink issue” 

of the independent intellectual journal Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought. That issue 

clarified that the two dozen women involved in the Boston group had no affiliation with 

militant feminists, were mostly young mothers, and involved in church work. What the 

contributors brought to the issue were “examples of widely varying life styles possible 

within an orthodox gospel framework” (Bushman 1971, 8). 

In 1974 the group started publishing the periodical Exponent II—the title chosen to 

reverberate the original Mormon Woman’s Exponent of a century earlier. Its editorial aim—

”a living history in celebration of the strength and diversity of women”—was fulfilled in 

scores of articles where gender role issues take a prominent place. Besides Exponent II, the 

expanding group of Mormon feminists found other independent Mormon periodicals to 

publish in, in particular Dialogue and Sunstone. The topics dealt with theology, sociology, 

history, education, and more, with a large part devoted to personal essays and literary 

contributions highlighting Mormon women’s challenges. The approaches ranged from 

conciliatory to vindictive. In the 1980s their position became overshadowed by the 

polarizing battle around the Equal Rights Amendment (3.4.2).  

In 2016 Oxford University Press republished their foundational essays, speeches, and 

poems (Brooks, Steenblik, and Wheelwright 2016). That landmark publication has become 

a beacon for contemporary Mormon feminism.  
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3.4.3.2. Mormon feminisms in search of self 

The excommunication of Sonia Johnson in 1979 (3.4.2.4) “stigmatized Mormon feminism 

like a shroud of shame” (Hanks 2017, 174). More liberal Mormon women stood at a 

crossroad: either openly confront church leaders and eventually leave the church or be 

excommunicated, or find safer ways to express themselves. For the latter group in the 

1980s, “Mormon feminists endeavored to create spaces where they could take shelter 

from the intense judgment they sometimes encountered in their home congregations, 

develop supportive networks, and deepen their ongoing conversations about gender in 

the LDS Church” (Brooks 2016, 14).  

One of the conduits to express themselves safely was the personal essay “as an 

independent space where they could sort through the doctrinal and theological 

implications of their experiences with grace, wisdom, and humor” (Brooks, Steenblik, and 

Wheelwright 2016). Periodicals such as Dialogue, Exponent II, and Sunstone welcomed their 

contributions. Poetry, short stories, and novels explored the many areas of feminist 

concerns. Scholarly research into the past, also a fairly safe channel, led to the upsurge of 

historical studies on Mormon women (3.4.3.2). Fora and retreats brought Mormon 

feminists together for “consciousness-raising” meetings. The annual Sunstone 

symposium, an endeavor sponsored by the independent Sunstone magazine, has since 

been devoting a large portion to feminist issues.  

In 1988 a group of Mormon feminists formed the Mormon Women's Forum “to 

promote gender equity and encourage the open and honest discussion of women’s issues 

within the context of contemporary Mormonism.”1 The group has been tackling 

controversial topics at their annual “Counterpoint conference”—a critical response to the 

conservative LDS Women's Conference at Brigham Young University. The group is still 

active, now through their Facebook page.  

But also more vindictive and demanding voices were raised. In 1992, the project 

“Mormon Alliance“ started to study forms of spiritual and ecclesiastical abuse in the 

dealing of leaders with members and to document cases of such abuse, in particularly 

against women. Also in 1992, the volume of essays under the title Women and Authority: Re-

emerging Mormon Feminism (Hanks 1992) confirmed the return of a more demanding 

Mormon feminism. It reprinted a number of foundational essays, but also gave voice to 

Mormon women exploring their relationship to religious authority. Various other papers 

and publications, in particular on priesthood and on Heavenly Mother, tested the 

boundaries of orthodoxy (see also 5.2.1.2). The growing feminist exigencies led to 

reactions from church leaders, resulting in the firing of some BYU professors and the 

excommunication of some of the main advocates of critical threads. Again, as after Sonia 

                                                      
1 Website https://www.mormonwomensforum.org/. Accessed July 14, 2017. 
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Johnson’s excommunication, it had a chilling effect on many Mormon feminists. It pitted 

conservative women against the perceived threat of rebellious women. 

At the same time, the tensions invited to reflect on the place of feminism within the 

church. A simple contrast between conservatives who critique vindictive feminism and 

feminists who critique a patriarchal religion was not tenable. There were periods when 

Mormon women resisted either label, conservative or feminist, because of their polemic 

connotations. As Beck (1994) analyzed, they preferred to claim various identities 

according to the issue at stake. They struggled with the dilemma between “sameness” in 

behalf of equality and “difference” in behalf of feminine self-valuation. In a celebrated 

essay, “Border Crossings,” Harvard professor Laurel Thatcher Ulrich gently described the 

multiple identities covered by the oxymoron “Mormon feminist,” which she herself 

claimed to be (Ulrich 1994). A major theme became how to overcome divisiveness and 

reconcile feminism with church loyalty. In another often-cited article, “Molly Mormons, 

Mormon Feminists and Moderates,” Beaman (2001) pleaded for the recognition of 

diversity in Mormonism. Others sought solutions in the multiple definitions of 

“priesthood” in order to avoid the simple dichotomy of having “the” priesthood or not 

and offer female alternatives to priesthood authority (Hamm 2016; Peterson 1992). 

Toscano (2007) drew on the comparison with the lifting of the priesthood ban for blacks: 

if the church was finally able to abolish racial equality in 1978, the same could be expected 

for gender equality. The Sunstone Educational Foundation, with its yearly main and its 

various local symposia, became pivotal in gathering and stimulating the various strands, 

reflecting the manifold needs of their proponents.  

These multiple, divergent voices of individual Mormon women are also being gathered 

in volumes with autoethnographical stories (2.5.2). 

 

3.4.3.3. Conservative women: apologetic feminists 

Traditionalist women, meanwhile, still form the majority of the active Mormon female 

population (Lipka 2013). Overall they refuse to be relegated to an allegedly passive entity 

under male dominion. “Am I less of a feminist because I am deeply religious and devoted 

to this traditional, conservative organized religion?” asked Mormon law professor Cheryl 

Preston (2002, 186). “Why strong Mormon women stay in the Church,” affirmed Mormon 

professor of public management Eva Witesman in a defense of female conservatism that 

magnifies women’s greatness on its own terms (Witesman 2017). In order to counter 

impressions of inferiority, these conservative spokeswomen claim both gender 

separatism and gender equality in a complementarian framework. They affirm to add 

balance to the masculine part of their church and to fulfill a crucial religious role in 

marriage, children’s education, and church service, as analyzed by Hoyt (2007a). The 

priesthood/motherhood model (3.3.2.2) continues to be advocated: motherhood, as 

belonging to the “feminine nature,” is seen as the equivalent counterpart of priesthood 
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which is given to the male as protector and provider, but neither nature is superior 

(Farnsworth 1992; Kline 2014).  

Many of these women insist on their empowerment within the spaces allocated to 

them in private and in church auxiliary and advisory roles (Freeman, Palmer, and Baker 

2006), as well as in temple rituals (Kane 2011), and in higher education (Mihelich and 

Storrs 2003). Some view their faith as providing security because it “keeps men in line” 

(Beaman 2001, 83). Together they form “the sisterhood“ (Derr 1992), which Dorothy 

Solomon (2007) described in a warm and unapologetical portrait of Mormon women, past 

and present. Researchers point to data showing that these women’s religiosity and 

religious commitment correlate with overall high measures of well-being and life 

satisfaction (Dollahite and Marks 2009). Inasmuch as conservatives claim the label 

“feminists” and de facto act as willful women, Petrey (2016, 322) called them “apologetic 

feminists” in contrast to the liberal “oppositional feminists” but concedes both groups 

are “roughly articulated clusters.” 

 

3.4.3.4. The eruption of Mormon women on the internet 

In her recent book Sister Saints: Mormon Women since the End of Polygamy, McDannell (2019) 

titled the chapter devoted to contemporary Mormon women “Internet Mormons.” She 

listed and described most of what I had prepared for this subsection and with which I am 

well familiar from personal experience since the 2000s. That personal background also 

comes from home: since 2004 my father has been a blogger at Times and Seasons, one of 

the main independent Mormon blogs, and my mother read quite a few Mormon feminist 

blogs and Facebook groups. That intense participation in the so-called “Bloggernacle“ (a 

combination of “blog” and the Mormon conference hall “tabernacle”) provided for daily 

conversations at home.1 

The internet led to the active involvement of tens of thousands of Mormon women in 

debates on many issues. Feminist Mormon Housewives (fMh) became the first hub for overall 

“reformist” feminism—women who are “true to the faith” but push for changes. Its wide 

success, also due to national media attention, obliged it to split the site into one for the 

general public and one for a closed group of about 4,000 members under strict 

moderation. In fMh’s wake a large feminist grassroots movement has exploded in 

podcasts, blogs, and online-gatherings where thousands of Mormon women find a “safe 

space” to briefly break out of their conservative communities. Blogging allows the various 

groups and tendencies to build active online communities which are revelatory for the 

wide array of female Mormon identities. They permit individuals, if need be under the 

cover of anonymity, to vent irritations, find support, and debate issues of interest. The 

                                                      
1 Overviews of the hundreds of independent Mormon websites can be found, with proper links, with search 

terms such as “Bloggernacle,” or “Mormon blogosphere.” Various aggregators provide continuous updates 
of the thousands of daily posts and comments.  
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interactions provide plenty of data for sociological research (Feller 2016; Finnigan & Ross 

2013; King 2011; Ross and Finnigan 2014; Whitehead 2013). Some women remain strongly 

anchored in their faith and community while others taunt the boundaries and risk 

marginalization and conflict. Their online messages and comments now provide sources 

for virtual ethnographies (Avance 2013; Scharp and Beck 2017). It is noteworthy that 

several of my Flemish respondents are active participants in some of these blogs and are 

thus well aware of the current debates. Non-American blogs, run by Mormon women with 

a focus on the international perspectives, draw particular attention, such as Gina Colvin’s 

Kiwi Mormon on the religious Patheos website. 

Next to the socially and politically engaged female websites and blogs, a wide array of 

“Mormon mommy blogs” followed. These are devoted to lifestyle, with a focus on 

homemaking skills, but in an elegant and wholesome atmosphere. “Women updated 

traditional Mormon values of industry and thriftiness while proudly claiming a well-

organized (and well-appointed) home as the center of their lives. Free of indecision about 

childrearing practices or resentment of home-making demands, bloggers represented 

domesticity as inspirational and fashionable” (McDannell 2019, 179). Some developed into 

successful businesses. 

Nowadays any notable Mormon-related event or any striking utterance by a church 

leader can go viral within minutes and have thousands of church members discuss their 

significance and merits. Women enter into such discussions from general but also from 

feminist perspectives. The empowering effect of their free speech, albeit often under 

nicknames, is undeniable. Grassroots calls to action can have an immediate widespread 

effect, such as the December 2012 call “Wear Pants to Church Sunday,” as a way to draw 

the attention to gender inequality in the church (Ross & Finnigan 2014). 

Next to the ongoing blogging the internet has also been used for specific media 

campaigns in which Mormon women were intensely involved. In view of their 

significance on gender roles and the studies they triggered, I discuss these campaigns 

separately (3.4.5). 

 

3.4.3.5. Involvement with pro-family movements and antigender advocacy 

Some church authorities, Mormon-related organizations, and individual members are or 

have been involved in local, national, or international forums and conferences to foster a 

pro-family opposition to liberal and LGBT-movements (Garrard 2003).  

Institutional restraint. As an institution, the church has occasionally and marginally 

been part of Catholic and Christian-right alliances to defend “family values” (Buss 2003; 

Dowland 2009). Its involvement in such alliances against same-sex marriage is discussed 

next (3.4.4). The church is also cooperating with the Conference of European Churches, a 

lobbying fellowship at the European Union, officially aimed at the protection of religious 

freedom, but at the same time connecting with conservative pro-family forces. It should 
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be said, however, that overall the church has avoided to identify itself with more 

outspoken groups or organizations or has withdrawn its support when controversies 

loomed. Concerns for peaceful relations with governments prevail in order not to 

jeopardize missionary work. One example of such diplomatic withdrawal pertains to the 

World Family Policy Center (WFPC) which was formed at BYU as a branch of the J. Reuben 

Clark Law School in 1999. It grew out of the work of BYU professor Richard G. Wilkins and 

his collaboration with Christian and Islamic conservative forces in the context of UN 

conferences on the family. But when the antigender and homophobic agenda became 

clearer, BYU ended the WFPC. Also contentious has been the church’s involvement with 

the World Congress of Families (WCF). Since its founding in 1997, the WCF has been 

stimulated by individual Mormons (Stack 2015). Though the WCF has been designated by 

the Southern Poverty Law Center as an anti-LGBT hate organization, in 2015 the WCF 

conference took place in Salt Lake City, with the participation of some church leaders. It 

led to intense protests from human rights, feminist, and LGBT-groups. WCF’s close 

connection to Russian social conservatism was also exposed (Stroop 2016). It seems that 

since 2016 the institutional church has become even more careful not to be publicly 

associated with outspoken pro-family and antigender movements. The church also does 

not share the strict anti-abortion platform which Catholics or Evangelicals support. 

On the other hand, one should note the oratory appeals and tributes which leaders 

address to women in the yearly general conference for women. As an example: 

Today . . . we need women who know how to make important things happen by 

their faith and who are courageous defenders of morality and families in a sin-sick 

world. We need women who are devoted to shepherding God’s children along the 

covenant path toward exaltation; women who know how to receive personal 

revelation, who understand the power and peace of the temple endowment; women 

who know how to call upon the powers of heaven to protect and strengthen 

children and families; women who teach fearlessly.1 

These general directives given to women appeal to their agency with an intense focus 

on “children and families.” They may be understood as a call to action in outside 

organizations. 

 

Independent conservative groups. Such groups lean to the Christian Right, with 

Mormons prominently involved. One example is the Utah Eagle Forum led by Gayle 

Ruzicka (Newport 2009), which remains influential among Mormon voters in Utah and 

thus on the legislation.2 Buss (2003, xix) noted that “American Mormon organizations 

                                                      
1  Russell M. Nelson, “A Plea to My Sisters,” Conference address (October 2015). 
2 The overarching Eagle Forum was founded by Phyllis Schlafly in 1972. Schlafly was one of the most 

prominent social conservatives voices, opposing feminism, abortion, same-sex marriage, and other liberal 
viewpoints. 
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have taken a leading role in constructing a global, conservative, religious network, and, 

we argue, are legitimately characterized as Christian Right activists.” She considers the 

umbrella label “Christian Right“ as useful for groups that stand up for religious freedom 

and family values, while opposing the “global liberal agenda,” “feminism”, and “secular 

humanism.” Conservative Mormon independent groups match those criteria. 

From personal observation, I notice from postings on social media that some Flemish 

Mormons are attracted to right-wing populism, probably as a consequence of some of 

their US Mormon friends’ preferences made visible on Facebook or other platforms. This 

new phenomenon would deserve further investigation. Such political preferences were 

not apparent in the interviews with my respondents. 

 
 
3.4.4. The battles over same-sex marriage  

After the ERA controversy, the issue of homosexuality became another battle field for the 

church to strictly define the boundaries of gender. The intense involvement of church 

leaders against same-sex marriage illustrates how much they feel is at stake to protect a 

binary view of gender. 

The overall American homophobia that grew in the 1950s in the wake of McCarthyism 

affected also Mormon church leaders. As such their attitude did not differ from other 

Christian churches (Herman 2007; White 2007; Williams 2013). Homosexuality was 

condemned as “the abominable and detestable crime against nature” (Kimball 1964, 14). 

Church leaders believed that homosexuality could be “cured” and encouraged 

heterosexual marriage as a way to overcome the “problem” (Phillips 2005). In the 1980s 

the harsh rhetoric softened as the gay community, also among Mormons, found its own 

voice and scientists confirmed the naturalness of homosexual feelings. Still, according to 

church guidelines, acting upon homosexual feelings remained forbidden and remains so 

till today.  

The next two subsections briefly consider two periods, the first where the church 

aggressively sought to combat same-sex marriage and strongly posited its gender 

essentialism, the second where the church struggles to find an appropriate tone and 

related policies. 

 

 

3.4.4.1. Legal and political involvement against same-sex marriage 

 Mormon legal and political efforts against same-sex marriage started in Hawaii in 1990. 

A coalition of churches formed as a “Christian right” against the first attempt in the US 

to legalize same-sex marriage. Local Mormon church leaders offered the coalition the 

help of legal and academic experts. In February 1994, the First Presidency called on 

church members worldwide to commit themselves to fight against same-sex marriage 
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and “to appeal to legislators, judges and other government officials to preserve the 

purposes and sanctity of marriage between a man and a woman and to reject all efforts 

to give legal authorization or other official approval or support to marriages between 

persons of the same gender.”1 In 1995, church leadership published “The Family: A 

Proclamation to the World,” which highlighted the patriarchal role of the father and the 

maternal role of the mother in heterosexual marriage, as well as gender essentialism: 

“Gender is an essential characteristic of individual premortal, mortal, and eternal identity 

and purpose.” According to analysts, the “Proclamation on the Family” was part of the 

church’s strategy to intervene in the legal process against same-sex marriage (Eskridge 

2016; Scott and Petersen 2018). In 1998, after eight years of legal battles in Hawaii, a 

referendum decided that only heterosexual marriages should be allowed. The church had 

used plenty of resources to achieve this goal (Morris 1997; Prince 2019). 

During the next decade, the church continued its efforts to halt the legalization of 

same-sex marriage in other American States. In church periodicals and in general 

conference talks, the topic came up regularly in the form of a “defense of marriage,” 

simultaneously condemning the alteration as satanic: 

We have been counseled strongly by the First Presidency to devote our best efforts 

to the strengthening of marriage and the home. Such instruction has never been 

more needed in the world than it is today, as the sanctity of marriage is attacked 

and the importance of the home is undermined . . . More recently the devil has 

attempted to combine and legally validate confusion about gender and marriage. 

As we look beyond mortality and into eternity, it is easy to discern that the 

counterfeit alternatives the adversary advocates can never lead to the 

completeness that is made possible through the sealing together of a man and a 

woman, to the happiness of righteous marriage, to the joy of posterity, or to the 

blessing of eternal progression.2 

The most publicized effort to halt the legalization of same-sex marriage became the 

fight over “proposition 8” in California. “Prop 8” attempted to include the article that 

“Only marriage between a man and a woman is valid or recognized in California” in the 

California Constitution, to be voted upon on November 4, 2008, the day of the US 

presidential election. Prop 8 would not only make heterosexual marriage the only one 

valid, but would also invalidate thousands of same-sex marriages that had been 

contracted earlier in California. Catholics, Orthodox Jews, Evangelical Christians, and 

Mormons joined forces to have Prop 8 succeed. The church mobilized its thousands of 

members in California for a months-long, powerful door-to-door and telephone 

campaign. Officially it happened outside the church through the organization “Protect 

Marriage.” Church leaders provided a wave of information to explain why same-sex 

                                                      
1 “LDS First Presidency Opposes Legalization of Gay Marriages,” Deseret News, February 14, 1994.  
2 Apostle David A. Bednar, “Marriage Is Essential to His Eternal Plan,” Ensign (June 2006). 
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marriage was reprehensible (Stack 2008; Wenger 2012). With the massive financial 

support of Mormon donors for advertising, Prop 8 passed with 52,2 percent. But as the 

huge background efforts of the church became widely known, a serious public backlash 

against the church followed, including violent manifestations at some of its temples. Close 

to 2000 press articles and legal analyses revealed the church endeavors that were mostly 

deemed improper (Youn 2013). “Prop 8” became a stigma to symbolize the church’s 

homophobia. 

 

3.4.4.2. “Protection of the family,” but also “common ground” 

In their further, more subdued but continuous fight against same-sex marriage, church 

leaders put more emphasis on the “protection of the family.” Already in 2000, church 

president Gordon B. Hinckley had phrased it as “We are not anti-gay. We are pro-family.”1 

Dowland (2009) demonstrated how the Christian Right launched the sympathetic “pro-

family” image—father, mother and children—to discredit feminists and gays as enemies 

of the traditional family. In time the church came under more and more pressure to show 

more moderation and compassion in its attitude toward gays, in particular in view of the 

high suicide rate among gay teens in Utah (Barker, Parkinson, and Knoll 2016; Knoll 2016). 

In 2012 the church launched a website to express more understanding for the struggles 

of gay Mormons and provide emotional and spiritual support, but without changing its 

position that homosexual relations were sinful. The principle of gender essentialism was 

never questioned. 

Starting slowly in 2009, efforts were made to bring representatives from the church 

and from the gay community together to find a “common ground” in order to reduce 

discrimination against LGBT individuals. After years of legal wrangling and public 

manifestations, it led to the March 2015 “Utah compromise,” which forbade housing and 

employment discrimination of LGBT individuals, but still provided exemptions for 

religious institutions (Adams 2016).  

In spite of all the political lobbying at the national level, the church and its allies were 

not able to stop the legalization of same-sex marriage in the US, which was achieved in 

July 2015. The church leaders’ reaction was to consider any members engaging in same-

sex marriage as “apostates” prone to church discipline, even limiting their minor 

children to full church participation. The negative response to such measures, also from 

inside the membership, and an upsurge in suicides led church leaders to rescind the 

measures in 2019. 

Overall, the numerous dealings of church leaders with LGBT-issues, amplified by the 

media, underscored the central place they attribute to gender in Mormonism. The main 

                                                      
1 “National Press Club Q&A with President Gordon B. Hinckley,” Deseret News (March 9, 2000). 

https://www.deseretnews.com/article/155008723/Transcript-National-Press-Club-QA-with-President-
Gordon-B-Hinckley.html. Accessed February 9, 2018. 
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reason for rejecting same-sex marriage comes from an eschatological view, as apostle 

Ballard phrased it: “Same-gender marriage is being promoted in direct opposition to one 

of God’s primary purposes for His children to experience mortality.”1 The fertile 

heterosexual marriage is, indeed, viewed as essential to bring God’s children to earth and 

prepare them for their eternal destiny (5.2.2.2). 

 

 

3.4.5. Two media campaigns on Mormon gender roles 

In two contrasting media campaigns thousands of Mormon women from multiple 

countries have identified themselves publicly online in the form of “vignettes” in which 

they present themselves. The one campaign—”I’m a Mormon”—was led by the church. 

The other—”I believe women should be ordained”—came from private initiative. 

Amplified by the immediate online availability of the vignettes and the possibility to refer 

to them from platforms such as Facebook, the campaigns had a profound impact on 

perceptions and identity-formation among Mormon women. A brief exploration of both 

approaches, including references to academic research on each, also provides lessons that 

are relevant for my own research. 

 

 
3.4.5.1. “I’m a Mormon”: the strategic ambiguity of gender role affirmations 

In 2010 the Mormon church launched an international media campaign called “I’m a 

Mormon.”  

 

Background and setting. On the church’s mormon.org website faithful members of the 

church could briefly present themselves, telling a few things about themselves, their 

work, hobbies, and families, with in the opening or closing the proud statement “I’m a 

Mormon.” Usually a flashing photo of the smiling person topped the text. By April 2013 

already 130,000 Mormons worldwide had entered such a profile page. The church also 

produced more than one hundred fifty professionally made videos, each on a remarkable 

individual Mormon, to supplement the profile pages (Newsroom, 2013). The pages and 

videos conveyed a wide variety of Mormons as to age, race, nationality, and gender (man 

or woman, but no LGBT individuals). This massive public relations and missionary effort 

was basically set up to counter the stereotyped image of Mormons as homogeneous, white 

conservatives concentrated in Utah, somewhat cultish, marginally Christian, and 

struggling with residues of racism and polygamy. It had to refute the image of Mormon 

women as retrograde stay-at-home mothers taking care of their large family and 

                                                      
1 Russell M. Ballard, “The Sacred Responsibilities of Parenthood,” Devotional address Brigham Young 

University (August 19, 2003) https://speeches.byu.edu/wp-
content/uploads/pdf/Ballard_MRussell_2003_08.pdf. Accessed May 17, 2019. 
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retrenched from the world. In contrast, the “I’m a Mormon”-profiles depicted many 

Mormon women as lively professionals, sports-loving, and outwardly able to combine 

external work and family life. 

 

Examples of the first sentences of women’s profiles:1 

Hi I'm Reine. I'm a lawyer, and I'm a Mormon. I live in France in a city surrounded 

by mountains, which is great for those who like winter sports. I love to dance, spend 

time with my husband, watching sporting events with him and practicing sports, 

especially rugby and karate. I have degrees in law and foreign languages.2 

 

Hi I'm Monica. I love to exercise. I enjoy my life. And I'm a Mormon. I'm a dentist 

and love to do lots of exercise, such as workout, mountain biking and surfing. 

Sometimes I spend time practicing Chinese calligraphy, which is a wonderful art 

and special culture of my country and reminds me where I am from.3 

 

Hi I'm Sarah. I live in Newcastle (England). I am an IT professional, home baker, 

world traveler and I’m a Mormon. I absolutely love to travel and experience new 

places and meet new people, a few years ago I travelled to South America and 

trekked the Inca Trail. I am newly married and now I enjoy spending time planning 

travelling trips with my husband. I love spending time with my family and my 

favorite time of year is when we all go on our annual ski trip if we can manage it. I 

work full time as an IT professional for a global company.4 

 

Hi I'm Leila Martins. I am a teacher, choreographer, I love dancing and teaching. I 

am a Mormon. I have been married for 16 years and am the mother of two children. 

I am a pedagogue and post-graduate teacher of physical education in dancing, 

which I have done since I was small. One of my personal accomplishments is 

teaching Jazz in a community in my city to around 120 students among whom are 

                                                      
1 As of November 2018, the website with profiles could still be reached at https://www.mormon.org/people. 

However, the October 2018 injunction, by church president Russell M. Nelson, to avoid all references to 
“Mormon” as a church identity marker, led to the systematic removal of all church websites that contain 
the word “Mormon.” Many were transferred to https://comeuntochrist.org. The “I’m a Mormon” profiles 
became unavailable. With their URL’s, they can be found through web.archive.org. 

2 Reine, “Hi I'm Reine. I'm a lawyer, and I'm a Mormon,” mormon.org (September 28, 2011). 
https://www.mormon.org/reine, next at 
https://web.archive.org/web/20180411113643/https://www.mormon.org/Reine. Accessed July 17, 2018. 

3 Monica, “Hi I'm Monica. I love to exercise,” mormon.org (May 9, 2012). https://www.mormon.org/monica, 
next at https://web.archive.org/web/20120601000000*/https://www.mormon.org/monica. Accessed July 
17, 2018. 

4 Sarah, “Hi I'm Sarah. I live in Newcastle (England).” mormon.org (March 1, 2013). 
https://www.mormon.org/sarahg, next at 
https://web.archive.org/web/20130301005913/https://www.mormon.org/sarahg. Accessed July 17, 2018. 
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children, youth, and adults. I love my family and I know that they are the reason for 

my living and my happiness!1 

At the same time the church ran large advertisements in public spots of dozens of 

major cities, such as on Times Square in New York, on London double-decker buses, on 

taxi cabs and on billboards in main train and metro stations, each referring to the website 

“I’m a Mormon.” Radio and television spots added to the momentum. For several years it 

continued as a multi-million dollar endeavor.  

 

Reality check backlash. However, the campaign led to some backlash from within the 

Mormon community. Reading proud statements such as “I have been married for 16 years 

and am the mother of two children. I am a pedagogue and post-graduate teacher of 

physical education in dancing” made Mormon women from older and even current 

generations cringe. In a comment to Alison Smith’s blogpost “Does Gender Matter?” on 

the independent Mormon blog Times and Seasons, a “ZD Eve” wrote: 

I know more than one woman of the generation ahead of mine who diligently, 

faithfully did as she was told—sacrificed her own education and interests and career 

possibilities, bore and raised the requisite large family, closely spaced, stayed in her 

marriage even if it was difficult or downright abusive, accepted every calling that 

came to her even if she could barely manage her family responsibilities—who now 

feels betrayed by the church. After the gut-wrenching sacrifices made by these 

women of their own dreams, it turns out that birth control isn’t always evil, that it’s 

acceptable to space your children and limit the number to what you can handle, 

that you shouldn’t have to put up with being bullied and mistreated in your 

marriage, that you should get as much education as you can and maintain your own 

interests, and that working outside the home isn’t necessarily evil. What to make of 

their lives now that all the sacrifices they made not to be those evil, selfish women 

of the world turn out to have been unnecessary? I find the “I’m a Mormon” 

campaign so painful to watch for precisely this reason. The face we are now turning 

to the world, featuring hip women who invariably [are] more than wives and 

mothers is deeply at odds with the messages of our not so distant past.2 

This spontaneous comment won a lot of sympathy on the blog. It was echoed in other 

Mormon blogs. “Alliegator” (nickname), on the critical blog Feminist Mormon Housewives 

wrote:  

                                                      
1 Leila Martins, “Hi I'm Leila Martins. I am a teacher, choreographer, I love dancing and teaching.” 

mormon.org (September 7, 2013). www.mormon.org/leila next at 
http://web.archive.org/web/20130101000000*/www.mormon.org/leila. Accessed July 17, 2018. 

2 Eve ZD, “Does Gender Matter? Comment,” Times and Seasons (May 26, 2011). 
https://www.timesandseasons.org/harchive/2011/05/does-gender-matter/. Accessed July 17, 2018.  
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One complaint I’ve heard about the ‘I’m a Mormon’ campaign, is that it doesn’t 

present reality. It presents an awesome diversity that does not exist in the majority 

of the experiences of members. That in fact, if some of the members from the ‘I’m 

a Mormon’ campaign showed up at any given Utah ward or along the Jello Belt, 

they’d be shunned because they’re different.1 

 

Rationale and analysis. Those critical reactions may not do justice to the overall tone 

and purpose of women’s contributions in the “I’m a Mormon”-campaign. Why would so 

many women be willing to display an upbeat profile of themselves if reality is different? 

For one, putting up such a buoyant profile is part of the Mormon culture of testimonial 

affirmation: members are encouraged to “give their testimony,” expressing to each other 

and to outsiders the happiness the Gospel grants in their lives and thus reinforcing their 

image of a member “in good standing” (Knowlton 1991; Riess 2001; Smith 2006). It is 

equally part of the “missionary spirit” that permeates Mormon congregations and 

families because such positive testimony will help in converting others. Another 

incentive for such profiles comes from the urge to legitimize church membership, which 

takes on special meaning in regions or countries with only a tiny minority of Mormons. 

Rochelle, a mother, writes in her profile (quoted in Smith 2013, 7): 

One of the biggest misconceptions people have about our church is that women are 

subservient, weak or dominated. I always laugh when I hear someone express this 

erroneous belief and think they should come hang out with me or my friends for a 

day!”  

For many women a main purpose of the profiles would be to be recognized as happy 

and normal individuals, as part of relationship cultivation with non-Mormons in their 

environment.  

Indeed, the sometimes negative and limited portrayal of Mormons in the media and in 

literature can be a frustrating experience for many Latter-day Saints anxious to obtain or 

keep social legitimacy. The adverse portrayal in books, magazines, and documentaries 

comes mostly from incorrect association with fundamentalist polygamous Mormons and 

with TV-series about polygamists such as Big Love and Sister Wives (Bennion 2012; Cragun 

and Nielsen 2009; Weber 2019). Some top-selling books continue to rewrite parts of 

Mormon history from an fascination with polygamy and violence, such as Jon Krakauer's 

Under the Banner of Heaven (2003). More recently the hugely successful satirical musical 

“The Book of Mormon” elicited Mormon responses baring a genuine quest to break down 

stereotypes and gain social and religious respect, for example by advertising 

constructively in the program’s musical and around the venue (Jones 2016; Otterson 2011; 

                                                      
1 Alliegator, “Meet the Mormons,” Feminist Mormon Housewives, September 27, 2014. 

http://www.feministmormonhousewives.org/2014/09/meet-the-mormons/. Accessed July 19, 2018. 
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Walker 2014).1 Numerous Mormon blogs had church members comment in the same vein. 

It is all part of what Mormon sociologist Armand Mauss (2011) calls “the ongoing 

campaign for respectability.”  

But this quest may lead to embellishment. A main issue of the women’s “I’m a 

Mormon”-profiles thus concerns the identification and the authenticity of the gender 

role projections: are they representative for reality, taking into consideration the critical 

backlash from other Mormon women? Chen (2014) analyzed the deeper trend in a 

substantial amount of these profiles and concluded “that these ads send a clear, although 

subtle, message about Mormon family values, especially the ideal of 

womanhood/motherhood.” She concluded that “while showing diverse Mormon women 

in various social positions, these ads reaffirm, not defy, the ‘traditional’ gender roles for 

women as they emphasize (stay-at-home) motherhood above all other identities.” Eller 

(2013) investigated the “I’m a Mormon”-messages as monitored by “strategic ambiguity,” 

including intentional management by what is included and what is left out. Women’s 

messages give the impression that they can perfectly combine full-time employment, 

philanthropy, sports, and creative hobbies with family duties. Divorced or single mothers 

are not highlighted in the profiles. Families are portrayed as “a heterosexual married 

couple and children which are cared for primarily by the mother” (p. 48–49). Eller views 

the whole endeavor as an effort to create or reinforce a “religious identity” which 

includes an interiorization of positively affirmed gender roles, proclaimed by women 

themselves in their profiles. The self-presentation of women in “I’m a Mormon”-vignettes 

thus fits in the broader and problematized projections of “ideal motherhoods” in Western 

society as analyzed over the past couple of decades in books by, e.g., Rich (1995), Hays 

(1996), Warner (2005), Eagly and Carli (2007), Rhode (2014) and Orgad (2019), besides 

numerous articles. 

Fereday (2015) drew on self-presentation theories to conclude that self-promotion was 

the leading strategy of the one hundred “I’m a Mormon” profiles she studied. Next came 

exemplification: Mormon profilers “wanted to be perceived as moral, devout, and 

admirable, not only likeable and competent” (p. 47). As she compared both male and 

female profiles, she found no statistically significant difference as related to sex. Mason 

(2015) moderated the creation of “religious identity.” In an essay titled “On the Existential 

Impossibility of a Religious Identity: I'm a Mormon,” Mason argued that the declaration 

I’m a Mormon is problematic: identity is too fluid and too complex to be circumscribed by 

institutional prescription into a static object. Mason sees Mormons as “doing 

Mormonism” in varying degrees and fluctuating roles over time: “The person doing 

Mormonism is less concerned with the kinds of self-assertive identities or institutional 

affiliations that inevitably draw antagonistic lines between peoples—the insiders who can 

                                                      
1 The same initiatives were taken by the Mormon Church in the Netherlands when the musical was staged in 

Amsterdam in September 2019. 
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say I am and the outsiders who must say I am not” (p. 71). Mormons, like all humans, are 

indeed influenced by changing circumstances and environments, which may deeply 

affect their perceptions. Still, many will proudly continue to stand up for the ideals their 

faith has instilled in them. 

This topic of identity projection, as obvious in the “I’m a Mormon”-campaign, 

epitomizes therefore the challenge for the researcher of gender role perceptions among 

Mormon women. To what extent will a devoted Mormon woman be willing to concede 

the challenges of her position and experiences? To what extent does the concern for her 

personal and the church’s public image prevail over a genuine admission of problems and 

tensions? How do adult converts, with their socially situated heritage, adapt to new 

religiously determined gender roles and how would they verbalize such adaptation? To 

what extent can “doing Mormonism” become the core reflection of one’s personality? 

These questions inform my own research. 

 
 
3.4.5.2. “I believe women should be ordained”: the dynamics of polarization 

A different media campaign, but mirroring the church’s “I’m a Mormon”-approach, was 
launched in 2013. 
 

Background. On October 5, 2013, a Mormon woman named Kate Kelly stood with some 

two hundred other Mormon women, all in reverent Sunday dress, at the entrance of the 

meeting hall in Salt Lake City where a general conference session of some 7,000 Mormon 

priesthood holders was about to begin. Each woman respectfully asked entrance and was 

politely denied by the ushers because only men can hold the priesthood and the meeting 

was therefore for men only. Kate Kelly, a human rights attorney from Washington, D.C, 

was the spokesperson of the Mormon feminist movement Ordain Women, which pleads for 

priesthood equality for women within the Mormon church. The event was peaceful and 

finally the women sang a hymn at the door. I happened to witness the event myself. The 

women asked only to be admitted to a meeting that welcomed any male from the stand-

by line, even if he was not a Mormon. The rally was widely covered by American media 

since inside feminist pressure on conservative religions always draws interest, especially 

with a mediagenic stunt such as this one (Brooks 2013; Evans and Mikita 2013; Moulton 

2013; Reuters 2013). Most media portrayed it as a confrontation of women demanding the 

priesthood, thus contributing to an escalating polarization which the Ordain Women-

movement did not intend with their request to attend a meeting meant for males. The 

news site Aljazeera America, for example, titled its article “Mormon Women March for 

Entry into Priesthood” (Higginbottom 2013). By using the term “march” and by leaving 

out the word “meeting” as last word in the title, the message conveyed was much more 

activist than what happened. Media contribute to antagonism. 
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Evidently to undercut such feminist rallies at priesthood conference sessions, with its 

subsequent enflaming media-coverage, church leaders decided to also broadcast the 

general priesthood sessions through its TV-channels and websites, allowing anyone to 

follow them (Rosenlof and Mikita 2013; Walker 2013). Women could thus view the 

meetings at their convenience, which dented the legitimacy of their request to be 

physically present. 

 

The counter mirror to “I’m a Mormon.” Various Mormon feminist groups had been 

active for years (3.4.3.4), but Ordain Women, organized in March 2013 by attorney Kate 

Kelly, was certainly the most exacting with the imperative-sounding “ordain!” in its very 

name (Welker 2014). Their first initiative was the launch of a website that allowed women 

to post their profile in exactly the same way as in the “I’m a Mormon”-campaign, 

including their first name and their photo (www.ordainwomen.org). In the same mood as 

on the church website, nearly all women identify themselves as balanced individuals and 

dedicated professionals, with church-service credentials. They tell about their families 

and church experiences, including a rationale why the priesthood should also be given to 

women. Each profile ends with the sentence “I believe women should be ordained.” 

Hi, I’m Steph. I’m a 23 year old graduate student at the University of Michigan in 

Ann Arbor, pursuing a Master of Health Informatics and Master of Public Health 

degrees ... I grew up in a devout Mormon family, but was frequently disheartened 

by lessons I learned in Young Women’s that taught me that my primary role was to 

support a husband and to rear children, when all I was dreaming about in my future 

was getting a PhD and traveling around the world. Additionally, I was raised by a 

single mom who was incredibly intelligent, compassionate, and wise. It didn’t make 

sense to me why she was not allowed to have the priesthood ... Why does someone’s 

innate authority and leadership capabilities depend on what their genitals look 

like? ... I believe women should be ordained.1 

From an older contributor: 

Hi, I’m Lorie. I’m a wife, mother of two wonderful children, occasional writer, 

crossword puzzler, consumer of chocolate, Colbert Report and Daily Show junky, 

Balkan dancer, and recent empty nester ... I’ve worked as the managing editor of an 

academic journal, a university instructor, and the public relations coordinator for 

a state humanities council ... One of Mormonism’s most intellectually and 

spiritually compelling teachings is the belief that God wants to share power and 

spiritual authority with us—that God’s desire is our empowerment. The exclusion 

of women from priesthood ordination is incompatible with this foundational belief 

. . . Many of my ancestors were Mormon pioneers who risked everything to follow 

                                                      
1 Stephanie, “Hi, I’m Stephanie,” Ordain Women (October 24, 2018). https://ordainwomen.org/project/hi-im-

stephanie-6/. Accessed November 16, 2018.  
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their faith and conscience. I honor them by following mine. I’m a Mormon, and I 

believe women should be ordained.1 

Though it isn’t clear from some profiles that the contributor is still an active member of 

the church—and some admit they have left the fold—others are still quite engaged in 

church service. The international input to the website is limited, but steady across the 

world. As an example of both an active church member and a non-American contributor, 

the following: 

Je m’appelle Floriane, je suis française. Je suis mère au foyer, j’ai un master 

d’ingénieur en thermodynamique et un master en business et administration. J’ai 

26 ans et deux enfants. Je suis née dans l’église. J’ai servi dans une présidence de 

société de secours, des jeunes filles ... et je suis maintenant missionnaire de paroisse 

dédiée aux francophones en Russie, dans une paroisse internationale ... J’appartiens 

à l’Église de Jésus Christ des saints des derniers jours parce que j’ai le témoignage 

qu’elle est dirigée par un prophète de Dieu ... Je joins ma voix à celle de mes sœurs 

et je demande humblement au prophète de prier au sujet des femmes. Je crois que 

les femmes devraient être ordonnées.2 

The website’s directives for profiles (ordainwomen.org/submit/) make clear that the 

purpose is non-confrontational: “We are not soliciting, nor do we support, diatribes 

against the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. We encourage thoughtful 

submissions on what the ordination of women would mean to you personally and/or for 

the institutional church.” Newly submitted profiles are vetted. All display a similar spirit 

of goodwill and thoughtful argumentation.  

 

Polarization. In spite of this diplomatic intent and the peaceful nature of the few rallies 

Ordain Women organized, a polarization within the Mormon community quickly 

developed. In reaction to Kate Kelly’s initiative in October 2013, some conservative 

Mormons started the Facebook page Mormon Women Stand, which, surfing on the media 

wave around Kelly, gathered 10,000 likes in three weeks. By November 2018 it stood at 

more than 55,000, against the 7,000 of the Ordain Women Facebook page. Mormon Women 

Stand proclaims it sustains all church policies unequivocally, including that only men 

should hold the priesthood. It strongly supports a basic tenet of the Mormon church on 

gender roles: “By divine design, fathers are to preside over their families in love and 

righteousness and are responsible to provide the necessities of life and protection for 

                                                      
1 Lorie, “Hi, I’m Lorie,” Ordain Women (March 16, 2018). https://ordainwomen.org/project/hi-im-lorie/. 

Accessed November 15, 2018. 
2 Floriane, “Je m'appelle Floriane,” Ordain Women (July 11, 2014). https://ordainwomen.org/project/je-

mappelle-floriane/. Accessed November 16, 2018. 
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their families. Mothers are primarily responsible for the nurture of their children.”1 It is 

difficult to say to what extent the initiators of this conservative reaction interpreted 

Ordain Women as a threat to the church’s established order and those feminists as 

rebellious women, close to apostasy. They may simply have wanted to publicize that Kelly 

and her group were not representative for Mormon women. Surveys confirm that 

unbalance. In the immediate wake of the October 5th-stunt at the general priesthood 

meeting, the Pew Research Center published an article reminding that 87% of US 

Mormons (respectively 84% men and 90% women) felt that women should not be 

ordained to the priesthood (Lipka 2013).  

The media exposure and the escalating confrontations between Kate Kelly, who would 

not relent her activism, and her local ecclesiastical leaders finally led to her 

excommunication in 2014. While the disciplinary council met to decide on her fate, her 

supporters quietly gathered with candles, prayer and singing. The verdict stated that not 

the questioning of doctrine was the problem but that “you have persisted in an aggressive 

effort to persuade other church members to your point of view and that your course of 

action has threatened to erode the faith of others” (Deseret News 2014). The 

excommunication made national and some international headlines. 

Kelly’s ousting had both a galvanizing and a chilling effect on the Ordain Women- 

movement. She could now be considered a martyr for the cause, impassioning others to 

renewed engagement. At the same time, it was a warning that Mormons do not cross 

certain institutional boundaries without consequences. With Kelly’s excommunication as 

a dire warning, what could each Ordain Women-supporter expect as to her church standing 

and even membership? The website profiles, though no last names are given, include the 

first name, the picture, and other personal data, meaning these women can easily be 

recognized by their environment, and in particular by church leaders and members of 

their congregations. The Ordain Women-website cautions those willing to submit a profile: 

Reactions from local church leaders are impossible to predict or to control. You 

should carefully weigh the personal consequences you might face and take them 

into account before submitting a profile to the Ordain Women website. Your profile 

can be removed, however, if it becomes problematic for you to have it up. Your full 

name and contact information will be kept completely confidential.2 

 

Analysis. Several researchers have analyzed aspects of the Ordain Women-movement. 

Falk (2018) raised the question of media framing when Ordain Women decided to go 

                                                      
1 The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, “The Family: A Proclamation to the World,” Ensign (May 

1995). https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/manual/the-family-a-proclamation-to-the-world/the-
family-a-proclamation-to-the-world. Accessed August 13, 2019. 

2 “Ordain Women,” Ordain Women: Submit a Profile (n.d.). https://ordainwomen.org/submit/. Accessed 
November 12, 2018. 



 
 

127 
 

physically public in rallies. She analyzed the Ordain Women-profiles and next contrasted 

them with the way the media summarized their beliefs and actions. According to Falk’s 

findings, the Ordain Women movement was “negatively impacted by media coverage that 

sought to frame them as an opponent of the LDS church” and thus “failed to allow them 

to operate successfully” (p. 76). The descriptions and assessments in media reports 

transferred the conflict styles over gender roles in the public sphere to the realm which 

Ordain Woman wanted to keep non-belligerent and even submissive. An artificial 

polarization was thus imposed which next triggered the launch of the conservative 

Mormon Women Stand and their antithetical positioning. The polarization culminated in 

Kelly’s excommunication which conservative women could view as the expected fate of 

an apostate. In the church it reverberated worldwide. Polarization poses challenges to my 

research: for strictly conservative Mormon women any question hinting at gender roles, 

and in particular on priesthood, may put them on the defensive and impede a tempered 

discussion.  

Hinderaker (2017) undertook an analysis of 315 profiles (which she calls microstories) 

on the Ordain Women-website, with a focus on the voicing of dissent. She found two main 

trends. First, “in totalistic environments where dissenters have little hope of 

organizational change, dissent may serve as a sensemaking tactic” (p. 160). Mormon 

women who experience frustrations over gender roles but do not want to cross a 

combative line try to understand their condition and find some peace in their own 

analysis. The researcher of gender role perceptions must be aware of these cognitive 

schemes where women rationalize over typical Mormon features and insights, such as 

historical matriarchs, identification with Heavenly Mother, community marginalization, 

silencing by authority, spiritual stagnation, and justifications for ordination. Second, 

“dissent in a totalistic and religious organization is paradoxically supportive of the 

dominant power structures against which members crusade” (p. 160). During my years in 

high school and in college, as well as during my own teaching in college, I have seen this 

repeatedly in the discussions among conservative Mormon students where they make 

their critical concessions subservient to their conviction of the truthfulness of the 

church. To what extent does their apparent willingness to be constrained by the system, 

usually because of the social and religious safety it provides, alter the way they phrase 

their perception of gender roles? From the researcher it requires an extra layer of 

sensitivity to subtle distinctions. 

 

 

3.4.6. Church leaders’ responses to feminist voices 

Active Mormons are particularly sensitive to church leaders’ reactions and comments, 

which are voiced in conference talks on general or regional level and published in church 

venues. Newsroom statements and press conferences are another channel leaders use to 
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communicate. In Utah the two leading newspapers, one owned by a church publishing 

company (Deseret News) and one independent (Salt Lake Tribune), are known to highlight 

official church statements or individual leaders’ talks or significant comments. Public 

responses through op-eds and online comments are often vivid. Blogs magnify reactions. 

National outlets pick up significant items. Much of the Mormon gender debate has been 

caused by the public attention given to statements originating from the church, in 

particular leaders’ responses to feminist critique. These responses have been two-

directional.  

On the one hand, in the wake of the battle against the Equal Rights Amendment and 

further feminist activism in the 1980s, some church leaders identified feminists as 

enemies of the church. In a 1993 talk to church staff, apostle Packer warned against the 

dangers coming “from the gay-lesbian movement, the feminist movement, and the ever-

present challenge from the so-called scholars or intellectuals” which “have made major 

invasions into the membership of the Church.”1 The excommunication of a number of 

prominent feminists in the 1990s confirmed the antagonism. Their experiences are 

described in Anderson (1994) and Lindholm (2011). Because high-profile cases of church 

discipline attract much media attention, since the 2000s church leaders seem much more 

hesitant to discipline members for speaking out, though it can happen, as with the case 

of Kate Kelly, the promotor of the “I believe women should be ordained”-campaign 

(3.4.5.2). 

On the other hand, church leaders have tried to accommodate valid concerns of the 

membership. Researchers recognize the benevolence that makes church leaders respond 

to nonbelligerent female suggestions from the base (Cornwall 1994; Iannaccone and Miles 

1990; Miles 2008). Hanks (2019, 58) responded to the question if church leaders are aware 

of women’s concerns: 

Leaders in Relief Society, the Quorum of Apostles, and Public Affairs are all listening 

to women, including feminists, they’re hyperaware of women’s concerns and 

complaints, and using that info for positive changes, which will continue. Public 

voices are noticed, read, considered. They also pay attention to private letters; they 

read their mail and often respond . . . How can you be heard without taking it so far 

you are alienating? Since they are paying attention, you don’t have to overstate or 

hammer your point. Just be honest and thoughtful.  

Pro-women changes have come in small, incremental steps. These include: 

- Abortion has been permitted since 1972 in cases of rape or serious risk to the mother’s 

life (Bush 1985).  

                                                      
1  Boyd K. Packer, “All-Church Coordinating Council” (May 18, 1993). 

https://emp.byui.edu/HUFFR/All%20Church%20Coordinating%20Council--Boyd%20K.%20Packer.htm. 
Accessed April 5, 2019. See also Anderson (1995, 154). 
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- Since 1978, women are allowed to offer the opening and closing prayer in sacrament 

meeting. 

- Since 1984 women speakers are included in general conferences; since 2013 also a 

woman can offer the prayer. 

- In 1998 church guidelines left family planning to the parents, implicitly allowing 

contraceptives and explicitly recognizing sexual relations not only as procreative but 

also as the expression of love. 

- Since 2007 some leaders’ sermons about women in the workforce practically reversed 

in the understanding for professional women, which sociologist Armand Mauss 

identifies among the “course corrections” in the church’s search for respectability 

(Mauss 2011, 8–21).  

- In 2013, the minimum age for Mormon missionaries was lowered from 19 to 18 for men 

and from 21 to 19 for women. It led to a significant increase in “sister missionaries,”   

which in turn resulted in more organizational responsibility given to female 

missionaries. Each mission president’s wife was promoted to a quasi-equal leadership 

role with her husband (Walch 2014).  

- In 2014 the church designated the yearly general women’s meeting as an official 

“general conference session”. 

- Since 2015 the place of women on priesthood executive councils on all organizational 

levels (ward, stake, region, and general) has been widened.  

- In 2019 adjustments to temple rituals and language made them more sensitive to 

woman’s agency and personality, following previous adjustments since 1992 (Hanks 

2019; Hammond 2016; Kane 2017; Madsen 1992a). The changes include a larger role to 

Eve in the enactment of the Garden of Eden; the abandonment of the subservient role 

of Eve in her interaction with Adam; a greater involvement in ordinances and the 

permission to act as official witnesses to proxy baptisms and sealings. 

 

None of these steps are acknowledged by church leaders as concessions to feminist 

pressure, but the tendency to more equality is apparent. However, according to Sumerau 

and Cragun (2015), all these changes are rather cosmetic since they do not alter the basic 

inequality between women and men who hold the priesthood and the decision-making 

power. Such “accommodations may ultimately be used to forestall—rather than 

promote—substantive changes in official religious teachings about gender” (p. 55). 

 

 



 

130 
 

3.5. Conclusion: determinants of Mormon women’s positions 

Since the founding of the church, the position of Mormon women shifted under 

ecclesiastical, socio-economic, and political factors. 

 

Ecclesiastical formalization. From a sociological perspective, the main historical shift 

in Mormon women’s positions match the Weberian concept of the “routinization of 

charisma“ in new religions: an original millenarian and charismatic undertaking, with its 

inherent creativity, becomes more and more subject to routine and formality. 

Nineteenth-century history shows how Mormon women contributed vigorously to the 

establishment and early maturation of Mormonism. The fervor and loyalty of female 

converts was instrumental in the church’s survival and development in the 1830s. After 

the initial predicaments over polygamy in the 1840s, during the second half of the 

nineteenth century the women’s acceptance of plural marriages and their pioneering 

labors in the untamed West laid the foundation of wide familial networks, often at great 

sacrifice. These networks also allowed men to go on missions that brought in thousands 

of new converts and helped stabilize the institution. By the 1880s these women’s vibrant 

defense of their peculiar marital system made them natural allies of first-wave feminism. 

The trend continued in the early twentieth century in behalf of enfranchisement. 

However, the Weberian routinization followed next, exemplified in the Mormon 

“Priesthood Reform Movement”  which streamlined hierarchical management and 

brought the more independent female auxiliary organizations into the institution. 

Bureaucratization expanded and manuals of instruction formalized religion at the 

detriment of Mormon women’s authority, though for several decades they continued to 

run the educational, cultural, and charitable realms of church life. But increased 

priesthood control eroded their institutional independence. 

 

Socio-economic changes and ideals. Next to this ecclesiastical evolution, the overall 

socio-economic conditions of the first half of the twentieth century in the US also 

contributed to a loss of Mormon female preponderance and influence. Overall in America 

young women were raised to enjoy happiness and comfort in neo-Victorian domesticity 

with the nuclear family as the ideal. Mormon women, moreover, continued to be heavily 

involved in church service, as part of voluntarily accepted religious compliance. Still 

today Mormon girls and women are encouraged to find happiness in this demanding 

combination of domesticity and intense congregational service. 

 

Political dynamics. In the 1960s and 70s the combination of church involvement and 

obedience to church authorities made Mormon women stay clear of the social and sexual 

upheaval of the times. Directed by some church leaders, it drove them to political 

association with the conservative “moral majority” and the Republican party. From the 
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1970s on, however, in parallel to similar developments in liberal Catholic and Protestant 

circles, a minority of Mormon women sought to affirm their identities in the wake of 

second-wave feminism. Their socio-historical explorations on priesthood authority 

combined with doctrinal ones, in particular in the realm of Heavenly Mother. Some 

women suffered severe repercussions for their efforts. The debates on issues such as 

abortion and LGBT-rights further lead to a politization of gender. The past and present 

tensions related to Mormon feminist action thus match the overall political dynamics 

between liberal left and conservative right. Through social media it now reverberates to 

Mormons worldwide. 

In the long run both the vindictive and diplomatic endeavors of Mormon feminists 

have incited church leaders to take small, incremental steps that give women more 

institutional equality and visibility. That movement is ongoing. For some critics, the 

changes are more ornamental since all formal authority remains male. However, the 

official realm has never prevented Mormon women, who are all very much engaged in 

the functioning of the local congregations, from engineering their influence and from 

voicing their opinions within their social circle, as my research experienced. 
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Chapter 4 Agency in Mormonism  

This chapter surveys how agency is considered from within Mormonism, with a focus on 

church sources. The chapter first discusses how the explicit place of agency in 

Mormonism is scripturally and theologically based (4.1). Next subchapters discuss how 

personal agency can still function in a controlling system on account of overarching 

spiritual regulators, namely testimony (4.2) and personal revelation (4.3). The social 

dimension of agency is examined in the congregational context (4.4) and in cultural 

minority positions (4.5). A final subchapter considers individuation as a factor in 

transitions (4.6). At the end of each subchapter I indicate the relevance for my research. 

The chapter connects to the theoretical framework of structured ambivalence (I-2.2) 

and the nature of agency (I-2.3) since the application of agency is viewed in relation to 

the different constructs in which Mormon women act—from the position of gender 

connected to religiousness, family, church, and society. Mormon women face choices in 

contexts coated with ambivalence, mostly when the demand to retrench in strictness 

struggles with the appeal to accommodate behavior with more leniency. 

 
 

4.1. Scriptural and theological basis 

Agency is particularly relevant for the study of Mormonism since it is a core concept in 

the religion itself.  

 

4.1.1. “Opposition in all things”: binary choices and accountability 

According to the church’s official definition, agency is “the ability and privilege God gives 

people to choose and to act for themselves.”1 Its origin is thus divine. The Book of Mormon 

states that “God gave unto man that he should act for himself.”2 “Man” is here understood 

as every person, in Dutch “mens.” Concurrent with agency is the doctrinal concept of 

“opposition in all things,” so that choices are always possible between binaries. The 

following verses from the Book of Mormon, in which the prophet Lehi speaks to his son 

Nephi, are often quoted in Mormon meetings: 

                                                      
1 Guide to the Scriptures, “Agency”, https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/scriptures/gs/agency. 

Accessed June 6, 2019. 
2 2 Nephi 2:16. 
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For it must needs be, that there is an opposition in all things. If not so, my firstborn 

in the wilderness, righteousness could not be brought to pass, neither wickedness, 

neither holiness nor misery, neither good nor bad. Wherefore, all things must needs 

be a compound in one; wherefore, if it should be one body it must needs remain as 

dead, having no life neither death, nor corruption nor incorruption, happiness nor 

misery, neither sense nor insensibility ... It must needs be that there was an 

opposition; even the forbidden fruit in opposition to the tree of life; the one being 

sweet and the other bitter.1  

The passage is frequently used to strengthen members in the face of challenges: 

opposition is needed in order to be able to make choices, hence, accept your trials as 

blessings.  

Mormon scriptures refer repeatedly to agency as personal accountability. Through 

their agency humans obtain a fundamental responsibility by which they determine their 

ultimate salvation. Different from other Christian approaches, where the concept of 

‘grace’ is key to forgiveness and to salvation, Mormons believe they should be actively 

involved in their redemption. They have to “choose the right,” even engraved as “CTR” 

on Mormon rings and pins. They are free to choose whether or not to follow the laws and 

commandments God has given them. Mormon doctrine even rejects original sin because 

man can be responsible only for his own choices. So fundamental is this doctrine that 

Joseph Smith stated it as the second Article of Faith, after the belief in God: “We believe 

that men will be punished for their own sins, and not for Adam’s transgression.” Their 

accountability will be measured at the last judgment, as Joseph Smith phrased in a 

revelation: “That every man may act in doctrine and principle pertaining to futurity, 

according to the moral agency which I have given unto him, that every man may be 

accountable for his own sins in the day of judgment.”2 

In general conference—held twice a year in April and October and broadcast 

worldwide—church leaders regularly refer to agency as a central topic. Their sermons 

very often center around obedience, accountability, progress, and endurance. Examples 

are numerous.3 The texts are next published in the church magazines and portions are 

republished in manuals, to be discussed in weekly lessons. The topic of agency is thus 

deeply established in Mormon settings. Just like church leaders, members will often use 

the phrase “free agency” (in Dutch: vrije wil) in sermons and testimonies to remind 

                                                      
1 2 Nephi 2:11, 15. 
2 D&C 101:78. 
3  Examples: D. Todd Christofferson, “Free Forever, to Act for Themselves” (October 2014); Quentin L. Cook, 

“Choose Wisely” (October 2014); Robert D. Hales, “Preserving Agency, Protecting Religious Freedom” (April 
2015); Robert D. Hales, “To Act for Ourselves: The Gift and Blessings of Agency” (April 2006); Robert D. 
Hales, “Agency: Essential to the Plan of Life” (October 2010); Thomas S. Monson, “The Three Rs of Choice” 
(October 2010); Thomas S. Monson, “Choices” (April 2016); Dallin H. Oaks, “Opposition in All Things” (April 
2016); Boyd K. Packer, “Atonement, Agency, Accountability” (April 1988). 
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themselves and their audiences that they bear responsibility for their actions and need 

to act dutifully in order not to jeopardize their salvation.  

 

4.1.2. Part of an eternal perspective 

On their eternal path all individuals are confronted with choices that will make them 

progress. Mormon cosmology starts in the preexistence where the individual spirits had 

to make a choice between Christ’s plan and Satan’s plan. The former would respect man’s 

agency, the latter not: “Satan rebelled against me, and sought to destroy the agency of 

man, which I, the Lord God, had given him.”1 Apostle Oaks summarized this teaching with 

which Mormons are very familiar: 

Satan’s proposal would have ensured perfect equality: it would “redeem all 

mankind,” that not one soul would be lost. There would be no agency or choice by 

anyone and, therefore, no need for opposition. There would be no test, no failure, 

and no success. There would be no growth to attain the purpose the Father desired 

for His children.2 

By choosing Christ’s plan two thirds of the spirits expressed their willingness to come 

to earth to receive a body and pass through a time of probation during which they would 

be tested. Even if Satan made the others turn away from Christ, Mormon scripture 

clarifies: “... and also a third part of the ghosts of heaven turned he [Satan] away from me 

[God] because of their agency.”3  

At the time of the creation of man on earth, God reiterated the principle: “... in the 

Garden of Eden, gave I unto man his agency.”4 Man’s earthly situation is a new phase 

without memory of the preexistence. In the words of apostle Renlund: “To ensure that we 

would exercise faith and learn to use our agency properly, a veil of forgetfulness was 

drawn over our minds so we would not remember God’s plan.” 5 The events in the Garden 

of Eden, where Adam and Eve made personal choices as to their intentions, are very 

familiar to temple-attending Mormons as the scene is re-enacted during each 

“endowment”  session they participate in.6 

Next, life on earth is the time of probation during which agency is to determine the 

path one takes. The acceptance or not of the gospel and of its principles and ordinances 

is part of the vital choices each individual has to make. Even for those who had no 

opportunity to hear the gospel on earth, that chance is offered in the “spirit world” where 

                                                      
1 Pearl of Great Price, Moses 4:3. 
2 Dallin H. Oaks, “Opposition in All Things,” Conference Address (April 2016), Ensign (May 2016): 115. 
3 D&C 29:36, italics added. 
4 Pearl of Great Price, Moses 7:32. 
5 Dale G. Renlund, “Choose you This Day,” Conference Address (October 2018), Ensign (November 2018): 104. 
6  Described in general terms in church literature. See Boyd K. Packer, The Holy Temple (Salt Lake City: Deseret 

Book, 1980); James E. Talmage, House of the Lord (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1968).  
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the individuals wait for the time of resurrection. So even after death, each individual 

person retains the agency to choose. 

 

Relevance for my research 

In a discussion about gender roles, a respondent’s understanding of the Mormon concept 

of free agency and of “opposition in all things” could reveal to what extent she has 

internalized these concepts and applies them in daily life. One critical aspect is whether 

so much emphasis on agency and the fear for consequences undermine agency: for some, 

not choosing the right could become a mentally impossible option—the paradoxical 

option of non-agency (2.2.2). The issue is foreseen in the discussion with respondents.  

 

 

4.2. Agency, obedience, and testimony 

Neriya-Ben Shahar (2017), in her comparison of Amish and Ultra-Orthodox communities, 

noted that “obedience and unquestioning faith in religious authority” is one of the most 

important boundaries between devout and nondevout communities. This characteristic 

seems equally true in Mormonism. Church members are supposed to use their agency to 

obey the commandments and their church leaders. Especially in the religious sphere, 

“obedience” is a key concept, because of the combination with eternal consequences. The 

following three sections each discuss a well-known Mormon phrase that highlights the 

issue of agency and obedience. 

 

4.2.1. “I know not, save the Lord commanded me” 

The following scriptural example is regularly quoted in sermons and lessons as an 

illustration of unquestioning obedience to a commandment, even if its purpose is 

unknown. In the 1830s Joseph Smith produced the “Book of Moses”—a rewritten version 

of part of Genesis. Chapter 5 describes how Adam built an altar and offered animal 

sacrifices. Then, “after many days,” an angel appeared to Adam and asked him why he 

offers sacrifices. Adam answered: “I know not, save the Lord commanded me.” The 

example is readily used to reprove members who question certain commandments or 

directives: even if you don’t know why, trust and obey.  

The prominent place given to obedience in scriptures, lessons, and sermons has 

triggered the criticism that the church demands an absolute submission to 

commandments and an immediate response to sudden requirements and mobilization. 

This criticism is also voiced from within Mormon circles (Campbell and Monson 2007; 

England 1984; Gordon and Gillespie 2012). In recent decades, when confronted with 

critical intellectuals and feminists who still claim allegiance, some church leaders have 

insisted on strict obedience without any resistance. “In the Lord’s church there is no such 
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thing as a ‘loyal opposition.’ One is either for the kingdom of God and stands in defense 

of God’s prophets and apostles, or one stands opposed,” apostle Ballard stated.1 Church 

leaders even hint at “blind obedience,” recalling Adam’s reply in the Book of Moses that 

understanding “why” one obeys is not necessary. Church leader Workman expressed it 

in these terms: “Obedience is essential to realize the blessings of the Lord, even if the 

purpose of the commandments is not understood.”2  

Apostle Maxwell, however, understood the fallacy of that reasoning, precisely because 

it could foster blind obedience. Such a position would undermine the very agency which 

the doctrine of agency underscores. He explained Adam’s response “I know not, save the 

Lord commanded me” as follows: 

Obedience springs from intellectual integrity in that it causes us to be honest and 

to own up to the validity of precious experiences. Studied closely, the episode 

involving Adam and his sacrifice will suggest to us that the quality of Adam’s 

previous experiences with the Lord (and probably with angels) was so reliable that 

when he was asked why he sacrificed, he could reply, “I know not, save the Lord 

commanded me” (Moses 5:6). For Adam to have excluded his previous experiences 

from his decision to be obedient would have been dishonest.3 

This means that unquestioned obedience is defensible when it stems from confidence 

based on one or more earlier occurrences that provided certainty. From a similar 

perspective apostle Packer taught: “Latter-day Saints are not obedient because they are 

compelled to be obedient. They are obedient because they know certain spiritual truths 

and have decided, as an expression of their own individual agency, to obey the 

commandments of God . . . We are not obedient because we are blind, we are obedient 

because we can see.”4  

Church leader Schultz built the argument differently to make blind obedience 

acceptable: 

One of the sneaky ploys of the adversary is to have us believe that unquestioning 

obedience to the principles and commandments of God is blind obedience. His goal 

is to have us believe that we should be following our own worldly ways and selfish 

ambitions. This he does by persuading us that “blindly” following the prophets and 

obeying the commandments is not thinking for ourselves. He teaches that it is not 

                                                      
1 M. Russell Ballard, “Beware of False Prophets and False Teachers,” Conference Address (October 1998), 

Ensign (November 1999): 64. 
2 H. Ross Workman, “Beware of Murmuring,” Conference Address (October 2001), Ensign (November 2001): 

85. 
3  Neal A. Maxwell, “All Hell Is Moved,” Devotional address at Brigham Young University (November 8, 1977). 

BYU Speeches. https://speeches.byu.edu/talks/neal-a-maxwell_hell-moved/. Accessed October 17, 2018. 
4 Boyd K. Packer, “Agency and Control,” Conference Address (April 1983), Ensign (May 1983): 66. See also 

apostle Spencer W. Kimball, “Blind Obedience or Faith Obedience,” Conference Address (October 1954). 
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intelligent to do something just because we are told to do so by a living prophet or 

by prophets who speak to us from the scriptures.1 

Schultz’ statement revealed the intricacies of argumentation to justify blind 

obedience: if one thinks that blind obedience is objectionable, the very thought is a 

Satanic ploy. Some church leaders have thus gone to great lengths to make blind 

obedience acceptable. In some ecclesiastical contexts and with very dutiful church 

members, agency may thus be at risk when they solely act out of what could be 

interpreted as coerced obedience. 

 
 
4.2.2. “Follow the prophet”  

Within Mormonism, the phrase “follow the prophet” has a particularly rigorous meaning 

since the time of a sermon by apostle Benson in 1981. Up to the middle of the twentieth 

century the title “the prophet” was practically only used to refer to Joseph Smith, first 

president of the church, and commonly identified as “the prophet Joseph Smith.” 

Basically “prophet” is a priesthood office that every church president, his counselors, and 

the twelve apostles hold. With the emphasis on centralized authority in the 1970s, the 

function of the church president as “the living prophet” became more highlighted, 

leading to an almost veneration of the person. Benson’s sermon expounded prophetic 

authority as virtually infallible. He summarized his talk in a number of “fundamentals”: 

1. The prophet is the only man who speaks for the Lord in everything. 2. The living 

prophet is more vital to us than the standard works. 3. The living prophet is more 

important to us than a dead prophet. 4. The prophet will never lead the church 

astray. 5. The prophet is not required to have any particular earthly training or 

credentials to speak on any subject or act on any matter at any time. 6. The prophet 

does not have to say “Thus Saith the Lord,” to give us scripture. 7. The prophet tells 

us what we need to know, not always what we want to know. 8. The prophet is not 

limited by men’s reasoning. 9. The prophet can receive revelation on any matter, 

temporal or spiritual. 2 

Since Benson’s talk the phrase “Follow the prophet” has become a Mormon mantra in 

church talks and lessons. It forms the basis of a song now sung by all children in the 

church’s Primary program, thus deeply instilling the message in their minds. Each verse 

tells of an Old Testament prophet, followed by the refrain: 

Follow the prophet, follow the prophet, 

                                                      
1 R. Conrad Schultz, “Faith Obedience,” Conference Address (April 2002). 
2  Ezra T. Benson, “Fourteen Fundamentals in Following the Prophet,” Ensign (June 1981), from an address 

given on February 26, 1980 at Brigham Young University, https://www.lds.org/liahona/1981/06/fourteen-
fundamentals-in-following-the-prophet. Accessed November 18, 2018. 
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Follow the prophet; don’t go astray. 

Follow the prophet, follow the prophet, 

Follow the prophet; he knows the way. 

The last verse refers to the living prophet: 

Now we have a world where people are confused. 

If you don’t believe it, go and watch the news. 

We can get direction all along our way, 

If we heed the prophets—follow what they say.1 

Anderson (2017, 81) noted:  

Church members grant considerable authority to the words of Church leaders, 

which creates a sort of extra-canonical scripture. Despite the oft-repeated claim 

that pronouncements from the general conference pulpit are not infallible, 

conference talks have profound influence on Mormon culture and day-to-day 

religious experience. And in a culture of increasing authoritarianism, the status of 

Church leaders’ words is ever rising. 

Submissiveness to the words of the prophet is, according to Thompson (2012), also 

related to the rise of a “Mormon right” where adherents not only venerate the highest 

leader, but are willing to follow his injunctions regardless of their validity. 

 
 
4.2.3.  “I know the church is true:” testimony as agentic base 

The reference by apostles Maxwell and Packer (4.2.1) to a previous, grounding experience 

as the basis for continued obedience is clear for devout Mormons: it is their initial 

“testimony” of the truth of the restored gospel. Maxwell indicated Adam’s “experiences 

with the Lord (and probably with angels)”; Packer spoke of the knowledge of “certain 

spiritual truths.” Devout Mormons interpret this as their personal experience of the 

divine which gave them the deep conviction of the veracity of Joseph Smith’s calling as a 

prophet, of the Book of Mormon, of the restoration of the priesthood, and of the prophetic 

calling of the current church president. Many church leaders have spoken on the 

importance of “obtaining a testimony” and “nurturing one’s testimony.” It is key to 

missionary work when missionaries encourage investigators to pray in order to “know 

the truth” for themselves. Missionaries always refer investigators to a key passage in the 

last pages of the Book of Mormon: 

And when ye shall receive these things, I would exhort you that ye would ask God, 

the Eternal Father, in the name of Christ, if these things are not true; and if ye shall 

                                                      
1  Children’s songbook, 110. https://www.lds.org/music/library/childrens-songbook/follow-the-prophet. 

Accessed October 23, 2018. 
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ask with a sincere heart, with real intent, having faith in Christ, he will manifest the 

truth of it unto you, by the power of the Holy Ghost. And by the power of the Holy 

Ghost ye may know the truth of all things.1 

Patterson (2005) called this approach the “Moronian fideist model” to contrast it with 

the “Pauline rationalist model”  where the biblical apostle Paul used historical and 

theological argumentation to demonstrate truth. Church leaders frequently insist on the 

testimony to be obtained as revelation. In apostle Hales’ words: “A testimony is the spirit 

of prophecy. It is a personal revelation from God, revealing the truthfulness of the gospel 

of Jesus Christ. A testimony comes through the Holy Ghost; it makes a deep and lasting 

impression on the soul.”2 

Most church members, even those who are less active or disaffiliated, will recall the 

moment or moments when such an emotional testimony was felt—mostly at the occasion 

of intense prayer, or through a dramatic event, such as a “miraculous” protection or 

healing, or during a highly spiritual gathering with others. Every first Sunday of the 

month the sacrament meeting encompasses a “testimony meeting” where members can 

freely stand up and “testify” of their basic conviction, with the usual first words: 

“Brothers and sisters, I would like to share my testimony.” They may then expand on the 

initial gaining of their conviction or on the experiences that keep it burning. Mormon 

anthropologist David Knowlton (1991) applied an ethnography of this expression of 

public testimony. Such expression has “great ritual salience” as it not only reaffirms 

personal commitment but also serves as “a social diacritic, classifying members” (see also 

4.6.2 on types of Mormons). Indeed, during a testimony meeting, only a limited number 

of members of the congregation, and quite often the same people, will stand up to give 

their testimony. It may reflect a genuine psychological need for exteriorization of their 

faith, while it can also serve as a way to enhance their standing as a devoted member. But 

fundamentally an authentic testimony articulates the original basis from which 

continued commitment stems. The experience of the initial testimony should form the 

basis for accepting, without hesitation, all subsequent obligations and assignments. For 

further analysis of the place and value of testimony in Mormon culture, see Smith (2006).  

 

Relevance for my research  

The acceptance of gender roles by Mormon women may simply hinge on obedience, 

whether reasoned or blind. In interviews or other exchanges with respondents it is to be 

expected that the extent of their obedience and commitment to the church would color 

answers and reactions on the topic. Mormons are, overall, well aware of the 

                                                      
1 Moroni 10:4–5. 
2 Robert D. Hales, “The Importance of Receiving a Personal Testimony,” Conference Address (October 1994), 

Ensign (November 1994). 
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“misconceptions” many outsiders have about Mormonism. One such idea is precisely the 

impression of “blind obedience” in a sphere of cultish allegiance. In exchanges with 

respondents the topic can be introduced by directly referring to such misconception: 

“Some people believe that Mormonism is a kind of cult where everyone has to obey what 

the leaders decide. Is there any truth to it or how would you respond?” Highly committed 

members will probably tend to respond defensively. Others may concede some of the 

challenges associated with expected obedience. It may also be feasible to refer to the 

event of Adam’s sacrifice and unquestioning compliance: “What do you think of Adam’s 

reaction ‘I know not, save the Lord commanded me.’ Would such reaction still apply to 

church members today?” 

One indicator of commitment would be the expression and the strength of testimony. 

It is also likely that some respondents will bring their testimony to the foreground as the 

basis for their acceptance of gender roles—something they may not do easily with a 

researcher who is an outsider. Any researcher should be well aware of the significance of 

testimony in Mormon culture. 

 

 

4.3. “The Spirit” and “personal revelation” in decision-making 

Contrary to the impression that nearly everything is simply dictated by authority, church 

leaders insist that each individual can rely on “the Spirit” and personal revelation to come 

to decisions. Agency is to be used to obtain answers from God. In line with the initial 

confirmation that a testimony provides (4.2.3), it is assumed that every true spiritual 

experience will lead to correct behavior and corroborate what the church expects. 

Agentic choices can thus be seen as predetermined. Often, in public sermons, 

testimonials, and in discussions in lessons, devout Mormons will narrate an experience 

where “the Spirit” inspired them to insights or prompted them to make a decision. This 

is part of a deeply embedded Mormon rhetoric. For example, leaders on all levels are 

supposed to first seek divine inspiration and confirmation when they call someone to a 

position in the organizational structure under their jurisdiction. From the early days of 

the church, this principle has been emphasized and repeated by church leaders. Apostle 

McConkie, in a sermon on “How to get personal revelation,” said, referring to an 1829 

revelation by Joseph Smith: 

We are entitled to revelation. Every member of the church is entitled to get 

revelation from the Holy Ghost ... “The Lord said: I will tell you in your mind and in 

your heart, by the Holy Ghost, which shall come upon you which shall dwell in your 

heart. Now, behold, this is the spirit of revelation” (D&C 8:2–3). This revelation 

speaks of Spirit speaking to spirit—the Holy Spirit speaking to the spirit within me 

and in a way incomprehensible to the mind. But it is plain and clear to spiritual 
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understanding—conveying knowledge, giving intelligence, giving truth, and giving 

sure knowledge of the things of God. This applies to everyone.1 

Apostle Packer explained the process as follows.  

To one who thought that revelation would flow without effort, the Lord said: “You 

have supposed that I would give it unto you ... But, behold, I say unto you, that you 

must study it out in your mind; then you must ask me if it be right, and if it is right 

I will cause that your bosom shall burn within you.” This burning in the bosom is 

not purely a physical sensation. It is more like a warm light shining within your 

being. Describing the promptings from the Holy Ghost to one who has not had them 

is very difficult. Such promptings are personal and strictly private! The Holy Ghost 

speaks with a voice that you feel more than you hear. It is described as a “still small 

voice.”2 

The fluidity of the experience and its intense personal character make that church 

members have fairly divergent attitudes toward personal revelation. Some will only 

search for such promptings when weighty decisions must be taken, such as related to 

major study choices, marriage, or job offerings. They will follow the directive “to study it 

out in your mind” at first and then seek a spiritual confirmation. Other members live in a 

sphere where they claim to be recurrently “open to the Spirit.” Such candidness may 

pertain to trivial items, such as praying for “inspiration” to locate a lost key or receiving 

the prompting to timely order heating fuel before prices go up unexpectedly. Referring 

to the Spirit often concerns impromptu decisions to call or visit someone who then 

happens to be in need. It may relate to a sudden “inspired” resolve which turned out to 

having avoided a serious accident. People testify of “warnings” or “promptings” which 

they ascribe to the Holy Ghost. For outsiders it would be easy to deride this type of 

religiosity in its naive formats. Overall, however, research indicates that thoughtful 

handling of the principle of personal revelation enhances a more mature application of 

agency (Clayton 2013; see also 2.4.2). 

Hoyt (2007b) used the Mormon concept of personal revelation to create flexibility 

when a woman’s religious experience becomes highly individualized. Many women in 

Hoyt’s research give a broad range of answers in relation to personal spiritual behavior. 

For Mormon women this open access to divine inspiration puts them on the same footing 

as men, at least rhetorically.  

 
 

                                                      
1 Bruce R. McConkie, “How to Get Personal Revelation,” Liahona (April 1981). 

https://www.lds.org/liahona/1981/04/how-to-get-personal-revelation. Accessed October 3, 2018. 
2 Boyd. K. Packer, “Personal Revelation: The Gift, the Test, and the Promise,” Conference Address (October 

1994), https://www.lds.org/general-conference/1994/10/personal-revelation-the-gift-the-test-and-the-
promise. Accessed November 2, 2018. 
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Relevance for my research  

From personal experience in Mormon congregations I know how the rhetoric of 

inspiration from the Spirit and of personal revelation permeates Mormon testimony 

meetings, talks, and lessons. It is expected that this topic will emerge in interviews with 

my respondents. A main aspect would be to examine if this free access to the divine also 

affects the perception of gender roles, with questions such as: 

- Compared to men who hold the priesthood, do Mormon women have equal access to 

inspiration from the Spirit and to personal revelation? 

- In leadership meetings with men and women, such as a ward council, have you ever 

felt that in a conflictual discussion, women can also claim inspiration and revelation? 

- Could a conflict arise between what a (local) church leader requires and what you feel 

is right based on personal inspiration? 

 
 

4.4. Agency in the congregational context 

This subchapter draws attention to the unique constitution of a Mormon congregation 

and its effect on agency. 

 

4.4.1. Differences in types of congregational structure and commitment 

In religions with an organized congregational component, social interaction and mutual 

dependency and control are important factors to consider in the assessment of agency. 

Religious dedication implies commitment to comply with the group, thus partially 

surrendering agency to a higher decision-making level. The multiple studies of 

congregational life in mainly Christian churches, viewed from a sociological perspective, 

attest to the significance of these factors (see, e.g., Ammerman 1997; Ammerman et al. 

1998; Chaves 2004; Wind and Lewis 1994; Guest, Tusting, and Woodhead, 2004).  

Some denominations, such as Baptists, evangelicals, and Pentecostals, give a rather 

free hand to their affiliated congregations, which in turn grants more freedom to 

individuals who can choose to join a group of their liking. Others, such as Jehovah’s 

Witnesses and Mormons, have strict guidelines as to the organization and functioning of 

their local flocks. Members must attend the congregation where they live or are assigned 

to. They are valued not only for their compliance with religious rules, but also for their 

strict attendance and their acceptance to fund the organization and to function in a 

position in the structure, including various occasional assignments in charitable work or 

social activities.  

In most Christian or Islamic congregations only a limited number of officers are 

involved in forms of leadership and service, while the rest of the congregants form a 

global group of followers, called members, adherents, or parishioners. This is particularly 
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apparent in Catholic parishes where only one or a few priests are responsible for a few 

thousand members, with only a handful of volunteers to assist.  

The situation is quite different in the Mormon church. A congregation is called a ward—

reminiscent of the original geographical boundaries when Mormons laid out a pioneering 

settlement and used the street blocks to determine a close-knit ward, including guidelines 

for mutual protection (Hamilton 1995; Parera 2005; Sellers 1968). The Dutch translation 

wijk kept the original meaning, the French opted for the Catholic paroisse. The members 

are administratively listed, with a number of personal data. When one person moves to 

another location, the “membership record” is electronically forwarded to the new ward. 

Nowadays a large ward may comprise some three to four hundred members in Sunday 

attendance. In Europe the size of a ward hovers between eighty to one hundred fifty 

persons in attendance (the membership on the ward list can easily be double or even 

triple as many are not practicing any more). Smaller units are called branches. A number 

of wards form a “stake” (ring). For an introduction to a “Sunday” in a Mormon ward, see 

1.1. 

 

 

4.4.2. The Mormon “ward family” as a hierarchical community 

In 1978 Douglas D. Alder, president of the independent Mormon History Association, gave 

his presidential address on the question if the Mormon ward is a congregation or a 

community. His seminal text became the basis for sociological research on Mormon wards 

(Embry 1997; 2001; Phillips 2008; Shipps, May and May 1994; Taber 1993). These studies 

illustrate how the communitarian character of a Mormon ward indeed elevates it above 

a traditional congregation. Alder’s address was reprinted as a foundational “classic” in 

2018. His main thesis is still valid today (2018, 152): 

The Mormon ward seems to be somewhere between the casualness of a 

congregation and the totality of a monastic order. It carries out the basic functions 

of most Christian congregations, which are the locus of the life cycle from birth to 

death. But there are essential communitarian functions also—the fellowship, the 

communion, the association. The ward has a distinctive Mormon mix that is beyond 

a congregation.  

The way wards and the overarching “stakes” function makes a fundamental appeal to 

individual agentic action because of the required and expected involvement from all 

members. In the following explanation I place the typical Mormon terms for this 

functioning between quotation marks, with the official Dutch translation between 

brackets. A ward forms an intricate grid of internal organizational bodies and officers or 

“callings” (roepingen or taken). At the top the ward is led by a male “bishopric” (bisschap) 

comprised of the bishop and his two counselors (raadgevers). Like any other officer on 

local church levels, these are lay persons, having a normal profession in daily life or being 
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retired. They fulfill their church “calling” for a number of years, before being “released” 

(ontheven) and next “called” (geroepen) to another position. The bishopric is assisted by a 

“ward clerk” (wijkadministrateur) and a “ward executive secretary” (wijksecretaris). In 

larger wards these functions extend to the plural—ward clerks, assistant ward clerks, and 

ward executive secretaries, all male.  

The ward is further composed of a network of sub-organizations: priesthood quorums 

(priesterschapsquorums) for boys and men according to age groups, the Relief Society 

(zustershulpvereniging) for all adult women, the Young Men and Young Women 

(Jongemannen en Jongevrouwen) organizations for adolescents, the Primary (Jeugdwerk) for 

children under twelve, the Sunday School (zondagsschool) organization, and next 

leadership functions for other fields, such as missionary work, welfare (welzijnszorg), 

music, and family history (familiegeschiedenis). For each suborganization a presidency with 

counselors is called by the bishop, and supplemented with secretaries, advisers, and 

teachers. In Relief Society, Young Women, and Primary, all these officers are women. 

The principle is that every member should have a “calling” somewhere in the 

extensive tree-like hierarchical ward structure. A few hundred positions are indeed 

possible within a ward of a few hundred people—one or more for each member. Each 

suborganization has its own leadership and training meetings, while their presiding 

officers form a “ward council” (wijkraad) under the direction of the bishop. Kramer (2014, 

181) noted that “one of the primary and most consistent and time-consuming duties a 

bishop has is staffing the ward.” The Chart of Callings on ward level in the Church 

Administrative Handbook covers six pages, with for each calling instructions for the 

order to be followed: who is entitled to recommend someone for a calling to whom? By 

whom is a proposed calling approved? Who extends the call in a private interview? Who 

among the membership needs to “sustain” (ondersteunen) a calling by raising the right 

hand (in most cases all the members of the ward)? Who is responsible for the “setting 

apart” (aanstelling) to the position by the laying on of hands?  

Next comes, for each person with a calling, the obligation to fulfill the duties related 

to the position. Manuals with directives and training sessions provide the needed 

information. The system requires reliance on each other’s position since expected tasks 

are often interrelated, such as council meetings, class teaching, and assignments in 

church services and social activities. The ward is a beehive—indeed Utah’s emblem since 

the nineteenth century. Members also refer to their ward as a “ward family,” with the 

bishop as a father figure who presides over the ward the way fathers preside over nuclear 

families and where all family members are supposed to do their chores. 
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4.4.3. Female valorization through involvement and callings 

The information in this section tones with the earlier remarks on the inside valorization 

of female religious identity, i.e., the studies that come to rather positive conclusions as to 

the value of Mormonism for women (2.4.2).  

It must be conceded that few churches give so many opportunities for girls and women 

to be recognized in positions and to be actively involved in the local church organization, 

notwithstanding the priesthood limitation (Madsen 2016; McBaine 2014; McDannell 2019; 

Solomon 2017). Girls from a very young age on are asked to give a personally worded 

prayer in their class group, read and comment in lessons, and participate in public 

performance, for example when the Primary (for ages 3 to 11) presents its program in a 

sacrament meeting in front of the whole congregation. The official instructions mention 

that the children “participate by reading or reciting scripture passages, giving talks, 

singing in small groups, and sharing their testimonies.”1 Once they belong to the Young 

Women organization from age twelve on, girls can become involved in leadership 

responsibilities. Up to the end of 2019, the young women were divided into three groups 

according to their ages: Beehives (ages 12–13), Mia Maids2 (ages 14–15), and Laurels (ages 

16–17), thus reflecting the boys’ priesthood age groups as deacons, teachers, and priests. 

In 2020 the system was adjusted to provide more flexibility because in smaller wards age 

groups can be very different: the bishopric and the adult Young Women can organize the 

girls in flexible age groups—from just one class group in wards with only a few young 

women, to any other partition. Large wards may have six class groups, one for each age, 

organized by year. 

In each class a young woman is called to serve as a class president and allowed to 

choose two counselors and a secretary, mirroring the system in the priesthood 

organization. This happens, as for all callings in the ward, under the supervision of the 

bishopric, one of them doing the setting apart by the laying on of hands and giving a 

blessing.  “When a member of the bishopric calls a young woman to serve as a class 

president, he asks her to recommend whom to call as counselors and a secretary. He 

counsels her to approach this responsibility prayerfully, seeking guidance from the Lord 

about whom to recommend.”3 The procedure is meant to deepen the understanding of 

higher aims than personal friendships: how to help others in the development of new 

skills and the building of self-confidence. Selection to these functions is thus not based 

on seniority, which means that a 13-year old could be called to preside over older girls, 

                                                      
1 Handbook 2, Administering the Church (2010), 92. 
2 “The term Mia refers to the Mutual Improvement Association (MIA), which was once the name of the 

youth program in the Church. The word Maid means young woman. The Mutual Improvement Association 
adopted the rose as an emblem of their organization, and that emblem continues with Mia Maids today as a 
symbol of love, faith, and purity.” Handbook 2, Administering the Church (2010), 77. 

3 Handbook 2, Administering the Church (2010), 78. Note that permission of the young woman’s parents needs to 
be obtained before a call can be extended. 
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thus instilling respect for the inspired process and compliance with the divine order of 

things. Class presidencies learn to plan activities, conduct class meetings, and care for the 

individual members. 

From time to time a young woman is also asked to give a talk in sacrament meeting in 

front of the whole congregation, or to present a musical performance. The development 

of talents is encouraged. Before she reaches age eighteen and becomes part of the Relief 

Society, any Mormon girl has thus been part of an activation process including personal 

responsibilities. She cannot, however, participate in the priesthood ordinances that boys, 

ages 12 to 17, can perform in Sunday’s sacrament meeting, i.e., preparing, blessing, and 

passing the sacrament. That gender line is clearly set. 

For adult women the opportunities to serve in church callings multiply. Three 

auxiliaries are fully “manned” by women: Relief Society, Young Women, and Primary. 

Each has its president with two counselors and a secretary. But in each auxiliary various 

other female officers, with designations such as teachers, advisors, coordinators, 

assistants, committee members, or specialists help run the expected programs. Task-

specific manuals clarify the programs and procedures. Even though in the initial step each 

calling and setting apart still needs to pass through the male bishopric first, in the 

execution of their work the women have the latitude allowed by the system. Moreover, 

the same leadership structure is repeated on the higher stake level where presidencies 

and related officers for each auxiliary instruct and encourage the persons involved in the 

ward auxiliaries within the stake.  

The most striking aspect of this setting is that women who have never or hardly been 

involved in these kinds of positions in the secular society now receive opportunities and 

responsibilities within a safe and supporting environment. Women with a low 

educational level or mental limitations are equally called to appropriate positions in 

order to feel useful and to learn new skills. Women will frequently testify how a church 

calling helped them acquire new competencies and develop self-confidence. Their agency 

has been challenged to constructive action. 

 
 
4.4.4. Structural limits on agency 

The strong appeal to agency in church callings also puts structural limits on agency. 

Orderliness, directives, and obedience to “the proper authority” (het juiste gezag) are 

deeply embedded in the system. It affects the way agency can be used in the structure. 

First, women cannot be called to any position without male approval and the setting 

apart by a male who has priesthood authority. Likewise, the bishop can release any 

woman from her position without any previous discussion or possibility to appeal.  

Second, a “divine” layer supplants human autonomy. Callings are said to come through 

inspiration. The male officer responsible to extend a calling would privately consider 

potential candidates for a position, weigh implications, eventually consult his counselors, 
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decide on a person and then, in prayer or meditation, seek “confirmation” (bevestiging) 

from a spiritual prompting. Stories abound how a priesthood leader received such 

impressions, including promptings that lead him to a person not originally considered. 

Other stories tell of people who at first reacted negatively to their calling, but later 

testified how it blessed them in various ways. The overarching message is that callings 

come from God, hence, refusing a calling is somehow considered inappropriate and may 

entice feelings of guilt.  

Third, the “divinely inspired” decision also implies that criticism of the choice of 

church positions or of the way the position is executed is unacceptable. Members are 

regularly reminded that they sustain each new calling by raising the right hand. “Evil 

speaking of the Lord’s anointed” is the standard phrase to condemn any later criticism. 

As apostle Oaks remarked: 

Criticism is particularly objectionable when it is directed toward church 

authorities, general or local. Evil speaking of the Lord’s anointed is in a class by 

itself. It is one thing to depreciate a person who exercises corporate power or even 

government power. It is quite another thing to criticize or depreciate a person for 

the performance of an office to which he or she has been called of God. It does not 

matter that the criticism is true.1 

Such counsel can be used to effectively silence even carefully worded objections. In 

public, within their own ward or stake, active church members will hardly ever voice 

dissent. Only in private and trustworthy settings will more liberal church members 

express concerns over one or the other local leader or policy. Even then, it will not often 

lead to an open conflict. In cases of obvious and enduring problems with a local leader, 

the higher-up can easily arrange for an honorable release.  

 

Relevance for my research 

With their long experience of service in the church, not only on ward but also on stake 

level, my respondents are well placed to assess agency in the congregational context. 

Among Mormons from different wards a usual socializing question in making or renewing 

acquaintance is “What’s your present calling in the ward?” or “What callings have you 

had in the church?” The calling is an identity marker and an easy source for casual 

conversation. Wherever appropriate, the question is asked to my respondents as a 

strategy for fluent interaction. My own familiarity with ward and stake callings is an 

advantage. More importantly, talking about one’s calling often provides information on 

the person’s degree of involvement and satisfaction, as well as on interhuman relations. 

                                                      
1  Dallin H. Oaks, “Criticism,” Ensign (February 1987), https://www.lds.org/ensign/1987/02/criticism. 

Accessed November 2, 2018. 
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A core issue is then to what extent women feel their agency is being respected and 

rewarded. 

 
 

4.5. Agency of believers in minority positions 

Except in the American West, Mormons live in a minority position as they are embedded 

in a much larger host culture. That position creates multiple situations in which their 

agency is challenged. 

 
4.5.1. The relation to the host society 

In many situations around the world adherents of a certain religion find themselves in 

small minority positions, all the more exacerbated if the host culture is overpowering by 

its difference and if the minority’s home religious culture is rather cloistering. The 

discrepancy compels minority adherents to choices as to their relations with the host 

culture: to what extent do they adopt new habits from the host culture or retrench in 

their culture? To what extent do their children become estranged from the home religion 

and from familial standards when they are immersed in other experiences? Immigration 

has amplified this phenomenon in particular for Muslims in Western countries, but it 

applies as well to other migrant families of, for example, Buddhist or Hindu signature. 

Some families have a refugee background, others have simply relocated for economic or 

professional reasons.  

This breach between home and host culture is equally valid for minority religions with 

a longer history of residence, such as Jewish communities, or proselyting religions that 

create congregational islands, such as evangelicals, Jehovah’s Witnesses, or Mormons. For 

children and adolescents, born into such a religiously oriented family, outside schooling 

and socialization with peers oblige them to interact with the host culture often more 

intensely than their parents, which in turn can create family tensions. Some communities 

may try to insulate themselves from the surrounding world, such as ultra-orthodox Jews, 

but in most cases believers in such minority positions are obliged to interact with the 

“outside” world. That interaction challenges their agency: how to react to differing values 

and teachings? How to construct a balanced identity, or, conversely, how to cope with 

conflict, either with the own family or with the outside world? To what extent can a 

devout believer blend in with the host culture that surrounds them?  

A vast literature deals with these questions. I limit to a few relevant examples. Peek 

(2005) studied the development of religious identity among second-generation Muslim 

Americans in three stages: ascribed identity, chosen identity, and declared identity. 

Moulin (2015) analyzed the challenges for religious adolescents—Christians, Jews, and 

Muslims—in English secondary schools. He repeated it specifically for adolescent Jews 

attending non-Jewish secondary schools (Moulin 2016). Considine (2014) explored the 
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dynamics between family, religion, and identity among Pakistani men in Dublin and 

Boston. Cosgrove (2013) investigated the experience of religious stigma and 

discrimination among eight non ethno-religious minority groups in Ireland, among 

which the Mormons. Even for an atheist the challenge of identity construction in a 

believing country is challenging (Smith 2011). 

 

4.5.2. Mormon ambiguous relation to “the world”  

Mormons in minority positions, such as Mormons in Europe, face similar challenges. The 

rhetoric in scriptures and in sermons by church leaders reflects Christ’s admonition to be 

“in the world, but not of the world.”1  

On the one hand, church leaders speak quite regularly on how Mormons are to 

separate themselves from “the world”—an appellation that embodies global evil. The very 

origin of Mormonism was a separatist movement to “leave Babylon” and “gather to Zion” 

as a physical location. Mormon converts were to make decisions that obliged to move 

away from familiar environments to “holy places.” The same rhetoric occurs today in 

many sermons, both in general conferences and in local meetings, not any more to 

relocate physically, but spiritually. In the words of church president Nelson: “True 

disciples of Jesus Christ are willing to stand out, speak up, and be different from the 

people of the world.”2 The emphasis is on “difference,” but also on “willingness to,” 

appealing to agency. Stories abound about how members in minority positions resist the 

temptations of “the world” as to drinking, smoking, breaking the Sabbath, dressing 

immodestly, or participating in dishonest dealings. As the church expands 

internationally, the differences between Mormon standards and local traditions can 

create tensions and conflicts, such as with Sunday activities, dress codes, marital choices 

and arrangements, or the consumption of coffee and tea. Apostle Oaks stated: “We have 

learned the importance of challenging members to abandon cultural traditions that are 

contrary to gospel commandments and covenants.”3 The call to act differently is inherent 

to such preaching.  

On the other hand, Mormonism is far from other-worldly. It encourages education, 

civic involvement, and professional achievements. Church magazines extoll examples of 

church members, both men and women, who do well in the world professionally. Church 

members, including women, are involved in all kinds of professions and on all levels of 

the secular society. In missionary work the call to “leave the world” and move to Zion has 

been replaced by a diplomatic invitation to “keep every good thing you have, and then 

                                                      
1 John 17: 14–19. 
2 Russell M. Nelson, “Drawing the Power of Jesus Christ into Our Lives,” Ensign (May 2017), 40. 
3 Dallin H. Oaks, “Give Thanks in All Things,” Ensign (May 2003), 96. 
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listen to the additional word of the Lord in our time.”1 Or in the words of another church 

leader: “We won’t take anything from you that you have that’s true; we will just add to 

what you have, and we will do it in love, with no compulsion, no force.”2 Such a 

compromising approach seems to allow members to decide which “good thing” is to be 

kept. But those choices are not always equivocal and thus imply structural imbalance. 

One Mormon woman leader, Chieko N. Okazaki, of Japanese ancestry and counselor in the 

Relief Society General Presidency, advocated to reduce the choice of “what to keep as a 

good thing” to a matter of principles. In that realm, she decided that the principle of 

prayer permitted her to pray at the Buddhist family shrine: “Before you dismiss any 

cultural practice, think about the principle behind it, decide if this principle is one you 

also believe, and see if you can find a way to participate in it in a way that honors that 

principle.”3 Okazaki heralded her agency, but keeping former religious traditions, as she 

supported, leaves one open to criticism from within the Mormon realm. A typical example 

is wearing the Christian cross or not (Reed 2012). 

 

Relevance for my research 

Mormons in Flanders constitute a tiny minority. They fully interact with the host 

culture—actively involved in whatever profession and having their children participate 

in normal school life. Still, that interaction often requires choices. Questions for my 

respondents include information about education, profession, and other involvement 

outside the church; views on “the world” as inherently bad or not; and the issue of choices 

as to keeping or abandoning cultural traditions that may be viewed as contrary to church 

standards. One interesting variable here is the difference between “lifers” and converts 

since the latter have had more experience of life outside Mormonism. 

 
 

4.6. Individuation: agency between retrenchment and 
accommodation 

Like any individual person, also believers, even the most steadfast, pass through life 

stages. Moreover, within a religion, personalities differ and shape types of believers. This 

subchapter examines both factors, life trajectories (4.6.1) and types of Mormons (4.6.2). 

Overlaying both factors is the question which basic directions individuals take: 

retrenchment in strictness, faithfulness, and compliance “in all things,” or 

accommodation to circumstances, shifting beliefs, and more lenient attitudes. The 

                                                      
1 Marion D. Hanks, ‘Without Prejudice, without Bigotry’, BYU Devotional, 30 March 1965. 

https://speeches.byu.edu/talks/marion-d-hanks/without-prejudice-without-bigotry/ Accessed July 17, 
2019. 

2 Hartman Rector Jr., ‘Our Witness to the World’, Ensign (July 1972), 64. 
3 Chieko N. Okazaki, Disciples (Salt Lake City, Utah: Deseret Book Company, 1998), pp. 147–149. 
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choices can result in tensions between agency and structure, which is characteristic for 

organizations where the acceptance of membership requires the acceptance of 

constraints. 

 

4.6.1. Life trajectories 

This section draws the attention to the diachronic aspect in Mormon women’s lives. The 

many personal narratives that cover life stories attest to various phases and passages in 

which agency plays a decisive role. Individuation makes the principles of obedience and 

faith much more tempered than a uniform theoretical presentation. Nearly all believers 

transition in their life course over uneven and sometimes jarring religious trajectories 

(Ingersoll-Dayton, Krause, and Morgan 2002). Mormon historian Claudia Bushman, 

professor of American Studies at Columbia University, mentioned that agency is one of 

the three great Mormon feminist principles, next to revelation and the belief in a 

Heavenly Mother (2016, 263). However, her essay on agency in the lives of contemporary 

Mormon women painted a dynamic picture of the application of agency. She compared 

her childhood comprehension of agency with her later insights.  

When I was young, I thought that agency was a managed, not a free, choice. While 

the principle of choosing was clear, I thought that I could only choose between good 

and bad. My choice was to follow along, do what I was taught was right, and to obey 

orders as they were given, or to make a stupid, rash, thoughtless choice and be 

zapped for eternity. 

Later in life she realized how many choices Mormon women make all the time in living 

their religion. Mormonism indeed has “a daunting long list of beliefs and practices that 

assume more or less importance as times change.” Over the years, and also according to 

personal preferences, church leaders vary the emphases on items such as prayer, fasting, 

scripture study, food storage, temple attendance, service, family home evening, 

genealogy, Sabbath observance, and more. Each time the individual member decides to 

what extent a certain emphasis needs to be conformed to. Bushman took as an example 

the temple worthiness questionnaire, which each member who desires to go to the temple 

is submitted to every two years in order to obtain a “temple recommend”. The necessary 

yes-answers to the yes-no questions on faith and compliance actually hide the complex 

choices each person has made. For example, the question on observance of the Word of 

Wisdom (abstaining from alcohol, tobacco, coffee, and tea), answered by “yes,” will hide 

that a person has made personal choices about decaffeinated coffee or green tea, or, as 

Bushman wittily mentioned, the observance as “the same way that Joseph Smith and 

Brigham Young did.” Those familiar with Mormon history know that these early church 

presidents drank wine. Bushman concluded: 
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Using our agency we choose the type of Mormon we wish to be: We can choose to 

be oppressed or liberated by the demands that are offered to us. We are free to 

determine our relative virtue or vice. We can choose to try to do everything, or to 

pick and choose from among all the injunctions we receive. As a practical matter, 

we already choose our level of obedience to the commandments and teachings. We 

can't obey them all with equal intensity. We all have our favorites. 

Bushman’s remarks bring us directly to the topic of types of Mormons. 
 
 
4.6.2. Types of Mormons 

Bushman’s remarks open up the wide discussion on types of Mormons and the various 

ways they use their agency in “doing religion.” A classical dual repartition is between 

“Iron-rod Mormons” and “Liahona Mormons” (Poll 2001). Iron-rod Mormons form what 

one would call elsewhere the (very) conservative group. The term refers to an image from 

the Book of Mormon: the iron rod is a handrail that leads along a narrow path to the tree 

of life and thus offers security and guidance.1 Even in “the mist of darkness,” as the Book 

of Mormon recounts, by clinging to the railing one can reach the ultimate heavenly goal 

along the path. Applied to current church members, the image suggests a strict religious 

attitude by never deviating from the path. The maintenance of the commandments is 

therefore a central concern or self-evident second nature for these members. “The mist 

of darkness” is the threatening outside world with its temptations. “Iron-rods” usually 

see Mormon experience as an all-or-nothing choice. They use their agency to retrench.  

“Liahona Mormons” are, in general, also faithful church members. But their guide is 

not a fixed railing along a path. The “Liahona”—also an image from the Book of Mormon—

is a kind of compass, “a round ball of ingenious making,” with unstable pointers and in 

which changing messages appear according to the situation.2 Given by God to travel 

through a desert and across an ocean, the pointers in the compass work “according to the 

faith and diligence and heed which we did give unto them.” Faith implies uncertainty. A 

desert and an ocean also offer a completely different perspective than a narrow path in 

the mist, where one only has to hold the railing. Liahona Mormons see this vastness and 

acknowledge the many unanswered questions. They use their agency to assess their 

testimony and their involvement. They can become a Mormon “closet doubter” (Burton 

1982). They may signal a lack of readiness to invest too much time and energy in church 

callings. They may lean to accommodation with outside norms, such as less strict 

observance of the Sabbath or the Word of Wisdom which prohibits tobacco, alcohol, 

coffee, and tea. 

                                                      
1 1 Nephi 8. 
2 1 Nephi 16:10–12. 
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A type can overlap with a phase in one’s life trajectory. A Liahona Mormon will not 

change quickly in an Iron-rod Mormon, but conversely the phenomenon is frequent. 

Growing life experiences, disappointments with leaders and other members, and 

additional knowledge of church history and doctrines can moderate the certainties 

someone had as an Iron-rod. Such members may take some mental distance though they 

may remain quite active members. The evolution from Iron-rod to Liahona is also typical 

of converts who start in the zeal of their conversion as an Iron-rod and lose the initial 

fervor over the years. In the field of gender, the difference between Liahona and Iron-rod 

Mormons may become acute in marriage. Quite frequent are the cases where couples 

have familial tensions and conflicts, as one partner leans to retrenchment and the other 

to moderation and accommodation (Burton 2017; Call and Heaton 1997; Marks 2005; 

Vaaler, Ellison and Powers 2009). 

Next levels are reached when a Mormon slips into less activity, inactivity, or explicit 

disaffiliation, either by choice of through excommunication. In such developments 

agency is often tested to the limits. A rather extensive literature studies this dynamics as 

it affects individual Mormons (Albrecht and Bahr 1983; Bahr and Albrecht 1989; Boyd 

2013; Cheong and Fisk 2013; Hinderaker and O'Connor 2015; Scharp and Beck 2017; Singh 

2014). 

Finally, the relation between more or less compliant members fosters judgmentalism. 

Anyone who has experienced life in the congregation of a conservative religion knows 

how much judgmentalism can govern relations. Judgmentalism refers to the social 

control members exert between each other and the moral judgments they make of others, 

usually based on limited observation (Beck and Miller 2000).1  

 

Relevance for my research 

I meet my respondents at a certain moment in their Mormon life. My questions focus not 

only on their present feelings and insights, but, where appropriate, also on changes that 

have affected their experience within Mormonism.  

- From the perspective of retrenchment some Mormon women in Flanders would fit 

the profile of fundamentalist adherence. It is therefore interesting, whenever 

possible, to probe their views on personal agency within the framework of “blind 

obedience,” but in particular the developments of such views over time. 

- From the perspective of moderation, accommodation, and up to disaffiliation, these 

are developments I am familiar with, as I have seen and discussed them at length with 

many Mormon young adults in Utah. The aspect of agency, which becomes 

                                                      
1  In the Mormon-related media the topic receives much attention. See Jana Riess, “Undoing the Culture of 

Mormon judgmentalism—Or, I am not a ‘tare’.” Religion News Service (November 13, 2018). 
https://religionnews.com/2018/11/13/undoing-the-culture-of-mormon-judgmentalism-or-i-am-not-a-
tare/. Accessed November 29, 2018. 
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paramount in difficult decisions over compliance or not, is therefore revealing to 

probe among members in Flanders. My potential respondents include less active, 

disaffiliated, and excommunicated members, or at least church-active respondents 

well familiar with such cases. How and why have they experienced these changes in 

the context of agency?  

 
 

4.7. Conclusion: agency and structured ambivalence 

I will draw the conclusion from recent experience, which illustrates the main points in 

the chapter. During the Covid-19 limitations on public meetings from March 2020 on, the 

Antwerp Stake (comprising the seven wards in Flanders and the south of the Netherlands) 

transmitted a weekly Sunday “devotional” on YouTube. In each 45-minute meeting, two 

or three local members gave the talks (sermons) from their home. Since anyone could 

tune in from home, I considered it an allowable form of participant observation. I tuned 

in to a number of these devotionals, paying special attention to the women’s talks, both 

by teenagers and adults, as to the presence of the topic of agency. All of them, without 

exception, mentioned the quandaries related to agency or even built their entire talk 

around it. Each of the realms wherein Mormon women function operates as a sounding 

board for structured ambivalence. 

One woman, Rachelle S., tackled the difficult topic of children who turn “inactive”—a 

common issue in Mormon families when children, once older teenagers or young adults, 

stop attending church. Besides the often difficult choice these children have to make 

themselves in disappointing their parents, their peers, and local church leaders, the 

parents face the dilemma on how to react. Rachelle advised how to navigate the 

ambivalence between regret and grief on the one hand, and respect for the children’s 

agency and confidence in their future on the other hand. Another woman, Christina V. 

B., handled the topic of life trajectory and the challenge to keep the original passion for 

the gospel: religiousness is not a given, but needs constant rekindling in the face of 

adversity or simply of routine. Laura B., a 16-year old, referred to Rosa Park’s famous 

decision to claim a seat for whites on the racially apportioned bus: the black woman faced 

the structured ambivalence between a basic human right and the racist regulation, but 

used her agency to choose the right. Likewise, according to Laura, Mormon girls have to 

place God’s commandments above conflicting regulations.  

One Sunday devotional was given in the hands of the Young Women (ages 12 to 17) of 

the stake. Three girls gave talks on the theme assigned to them—a well-known passage 

from the Book of Mormon: “I, Nephi, said unto my father: I will go and do the things which 

the Lord hath commanded, for I know that the Lord giveth no commandments unto the 

children of men, save he shall prepare a way for them that they may accomplish the thing 
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which he commandeth them.”1 The passage underscores not only agency in following 

commandments but also the trust believers should have in God to achieve the objective. 

Each girl treated the theme from personal experience. One girl mentioned how she 

postponed the preparation for her assignment to give the talk. She referred to her agency 

as justification for the postponement and used it as an example how decisions can lead to 

conflictual situations. Another girl explained how the expectation to go to the temple 

once a month (for young people to perform proxy baptisms, usually on Saturday) bounces 

against the planning of more leisurely activities or even of school work—thus forcing 

choices even between beneficial activities. A third girl told a famous nineteenth-century 

Mormon pioneer story—how the desire of a pioneering handcart company to reach Zion 

made them start the 1,000-mile trek too late in summer, which led to disaster when they 

were overcome by early winter weather on the trail. The use of free will, even for a higher 

goal, does not guarantee trouble-free consequences.  

In the various talks of these girls and women, the topic of agency in structured 

ambivalence is ubiquitous in their lives and thoughts. They exemplify how much the 

concept of agency is central in Mormonism but also how some struggle with its 

implications. 

  

                                                      
1 1 Nephi 3:7. 
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Chapter 5 Gender in Mormonism 

This chapter consists of the following subchapters: 

- 5.1. Gender as a genuine Mormon topic clarifies terminology and the perspective of the 
approach. 

- 5.2. Gender throughout eternity describes the Mormon doctrinal emphasis on male and 
female identities in the various phases of “the plan of salvation,” with family and 
procreation as the central purpose of both life on earth and eternal life. 

- 5.3. Gender and concepts of patriarchy explains how different meanings of “patriarchy” 
create divergent forms of male preponderance. 

- 5.4. The social construction of gender in Mormonism considers two facets: “gendered 
expectations” as worded by church leaders, and “gender role socialization” as realized 
by example and experience. 

- 5.5. Women and the priesthood overviews the intricate relation between the two 
structures and the recent developments in rephrasing that relation.  

- 5.6 The sequels of polygamy and gender role perceptions draws attention to this peculiar, 
past aspect of Mormonism which continues to affect gender role perceptions today. 

 
At various places I mention the relevance for my research. 

 
 

5.1. Gender as a genuine Mormon topic 

In Mormon doctrine and practice gender is a core principle, stated in dogmatic terms: 

“Gender is an essential characteristic of individual premortal, mortal, and eternal identity 

and purpose.” That assertion takes central stage in the solemn and widely publicized “The 

Family: A Proclamation to the World,”  issued in 1995. In fact, church leaders have 

stressed notions of gender essentialism since the earliest days of Mormonism. Gender is 

deeply embedded in Mormon theology and soteriology. It positions man and woman in 

specific family roles and church roles. It is a frequent and regular topic in church 

discourse. Related quotations from Mormon scriptures and from church leaders are 

frequently repeated in general conference sermons, in church magazines, and in weekly 

lessons.  
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In Mormon parlance, gender is biological sex. In all statements on the topic, church 

leaders use the word gender to distinguish between male and female. The tradition to use 

gender dates back to the 1980s in the discussions on homosexuality, as a euphemism for 

sex (Unger and Crawford 1993). However, the difference in meaning between self-

conceptual gender as identity or role, and genital sex as physical characteristic, has become 

habitual in the literature. Still, terminology remains subject to divergent interpretations. 

For some biological sex and sociological gender are helpful separate categories, for others 

the biological and the sociocultural factors are so much intertwined that the distinction 

between the terms sex and gender is impractical for analysis. See for a recent discussion 

Hyde et al. (2019). To clarify the church’s meaning of gender, apostle Oaks declared in 2019: 

“The intended meaning of ‘gender’ in the family proclamation and as used in church 

statements and publications since that time is biological sex at birth.”1  

 

Studied from the outside. The topic of gender in Mormonism is high on the current 

academic agenda because of its fundamental place in the religion: 

Scholars of Mormonism must consider gender as a central interpretive category in 

order to fully understand the history and culture of this community. Gender is an 

essential way that LDS leaders and members structure time and space, rituals, and 

cultural roles. It forms the backbone of the habitus of Mormon cultures. (Morrill 

2014, 63–64) 

Much research concentrates on the discrepancies between the ideals the church 

projects and reality. Surveys and analyses in various disciplines continue to probe 

Mormon population groups on attitudes and experiences related to the gender 

essentialism which the church enacts. Among the most recent ones: Dengah et al. (2019) 

investigated how cultural dissonance with secular gender roles affect Mormons. Robinson 

and Smetana (2019) studied how even among Mormon emerging adults outside Utah 

religiosity and gender essentialism are strongly associated. Lergerski and Harker (2018) 

uncovered how in Mormon mixed-sexuality marriages gender and religion are mutually 

constitutive. Dehlin et al. (2019) examined the same group for the relation between 

religiosity and same-sex aversion or attraction. Bridges et al. (2019) asked how factors of 

empowerment can be associated with sexual identity affirmation among Mormon LGB-

individuals. Shain’s survey (2019) established how membership in congregations affected 

the fertility of Mormons and Jews. In a book on mediated Mormonism and gender, Weber  

(2019) revealed how the search for a more inclusive, feminist-friendly, and queer-positive 

culture is buoyant behind the overpowering conservative imagery the church itself 

projects. In 2020 Petrey and Hoyt edited The Routledge Handbook of Mormonism and Gender, 

                                                      
1 Delivered as part of leadership meetings preceding general conference. Newsroom, “General Conference 

Leadership Meetings Begin”( October 2, 2019). https://newsroom.churchofjesuschrist.org/article/october-
2019-general-conference-first-presidency-leadership-session. Accessed December 12, 2019. 
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with 41 chapters on methodological, historical, sociological, and theological issues. All in 

all, “Mormonism and gender” is indeed a particularly opportune topic to study: a 

conservative bulwark, with gender essentialism at its core, in the middle of a widespread 

social upheaval that has been deconstructing gender essentialism for the past few 

decades. 

 

Studied from within. This chapter on gender predominantly adopts the perspective 

“from within Mormonism as a structure” in order to demonstrate how church members 

are taught and socialized in gender essentialism. This approach follows the advice of 

Sumerau and Cragun (2015, 50):  

Understanding the ways religious leaders construct “sacred” gender norms, 

however, requires shifting our focus away from the way individual women 

interpret religious doctrine to the ways that religious leaders and their chosen 

representatives, regardless of intention, embed notions of gender into the 

institutional structure of a religion.  

 

5.2. Gender throughout eternity 

“Gender is an essential characteristic of individual premortal, mortal, and eternal identity 

and purpose”—as stated in the Proclamation on the family: through lessons and sermons, 

church members are often reminded of these three main phases of existence and the 

uninterrupted function of gender in each of them. Questions on facets of these phases 

often occur in discussions on “the plan of salvation”  among church members. This 

repartition of unending life is indeed fundamental to Mormonism’s soteriology: through 

these needed phases each individual is on a journey to the highest glory in heaven. It is 

often synopsized in sermons and lessons, as in this statement by apostle Nelson in 2008: 

“In the premortal realm, spirit sons and daughters knew and worshipped God as their 

Eternal Father and accepted His plan by which His children could obtain a physical body 

and gain earthly experience to progress toward perfection and ultimately realize their 

divine destiny as heirs of eternal life.”1 The last word, life, has the literal connotation of 

further development throughout eternity.  

The sections of this subchapter take a closer look at each of the three phases—

premortal (5.2.1), mortal (5.2.1.4), and eternal (5.2.3). 

 

 

                                                      
1  Merrill L. Nelson, “Celestial Marriage,” General Conference (October 2008). 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/2008/10/celestial-marriage. Accessed 
October 17, 2019. 
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5.2.1. Gender from preexistence to mortal birth 

The concept of preexistence of human souls was not extant at the onset of Mormonism 

in 1830. It is not found in the Book of Mormon, published that same year, nor in Joseph 

Smith’s initial teachings. It emerged in the ensuing years during a period of creative 

probing on the nature of the godhead. Different emphases moved the doctrines on the 

godhead and on the premortal origin of individuals in varied directions. Descriptions of 

those developing insights in the divine can be found in Bruening and Paulsen (2013), 

Jorgensen (2001), Paulsen and Boyd (2015), and Widmer (2000). For the elaboration of the 

doctrine of preexistence, see Harrell (1988) and Ostler (1982). Park (2010) analyzed how 

in the first decade of Mormonism the “theologies of embodiment” developed.  

This section reflects the steps in the construction of gender binarism. Preexistence, 

indeed, proceeds in phases, from the prior intelligences to gendered spirits (5.2.1.1), next 

identified as literal offspring of heavenly parents (5.2.1.2), before being “ensouled” in a 

physical body (5.2.1.3). The ensoulment, however, raises the issue of homosexuality 

(5.2.1.4). 

 

5.2.1.1. From “intelligences” to individual, gendered spirits 

The concept of the soul’s preexistence is not unique to Mormonism. It is found in ancient 

Greek thought and, in Christianity, was advanced by Origines in the third century A.D. 

Most Christian denominations today limit a belief in some form of preexistence to Christ.1 

In Joseph Smith’s writings during the 1830s, however, in particular in “the Book of Moses” 

and “the Book of Abraham,” the concept is vastly widened. Grounded in a few biblical 

passages,2 Joseph Smith’s concept of preexistence becomes a cosmological setting, with 

its own dramatic history, and is now part of core Mormon teachings.  

Somehow, in a preexistence, each person got formed as an individual spirit in the 

disembodied shape of a man or a woman.3 The process of this formation is blurred, since 

“a beginning” would contradict an eternal past. Mormon scripture speaks of 

“intelligence” as an eternally preexisting matter used to form individual spirits: “Man 

was also in the beginning with God. Intelligence, or the light of truth, was not created or 

made, neither indeed can be” (D&C 93:29). In its discussion of the topic, the Doctrines of the 

                                                      
1 The belief in Christ’s preexistence has been highly debated in Christian theologies over the centuries. It is 

based on New Testament passages such as, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, 
and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God” (John 1:1–2); “And now, O Father, glorify thou 
me with thine own self with the glory which I had with thee before the world was” (John 17:5).  

2  “Before I formed thee in the belly I knew thee” (Jeremiah 1:5); “The spirit shall return unto God who gave 
it” (Ecclesiastes 12:7); “Who did sin, this man, or his parents, that he was born blind?” (John 9:2). 

3 Note that in Mormon terminology sometimes a distinction is made between “spirit” and “soul” because of 
a statement in D&C 88:15: “And the spirit and the body are the soul of man.” An embodied spirit would thus 
be a “soul.” This explains the preference to speak of “spirits” when referring to preexistence and to the 
disembodied phase between mortal death and resurrection. 
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Gospel Manual cautions: “There has been some speculation and articles have been written 

attempting to explain just what these ‘intelligences’ are, or this ‘intelligence’ is, but it is 

futile for us to speculate upon it.”1  

Prior to the creation of this world, God presented his plan of salvation to myriads of 

spirits. They were offered to obtain a physical body, pass through a mortal probation, and 

then resurrect to earn divine glory if worthy. The plan was joyfully accepted. Both Christ 

and Satan volunteered for the execution of the plan, which led to “the war in heaven” 

that cast out Satan and his hosts.2 Already in preexistence some souls distinguished 

themselves as “noble and great ones,” whom God would chose as leaders on earth 

(Abraham 3:22; D&C 138:55).  

This backdrop of premortal life, with an elite group in its midst, is a regular topic in 

church sermons and lessons. Church leaders frequently assert to the youth that they 

belong to a select group of spirits prepared to be sent to earth in these perilous times.3 In 

a “devotional” meeting on September 17, 2019, to some 20,000 thousand faculty and 

students of Brigham Young University, to which young adults around the world were 

invited to tune in online, 95-year old church president Russell M. Nelson proclaimed as 

“truth number one”:  

You are sons and daughters of God. You already know this. You have sung about it 

since you were toddlers. But let me clarify a distinguishing characteristic about 

your identity. You are the children whom God chose to be part of His battalion 

during this great climax in the longstanding battle between good and evil—between 

truth and error. I would not be surprised if, when the veil is lifted in the next life, 

we learn that you actually pled with our Heavenly Father to be reserved for now. I 

would not be surprised to learn that premortally, you loved the Lord so much that 

you promised to defend His name and gospel during this world’s tumultuous 

winding-up scenes. One thing is certain: You are of the House of Israel and you have 

been sent here to help gather God’s elect.4 

Such strong statements feed the consciousness of a deep-rooted elite identity, the origin 

of which is now hidden by a “veil” over memory, but to which one must be faithful.  

 

                                                      
1 See the chapter on “Our Premortal Life” in Doctrines of the Gospel: Student Manual, Chapter 6 (Church 

Educational System, 2010). https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/manual/doctrines-of-the-gospel-
student-manual/6-premortal-life. Accessed October 5, 2019. 

2 Mainly based on the description in John’s Revelation: “Michael and his angels fought against the dragon,” 
(Revelation 12:7), and further detailed in Joseph Smith’s Book of Moses, chapter 4. 

3 See, for example, Thomas S. Monson, “A Royal Priesthood,” General Conference (October 2007); Randall L. 
Ridd, “The Choice Generation,” General Conference (April 2014). 

4 Russell M. Nelson, “The Love and Laws of God,” address given at Brigham Young University in Provo, Utah, 
on September 17, 2019. https://newsroom.churchofjesuschrist.org/article/president-nelson-byu-
transcript-september-2019. Accessed September 27, 2019. 
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5.2.1.2. Gendered spirits as literal sons and daughters of heavenly parents 

 In his writings about preexistence in the 1830s, Joseph Smith did not mention a 

difference between male and female spirits, nor did he hint at a gender binary in the 

godhead. However, in the year prior to his death in 1844, he publicly spelled out his views 

on the continuation of marriage in the hereafter, as a distinctive requirement to reach a 

divine status. He proclaimed it as a revelation, which was canonized as official doctrine, 

published as section 132 in the Doctrine and Covenants.  

In the so-called King Follett sermon, delivered on April 7, 1844, three months before 

his death, Joseph Smith confirmed this idea that a mortal man and woman can become 

gods, but also that God himself became a god through that process. It led to the 

assumption of a marital relation between God the Father and a Heavenly Mother, as 

expressed in a hymn written in 1845 by the influential Mormon writer and poetess Eliza 

R. Snow and still frequently sung in Mormon congregations: “O, My Father, thou that 

dwellest in the high and glorious place . . . truth eternal tells me I've a mother there.” God 

as a pair of heterosexual parents took root in popular Mormon theology. The phrase in 

the first chapter of Genesis that God created “male and female” “in the image of God” 

allowed seeing God as a man and a woman.  

In order to describe the formation of the individual spirits from “intelligence,” church 

leaders adopted the language of procreation by these divine parents. Hales (2012) detailed 

the steps in the 1840s that led to this concept, which does not harmonize well with Joseph 

Smith’s original views on uncreated and asexual intelligence. Being born as a spirit son 

or as a spirit daughter of heavenly parents implied gendered spirits. In 1871 church leader 

Orson Pratt preached that after mortal probation, upon our return into the presence of 

God,  

we will behold the face of our Father, the face of our mother, for we were begotten 

there the same as we are begotten by our fathers and mothers here, and hence our 

spirits are the children of God, legally and lawfully, in the same sense that we are 

the children of our parents here in this world.1  

In 1909, an official church statement proclaimed that ‘‘all men and women are in the 

similitude of the universal Father and Mother and are literally the sons and daughters of 

Deity.’’2 In his influential Mormon Doctrine (1966, 417) apostle McConkie explained life in 

the preexistence: “These spirit beings, the offspring of exalted parents, were men and 

women, appearing in all respects as mortal persons do, excepting only that their spirit 

bodies were made of a more pure and refined substance than the elements from which 

mortal bodies are made.” The above mentioned 1995 Proclamation states: “All human 

beings—male and female—are created in the image of God. Each is a beloved spirit son or 

                                                      
1 Orson Pratt, “Discourse on August 20, 1871,” Journal of Discourses, vol. 14, 241. 
2 First Presidency of the Church, “The Origin of Man,” Improvement Era (November 1909): 75–81. 
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daughter of heavenly parents.” Though the first sentence speaks of “the image of God,” 

implying a singular person, the second sentence broadens this to a duality—”heavenly 

parents.” The validation of these heavenly parents as real, exalted physical persons comes 

from another, fundamental Mormon doctrine which defines God as corporeal, 

anthropomorphic: “The Father has a body of flesh and bones as tangible as man’s; the Son 

also; but the Holy Ghost has not a body of flesh and bones, but is a personage of Spirit” 

(D&C 130:22)—given as instructions by Joseph Smith in April 1843.  

Artistic representations of preexistence show a paradisiac setting, with at the center 

the Father and the Son as bearded men in white robes reverently surrounded by adult 

men and women in similar white robes. But no Heavenly Mother is depicted. In spite of 

her acknowledged presence and function, church leaders have been averse to giving her 

visibility. While the 1909 proclamation, and its subsequent citations by church leaders, 

still identified a “Father and Mother,” the more recent declarations speak only of 

“parents,” probably to avoid drawing attention to a maternal deity as an individual. 

Feminists, on the other hand, have been using her presence in Mormon theology as a 

vehicle for empowerment (Allred 1997; Jorgensen 2001; Paulsen and Pulido 2011; Pierce 

1992; Preston 1993; Toscano 1998; 2004; Wilcox 1987). Though the 1995 Proclamation on the 

family acknowledges “heavenly parents,” the text also states: “In the premortal realm, 

spirit sons and daughters knew and worshiped God as their Eternal Father.” It implies the 

Father rules and the Mother is not to be worshiped. 

 

5.2.1.3. Gendered ensoulment matches biological sex 

Mormon terminology refers to the body as a “tabernacle” or a “temple” for the spirit, 

following apostle Paul’s characterizations in the New Testament.1 The doctrine of 

preexisting spirits requires that the individual spirit joins the earthly, mortal body at 

some point—the “ensoulment” or “embodiment.” There is no official church position on 

when this happens. Keller (1985) listed how leaders have expressed differing personal 

opinions as to the moment of ensoulment: at conception, at “quickening” (the first 

movement of life felt by the mother), or at birth. Whatever the moment, since the 

biological sex is determined at conception, the spirit sent to that embryo or fetus must 

have the matching gender. It also means that in church rhetoric “gender” has the same 

binary meaning as related to biological sex: it is male or female. In 1922 apostle Talmage, 

a key leader in verbalizing Mormon doctrine, stated:  

There is no accident or chance, due to purely physical conditions, by which the 

gender of the unborn is determined. The body takes form as male or female, 

                                                      
1 “For we know that if our earthly house of this tabernacle were dissolved, we have a building of God, an 

house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens.” (2 Corinthians 5:1). “What? know ye not that your 
body is the temple of the Holy Ghost which is in you, which ye have of God, and ye are not your own?” (1 
Corinthians 6:19). 
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according to the gender of the spirit whose appointment it is to tenant that body as 

a tabernacle formed of the elements of earth, through which means alone the 

individual may enter upon the indispensable course of human experience, 

probation, and training. Man is man, and woman is woman, fundamentally, 

unchangeably, eternally. Each is indispensable to the other and to the 

accomplishment of the purposes of God.1 

The gendered nature of mortal birth is thus seen as a duplicate of what happened in the 

preexistence. That perspective is regularly taught in church:  

The scriptures record, ‘And I, God, created man . . . ; male and female created I 

them.’ This was done spiritually in your premortal existence when you lived in the 

presence of your Father in Heaven. Your gender existed before you came to earth.2 

In a solemn sermon addressed to male teenagers worldwide, apostle Boyd Packer, 

President of the Quorum of Twelve Apostles, stated in 2009: “Your gender was determined 

in the premortal existence. You were born a male. You must treasure and protect the 

masculine part of your nature.”3 In a similar vein Young Women general president 

Margaret Nadauld, in a sermon to Mormon female teenagers worldwide, stated in 2000: 

“Every girl was feminine and female in spirit long before her mortal birth . . . Daughters 

of God know that it is the nurturing nature of women that can bring everlasting blessings, 

and they live to cultivate this divine attribute.”4 

That message to young women was reinforced as recently as October 2019. In their 

Sunday classes young women always recite their organization’s theme, which consists of 

a few sentences. For decades the theme started with the sentence: “We are daughters of 

our Heavenly Father, who loves us, and we love him.” That opening has now been changed 

to “I am a beloved daughter of Heavenly Parents, with a divine nature and eternal 

destiny.”5 The change emphasizes the individual above the collective (“I” instead of 

“we”), brings in “Parents” instead of “Father” alone, and reminds each young woman of 

her divine potential geared to an exalted future.  

                                                      
1 James E. Talmage, “The Eternity of Sex,” Millennial Star (August 24, 1922), 539–540. 
2 See for example, Richard G. Scott, “The Joy of Living the Great Plan of Happiness,” General Conference 

(October 1996). https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/1996/10/the-joy-of-
living-the-great-plan-of-happiness. Accessed October 20, 2019. 

3 Boyd K. Packer, “Counsel to Young Men,” General Conference (April 2009). 
https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/2009/04/counsel-to-young-men. 
Accessed October 20, 2019. 

4 Margaret D. Nadauld, “The Joy of Womanhood,” General Conference (October 2000). 
https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/2000/10/the-joy-of-womanhood. 
Accessed October 18, 2019. 

5 Church News, “Read the new Young Women theme” (October 5, 2019). 
https://www.thechurchnews.com/leaders-and-ministry/2019-10-05/general-conference-october-2019-
lds-mormon-young-women-theme-163132. Accessed October 11, 2019. 
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Mormon doctrine thus sees gender identity in a perspective related to the spirit: the 

distinction between man and woman does not only apply to the earthly, biological realm, 

but is an eternal identifier, past and present, for the spiritual essence of each person. Any 

individual is firmly male or female—before being born on earth, during mortal existence, 

and in the hereafter.  

 

5.2.1.4. The quandary of homosexuality 

If a preexistent spirit that can only be male or female is ensouled in a matching male or 

female body, where does homosexuality fit in? For church leaders homosexual feelings 

had to have external causes. 

 
Homosexuality as a sinful choice. The insistence of church leaders on gender as 

biological sex has directly to do with the rejection of homosexuality as an innate 

characteristic. If it were innate, it had to be part of the spirit in the preexistence, which 

was deemed impossible. In the general conference of April 1971, presiding bishop Brown 

stated: 

The Lord defined some very basic differences between men and women. He gave 

the male what we call masculine traits and the female feminine traits. He did not 

intend either of the sexes to adopt the other’s traits but, rather, that men should 

look and act like men and that women should look and act like women. When these 

differences are ignored, an unwholesome relationship develops, which, if not 

checked, can lead to the reprehensible, tragic sin of homosexuality.1 

For several decades church leaders continued to insist that homosexuality was a 

personal, sinful choice, unrelated to innate characteristics. The influential apostle Boyd 

K. Packer was adamant in that position: “From our premortal life we were directed into a 

physical body. There is no mismatching of bodies and spirits. Boys are to become men—

masculine, manly men—ultimately to become husbands and fathers.”2 For almost forty 

years apostle Packer would insist on that same message.3 He even refused to speak of 

“homosexuality” either as an innate trait or as a sociocultural construct. In a famous 

                                                      
1 Victor L. Brown, “The Meaning of Morality,” General Conference (April 1971). 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/1971/04/the-meaning-of-morality 
Accessed October 7, 2019. Published in The Ensign, June 1971. 

2 Boyd. K. Packer, “Conference Address,” 146th Semi-Annual Conference, Report of Discourses (October 1976), 101.  
3 See Boyd K. Packer, “Cleansing the Inner Vessel,” General Conference (October 2010). 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/2010/10/cleansing-the-inner-vessel. 
Accessed October 9, 2019. The sermon instantly became controversial. The printed version differed from 
the spoken one, precisely on the issue of homosexual identity. 
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sermon to the student body at Brigham Young University in 1978, Packer dealt specifically 

with homosexuality. He stated for the term homosexual:1 

To introduce it I must use a word. I will use it one time only. Please notice that I use 

it as an adjective, not as a noun; I reject it as a noun. I speak to those few, those very 

few, who may be subject to homosexual temptation. I repeat, I accept that word as an 

adjective to describe a temporary condition. I reject it as a noun naming a 

permanent one.  

People with such “temporary condition” have to return to “normalcy,” which can only 

be the unadulterated gender identity of their biological sex. Reparative therapy would 

make that return possible—a position many Mormons kept defending for decades, some 

even up to now. 

 

Developing insights. Over time other church leaders adopted more temperate 

positions. In 2006 church leaders Oaks and Wickman declared that “the Church does not 

have a position on the causes of any of these susceptibilities or inclinations, including 

those related to same-gender attraction. Those are scientific questions — whether nature 

or nurture — those are things the Church doesn’t have a position on.”2 While former 

church leaders spoke of the “sin of homosexuality,” the viewpoint has softened by making 

the difference between same-sex attraction and homosexual behavior. Wickman conceded 

that “there’s no denial that one’s gender orientation is certainly a core characteristic of 

any person . . . But what we do know is that feelings can be controlled and behavior can 

be controlled. The line of sin is between the feelings and the behavior.” In the recent 

Institute3 manual The Eternal Family, chapter 8 is devoted to “Gender and Eternal Identity.” 

The teacher’s guide to the manual reaffirms the principle of gender established in the 

preexistence and clarifies it in the framework of homosexuality: 

Our gender was established before we were born into mortality and is an essential 

characteristic of our eternal identity. Church leaders distinguish between same-sex 

attraction, which is not sinful, and homosexual behavior, which is considered sinful 

because it conflicts with Heavenly Father’s plan for our exaltation.4 

                                                      
1  Boyd K. Packer, “To the One,” Address given to the Twelve Stake Fireside. Brigham Young University, 

March 5, 1978. https://archive.org/stream/ToTheOne/ToTheOne_djvu.txt Accessed October 9, 2019. 
2 Newsroom; “Interview with Elder Dallin H. Oaks and Elder Lance B. Wickman: Same-Gender Attraction,” 

https://newsroom.churchofjesuschrist.org/article/interview-oaks-wickman-same-gender-attraction 
Accessed October 7, 2019. 

3 Institute is a lesson program geared to young adults, mostly in conjunction with college studies.  
4 Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, The Eternal Family Teacher Manual - Religion 200 (2016). 
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As mentioned before, to clarify the church’s meaning of gender, apostle Oaks declared 

in 2019: “The intended meaning of ‘gender’ in the family proclamation and as used in 

church statements and publications since that time is biological sex at birth.”1 

 
Escape routes on gender essentialism.  The notion of gender essentialism starting in 

preexistence has been used by Mormon analysts to come to the defense of the LGBT 

community. According to their line of reasoning, if that essentialism is not absolute, it 

could provide openings for less rigid policies on homosexuality. In the opening speech of 

a forum organized by the pro-gay “Mormons Building Bridges” in September 2019, Taylor 

Petrey pointed out that in Mormon doctrine “eternal gender” does not exist since all 

humans come from “genderless intelligence,” which preceded the birth of spirits. 

Moreover, in the nineteenth century, when polygamous relations were introduced, 

church leaders also sanctified kinship relationships between individuals without 

heterosexual reproduction as their aim: proxy marriages, convenience marriages, and 

successive sealings to partners, while absence of reproduction has been used as main 

argument against same-sex relations. Petrey also remarked that in Mormon mythology 

Christ and Michael (who next would become Adam) formed a team to create the first 

physical man and woman. “Focusing on nongendered kinship, could be a bridge for the 

church to become more accepting of homosexual relationships” (Petrey in Harkins 2019). 

In particular in cases of transgenderism, people struggling with gender identity every 

so often express their quandary as the feeling of having a spirit “in the wrong body,” 

which takes a special meaning in Mormonism’s literal view of ensoulment (Evans 2004; 

Stack 2015; Tanner 2018). Church language itself thus opens a window of hope for 

transgenders: their gendered spirit in the preexistence had been assigned erroneously to 

a wrong body. For them, this morally justified the desire for a bodily change. 

On the impact of the church’s position on homosexuality as it relates to the social 

construction of gender and on gendered expectations in particular, see 5.4.2.9. 

 

Relevance for my research 

To what extent do my respondents agree with the overall church’s position on gender 

essentialism related to homosexuality? They live in a country and a culture with 

widespread acceptance of LGBT individuals. Many of them have gay friends. One of my 

respondents is an open lesbian.  

 

 

                                                      
1 Delivered as part of leadership meetings preceding general conference. Newsroom, “General Conference 

Leadership Meetings Begin”( October 2, 2019). https://newsroom.churchofjesuschrist.org/article/october-
2019-general-conference-first-presidency-leadership-session. Accessed December 12, 2019. 
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5.2.2. Gender on earth: theological and societal implications 

The preceding section explained how much church leaders expect the faithful to act on 

earth according to their preexistent biological sex, which they equate with “gender.” This 

section focuses on the mortal phase of existence. It considers the following aspects: 

- Mormon theology posits the first woman on earth, in the figure of Eve, as a female 

role model with a positive, assertive personality (5.2.2.1).  

- At the same time, Eve’s major commission, and subsequently of all women, is to bear 

children, since women are the instrument to provide corporeal form to both male and 

female spirits and thus to provide passage to salvation (5.2.2.2).  

- In that procreative function, not womanhood as such, but motherhood is the essential 

service to the divine plan (5.2.2.3). 

 

 
5.2.2.1. The activist role of “our glorious Mother Eve” 

Different takes on Eve. The Genesis account serves as the prime text for gender theology 

in each Abrahamic faith tradition—Judaism, Christianity and Islam. Eve is the first 

woman, created as a “helpmeet” for Adam (Genesis 2:18). She is tempted by Satan to 

partake of the forbidden fruit and she brings Adam to also partake, resulting in their 

expulsion from the Garden of Eden. The traditional interpretation views the sin 

committed by Adam and Eve as the dreadful step that made them and the rest of humanity 

lose paradise. Eve in particular, as the one who first yielded to Satan’s temptation, is 

considered the cause of human misery. “As early as the second century of the Christian 

era, Tertullian was describing Eve as ‘the devil's gateway,’ she who corrupted Adam and 

caused Jesus' death” (Conn 2003, 4). Feminist theologian Mary Daly has argued 

extensively how sexist Christian thought has demonized Eve into a prototypical evil (Daly 

1968; 1973). 

Mormonism has a very different take on the meaning of the events in the Garden of 

Eden. While in nearly all Christian churches those events are now regarded as a 

mythological tale and only occasionally retold, in Mormonism they are at the center of 

the belief system. Mormon scriptures highlight the position of Adam and Eve and provide 

details not found in the Bible.1 Every time a Mormon attends a temple session or 

“endowment,” the events in the Garden of Eden are depicted visually and through the 

performance of temple officiators.2 Though the biblical account is followed, it is 

                                                      
1 See the numerous reference in the Topical Guide under Adam: 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/scriptures/tg/adam 
2 The church has become much more open in clarifying what goes on in the temple. See for example, 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/liahona/2019/03/young-adults/temple-endowment-q-and-a. 
Accessed November 1, 2019. 
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supplemented by passages from Mormon scriptures and enlightened by a broader 

soteriological perspective. Male participants are asked to participate in the ritual from 

within the role of Adam and female participants from within the role of Eve—a 

participatory ritual already instituted in the earliest forms of the endowment ceremony 

(Buerger 2001, 95).  

Which essentials make the approach deviate from traditional Christian views and 

affect the assessment of gender? 

Mortality as a desired phrase. First, mortality was a planned and desired phase for the 

spirits in preexistence. Only by obtaining a physical body and passing through mortal 

probation could they hope to achieve the highest glory. The Fall was a foreseen and 

necessary event with an eye to the following steps—mortality, death, resurrection, and 

exaltation.  Procreation, and therefore heterosexual identities, were part of that plan. The 

Book of Mormon expresses it by a negative hypothesis:  

And now, behold, if Adam had not transgressed he would not have fallen, but he 

would have remained in the garden of Eden. And all things which were created must 

have remained in the same state in which they were after they were created; and 

they must have remained forever, and had no end. And they would have had no 

children; wherefore they would have remained in a state of innocence, having no 

joy, for they knew no misery; doing no good, for they knew no sin” (2 Nephi 2:22–

23). 

It leads to the compact statement, notorious in Mormonism: “Adam fell that men 

might be, and men are, that they might have joy” (2 Nephi 2:25). In that sense, in Mormon 

parlance, the partaking of the forbidden fruit was not a sin, but a transgression of a law for 

a higher purpose. Apostle Oaks called it “an exercise of moral agency amounting to a 

willful breaking of a law. This would be a planned offense, a formality to serve an eternal 

purpose.”1 Mormonism therefore rejects the concept of an “original sin” that would affect 

in a hereditary sense all human beings. The consequence of Adam and Eve’s transgression, 

temporal death, would in the end be overturned by Christ in the free gift of resurrection. 

So important was this concept to Joseph Smith that he stated it as the second Article of 

Faith: “We believe that men will be punished for their own sins, and not for Adam’s 

transgression.”  

Praise to the preexistent Eve.  Second, contrary to other Christian views, for 

Mormonism Adam and Eve’s creation was not the inception of their existence. In the 

preexistence Adam was one of “the noble and great ones who were chosen in the 

beginning to be rulers in the Church of God” (Abraham 3:22; D&C 138:55). In Mormon 

                                                      
1 Dallin H. Oaks, “The Great Plan of Happiness,” Conference Address (October 1993). 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/ensign/1993/11/the-great-plan-of-happiness. Accessed 
October 15, 2019. 
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mythology Adam was Michael in the preexistence, the archangel who defeated Satan in 

the war in heaven and who, with Jehovah, was the co-creator of the earth. Though 

nothing is mentioned about the position of Eve in the preexistence, her role must have 

been primordial in order to be chosen as “the mother of all living” (Moses 4:26). In his 

vision of the “spirit world” (which pertains to life after death), recorded in 1918, church 

president Joseph F. Smith mentions that “among the great and mighty ones who were 

assembled in the vast congregation of the righteous” was “our glorious Mother Eve, with 

many of her faithful daughters who had lived through the ages and worshiped the true 

and living God” (D&C 138:38–39). Mormon theologian Widtsoe, who in the first half of the 

twentieth century helped systematize Mormon doctrine and had an immense influence 

on Mormon thought, wrote:  

We may rest assured that the first man and the first woman were eternal beings, 

who subjected themselves to life on this earth, so that the process of clothing 

eternal spirits with mortal bodies might begin on the earth. Adam and Eve, in view 

of the great sacrifices they made to make the Great Plan a reality, are the great hero 

and heroine of human history (Widtsoe 1915, 57). 

Eve’s leading role in the Garden. Third, in the sequence of events in the Garden, Eve 

takes a leading role in the decisions and the argumentation. She is the first one who 

decides to partake of the fruit and therefore becomes the first to gain consciousness of 

good and evil. She is the one who shows insight and convinces Adam that the Fall is 

necessary for their progression to exaltation: “Were it not for our transgression we never 

should have had seed, and never should have known good and evil, and the joy of our 

redemption, and the eternal life which God giveth unto all the obedient” (Moses 5:11). In 

Mormon scripture, Eve has more voice than in the Bible. Church leaders regularly remind 

members of that perspective. Apostle Oaks in 1993: “Some Christians condemn Eve for 

her act, concluding that she and her daughters are somehow flawed by it. Not the Latter-

day Saints! Informed by revelation, we celebrate Eve's act and honor her wisdom and 

courage in the great episode called the Fall.”1 Recently, in the temple ceremony known as 

the “endowment,”  Eve’s part has been even more elaborated and appraised (3.4.6). 

This peculiar Mormon view on Eve’s position has elicited various analyses. In general 

the Mormon approach has been assessed as a welcome reversal of Christian pessimism. 

Toscano (1988) wrote: “Mother Eve's virtue and greatness, in my view, rest in her ability 

to perceive paradox and to see that growth comes about through distinguishing between 

opposites.” She also compared Eve’s decision to transgress to the stories of Near Eastern 

goddesses who sacrificed themselves to degradation in order to clear the path to 

restoration and exaltation. In that sense “Eve can be seen as the counterpart and parallel 

to Christ” (p. 45). Hudson and Sorenson (2007, 330) wrote in the same terms: “The story 

                                                      
1 Oaks, Idem. 
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of the Garden of Eden is a celebration of Eve, not a condemnation.” Elsewhere Hudson 

(2015, 360) concluded from her analysis of Eve’s role: “Eve was the heroine of the story of 

the Garden of Eden.” Mayes and Mayes (2005) related Mormonism’s depiction of Eve to 

Karl Jung’s psychoanalytic criticism of traditional Christianity: “The Mormon reading of 

the story of Adam and Eve is quite similar to Jung’s. In both interpretations, Eve’s act is 

necessary and good.” (p. 95). 

Adam and Eve’s prototypical eternal marriage.  The marriage between Adam and Eve 

stands as prototypical for an eternal bond since God sanctioned that marriage while they 

were still in the Garden of Eden and not yet subject to mortality. In that sense their 

marriage was a “temple marriage” for eternity, a concept always taught as part of 

sermons and lessons on Adam and Eve: “We first learn the temple’s teachings about 

marriage in the story of Adam and Eve—the primal story of the temple.”1 Moreover, 

members experience it each time they visit the temple and attend an endowment session. 

So central is the concept of the Edenic marriage bond in Mormon thought that Mormon 

scholars have explored its existence in ancient cultures. Among others, Parry (1994) 

studied the Garden of Eden as a “prototype sanctuary.” Benson (2013) scrutinized its 

ritual and literary traces in ancient texts.  

 

Relevance for my research 

To what extent does this representation of Eve impact the way Flemish Mormon women 

view themselves? Since the topic also touches on their temple worship (which cannot be 

talked about openly outside of the temple), care must be taken to broach it from the angle 

in which it is treated in lesson material. 

 
 
5.2.2.2. Fertility on behalf of the multitudes of waiting spirits 

 “And God blessed them, and God said unto them, Be fruitful, and multiply, and replenish 

the earth” (Genesis 1:28). This injunction takes special meaning in Mormonism because it 

is regarded as an essential part of God’s plan to provide the multitudes of spirit children 

their next step toward salvation. Though the founding documents of Mormonism, 

including the Book of Mormon, do not highlight fertility as a central tenet, it became a 

major theme as part of the arguments to defend polygamy in the second half of the 

nineteenth century, as in this frequently quoted statement by church president Brigham 

Young in 1856: 

                                                      
1 Bruce C. Hafen, “The Temple and the Natural Order of Marriage,” Ensign (September 2015). 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/ensign/2015/09/the-temple-and-the-natural-order-of-
marriage. Accessed October 31, 2019. 
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There are multitudes of pure and holy spirits waiting to take tabernacles, now what 

is our duty? To prepare tabernacles for them; to take a course that will not tend to 

drive these spirits into families of the wicked, where they will be trained in 

wickedness, debauchery, and every species of crime. It is the duty of every 

righteous man and woman to prepare tabernacles for all the spirits they can.1 

The more spirits a family could bring to earth, the more glory the parents would 

obtain. How literal this doctrine of fertility was adopted and put into practice in the 

polygamous social model is attested by numerous sources (3.2.3.2). A first wife would even 

encourage her husband to take one or more additional wives in order to help spirits be 

born in ideal Latter-day Saint families. When French journalist Jean d’Entraigues 

interviewed Mormon women from polygamist families in 1904, one stated: 

Connaissez-vous le dogme de notre religion relatif à cette institution? Les âmes, 

nous est-il enseigné, toutes créées lorsque Dieu dit: 'Que la lumière soit', errent dans 

l'espace et ne peuvent être sauvées que si elles prennent corps et participent à la 

rédemption par Christ. Donc, plus nous procréons, plus nous amenons de créatures 

à Dieu, et plus grande sera notre gloire dans la céleste Patrie. Si nous n'avons qu'une 

femme, le nombre de nos enfants sera forcément limité, mais si nous pouvons en 

nourrir trois, quatre, et que chacune d'elles donne la vie à une dizaine de ces âmes 

en détresse, jugez quels trésors nous amassons sur nos têtes! 

The fertility theme would dominate in key sermons till the 1990s. In the October 1942 

general conference, the First Presidency delivered a solemn, revelatory message to “the 

Saints in every land and clime,” to “warn our people”: 

The Lord has told us that it is the duty of every husband and wife to obey the 

command given to Adam to multiply and replenish the earth, so that the legions of 

choice spirits waiting for their tabernacles of flesh may come here and move 

forward under God’s great design to become perfect souls, for without these fleshly 

tabernacles they cannot progress to their God-planned destiny. Thus, every 

husband and wife should become a father and mother in Israel to children born 

under the holy, eternal covenant. 

 

By bringing these choice spirits to earth, each father and each mother assume 

towards the tabernacled spirit and towards the Lord Himself by having taken 

advantage of the opportunity He offered, an obligation of the most sacred kind, 

because the fate of that spirit in the eternities to come, the blessings or 

punishments which shall await it in the hereafter, depend, in great part, upon the 

care, the teachings, the training which the parents shall give to that spirit. No 

parent can escape that obligation and that responsibility, and for the proper 

                                                      
1 Brigham Young, “Discourse on September 21, 1856,” Journal of Discourses, vol. 4, 56. 
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meeting thereof, the Lord will hold us to a strict accountability. No loftier duty than 

this can be assumed by mortals.1 

Speaking of mothers, the First Presidency added: “Motherhood thus becomes a holy 

calling, a sacred dedication for carrying out the Lord’s plans.” The message also pressured 

mothers to stay at home and not “entrust her child to the care of others,” which, in 1942, 

was of particular significance at a time when scores of women entered the workforce to 

support the war effort.  

 

5.2.2.3. “Motherhood is near to divinity” 

It was also in this solemn 1942 message that the First Presidency uttered a statement that 

would continue to resonate in Mormon sermons: “Motherhood is near to divinity. It is the 

highest, holiest service to be assumed by mankind. It places her who honors its holy 

calling and service next to the angels.” Church leaders have continued to cite that passage 

frequently in general conferences.2 But the phrase “motherhood is near to divinity” needs 

clarification. It seems to honor mothers as such, but in fact it refers to the service of 

motherhood which women necessarily render in God’s creative plans. Apostle Thomas 

Monson phrased the concept as follows: “May each of us treasure this truth: one cannot 

remember mother and forget God. Why? Because these two sacred persons, God and 

mother, partners in creation, in love, in sacrifice, in service, are as one.”3 The unity 

between God and mother is for procreative purposes. The concept of divine motherhood 

does not erase gender essentialism as if women come close to God’s identity. Eldon 

Tanner, counselor in the First Presidency, made this clear: 

The whole purpose of the creation of the earth was to provide a dwelling place 

where the spirit children of God might come and be clothed in mortal bodies and, 

by keeping their second estate, prepare themselves for salvation and exaltation . . . 

The whole purpose of mothers and fathers should be to live worthy of this blessing 

and to assist God the Father and his son Jesus Christ in their work. No greater honor 

could be given to woman than to assist in this divine plan, and I wish to say without 

equivocation that a woman will find greater satisfaction and joy and make a greater 

                                                      
1 “Message of the First Presidency,” One Hundred Thirteenth Semi-Annual Conference Report (October 1942), 12. 
2 See, for example, church president Spencer Kimball, “Guidelines to Carry Forth the Work of God in 

Cleanliness” (April 1974); apostle James Faust, “Womanhood: The Highest Place of Honor” (April 1988); 
apostle Boyd K. Packer, “For Time and All Eternity” (October 1993); apostle Joseph Wirthlin, “Valued 
Companions” (October 1997); seventy Brett Nattress, “No Greater Joy to Know that They Know” (October 
2016). 

3 Thomas S. Monson, “Behold Thy Mother,” General Conference (October 1973). 
https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/1973/10/behold-thy-mother. Accessed 
November 1, 2019. 
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contribution to mankind by being a wise and worthy mother raising good children 

than she could make in any other vocation.1 

Scholars have noted how much this concept of “divine” motherhood, and its 

overarching concept of family, permeates Mormon thought. Mormon parents are 

responsible for the numerous spirits that are waiting to be born. By providing birth for 

them, they offer them the best haven for their eternal future. “All of this theological 

background conditions Mormon attitudes toward the contemporary family insofar as it 

undercuts the position that the family is purely a convention, a product of social, cultural, 

and economic motives operating through history” (Givens 2013, 4).  

The phrase “motherhood is near to divinity” is not without its feminist critics. Vieira 

(2009, 17) noted that such “sanctification puts enormous pressure, expectation, and 

unreality to the institution of motherhood” and that it may serve to justify gender 

inequality since it constrains women to a single role. Kline (2014, 193) saw in the phrase 

a reinforcement of essentialist discourse, pinning the primary women’s role of mother 

“in opposition to men’s nature and primary role: that of leader and priesthood holder.” 

How the doctrinal significance of motherhood translates pragmatically into the social 

construction of gender is discussed in section 5.4.2. 

 

Relevance for my research 

The adherence to the doctrine of fertility has caused Utah to have an above average birth 

rate (though dropping rapidly the past decade). What do Flemish Mormon women think 

on this topic in view of the demographics in their own country? How do they interpret 

“Motherhood is near to divinity”? 

 

5.2.3. Gender in the hereafter: essential for exaltation 

 While the common Christian conception of heaven is asexual, Mormonism takes the 

opposite stance: not only heterosexual marriage as such, but also active marital life 

generating offspring is the unending highest eternal reward.  

 
5.2.3.1. From spirit world to resurrection and judgment 

Basic to the Mormon view of the hereafter is that life there continues as real and as 

gendered as on earth.  

The spirit world and gendered vicarious work.  Upon physical death, the spirit, in the 

same bodily form it had in the preexistence, in adult form and including its gender, leaves 

                                                      
1 N. Eldon Tanner, “No Greater Honor: The Woman’s Role,” General Conference (October 1973). 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/1973/10/no-greater-honor-the-womans-
role. Accessed November 1, 2019. 
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the body to enter the “spirit world”: “The spirit world is a place of waiting, working, 

learning, and, for the righteous, resting from care and sorrow.”1 Referring to scriptures 

in the Bible and in the Book of Mormon, church leaders have declared that the spirit world 

is among us, here on earth. For the righteous it is a state of happiness, called paradise. 

The church is organized among them as here on earth. Righteous spirits go out and 

preach to the millions who have not yet received the restored gospel of Jesus Christ.  

A peculiar Mormon doctrine states that the saving ordinances for those who convert 

in the spirit world, namely baptism, confirmation, and temple ordinances including 

marriage and the “sealing”  of children to their parents, can be performed vicariously in 

the physical world. This happens in the temples of the church. This explains the massive 

genealogical work done by the church. Members then go to the temple where they receive 

these ordinances as proxy for deceased people. The process is gendered: women receive 

the ordinances on behalf of women, men on behalf of men, including being ordained to 

the priesthood. In one of the “sealing rooms”  of the temple a heterosexual couple then 

stands on behalf of a deceased couple, who are married vicariously “for time and all 

eternity.” Their deceased children are “sealed” to them—with living church members 

standing in as proxies, men on behalf of men, women on behalf of women. 

Millennium and marriages. Mormonism views the “end of times” in accord with John’s 

apocalyptic Revelation in the New Testament, but provides more details from its own 

scriptures. The terms that describe the phases and events are mostly capitalized in 

Mormon texts. When Christ returns to earth, identified as “the Second Coming,” a “First 

Resurrection” will take place. The resurrection keeps the original gender intact. The 

wicked will be destroyed and will have to wait for the “Second Resurrection.” Those who 

have lived according to the laws they knew, including all the faithful from other religions, 

will remain alive on earth, waiting for the opportunity to be taught the “Fullness of the 

Gospel.” Satan will be bound. Christ will reign on earth during “the Millennium.” That 

period will be an active period for church members, with marriages continuing, both for 

those who are being converted to the church, and by proxy for those who have not been 

resurrected yet. Life thus remains gendered, with family life enduring as the ideal, and 

the male priesthood performing the ordinances: 

There will be two great works for members of the church during the Millennium: 

temple work and missionary work. Temple work involves the ordinances that are 

necessary for exaltation. These include baptism, the laying on of hands for the gift 

of the Holy Ghost, and the temple ordinances—the endowment, temple marriage, 

and the sealing together of family units.2 

                                                      
1  Gospel Principles (2009), 241. 
2 Gospel Principles (2009), 265. 
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At the end of the Millennium, a last battle with Satan will result in him and his 

followers being cast out in “outer darkness.”  

Judgment and Kingdoms of Glory. Then the “Final Judgment” will determine to which 

“Kingdom of Glory” each soul will have to go: telestial, terrestrial, or celestial, compared 

to the “glory” of respectively the stars, the moon, and the sun. “The glory we inherit will 

depend on the depth of our conversion, expressed by our obedience to the Lord’s 

commandments.”1 Those who “did not receive the gospel or the testimony of Jesus” will 

be confined to the “telestial kingdom.” The terrestrial kingdom is for “the honorable 

people on the earth who were blinded to the gospel of Jesus Christ by the craftiness of 

men” and those “who received the gospel and a testimony of Jesus but then were not 

valiant.” The celestial kingdom is for those “who overcome the world by their faith.” This 

kingdom offers three degrees of glory, of which the highest is “exaltation”—the status 

needed for familial perpetuation:  

To be exalted in the highest degree and continue eternally in family relationships, 

we must enter into ‘the new and everlasting covenant of marriage’ and be true to 

that covenant. In other words, temple marriage is a requirement for obtaining the 

highest degree of celestial glory.2 

 
5.2.3.2. The strong version of exaltation: becoming gods who procreate eternally 

The centrality of eternal gender identity is directly related to its purpose: procreation in 

eternal perspective.   

“A continuation of the seeds forever.” The original rhetoric that propelled the Mormon 

teachings on divine exaltation comes from Joseph Smith’s 1843 revelation on polygamy 

(D&C 132). It refers to the Old Testament and the promise made to Abraham for a 

numerous seed (Genesis 22:16–18). Since Sarah was barren, and to enable the promise, 

Abraham was allowed to enter into polygamy by marrying Hagar. It is widely accepted 

that Joseph Smith wrote the revelation to placate his wife Emma into accepting the 

polygamous unions he was already engaged in (Hales 2012). He made the plural marriage 

ordinance part of the overall restoration of Old Testament elements in Mormon doctrine. 

At the same time he kept it strictly under the control of the highest church leaders, since 

such a “new and everlasting covenant” could only be sanctioned by the one holding “this 

power and the keys of this priesthood” (D&C 132:19). In his revelation Joseph Smith 

expanded the concept of earthly marriages into a visionary future of eternal ones. The 

rhetoric continues in these terms for those who enter into this marriage covenant: 

                                                      
1 GT, Kingdoms of Glory.  
2  Idem. 
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. . . and they shall pass by the angels, and the gods, which are set there, to their 

exaltation and glory in all things, as hath been sealed upon their heads, which glory 

shall be a fullness and a continuation of the seeds forever and ever. Then shall they be 

gods, because they have no end . . . Then shall they be gods, because they have all 

power, and the angels are subject unto them. (verses 19–20, italics added) 

It is a topic of exegetical debate what Joseph Smith meant by the phrase “a 

continuation of the seeds forever and ever.” Some analysts see no procreation in it, but 

only “the ability for mortal parents to continue to relate to and preside over their earthly 

children (their ‘seed’) in eternity” (Hales 2012, 109). Others interpret the “continuation” 

as an ever expanding “sacerdotal heavenly family” of friendships and relationships 

(Brown 2011, 146). For these analysts there is no textual evidence that Joseph Smith 

clearly envisioned the exalted couple to have literal offspring through sexual procreation, 

including conception, gestation, and parturition. However, around the time of Joseph 

Smith’s death in 1844, the doctrinal idea that God had a heavenly spouse at his side, a 

Heavenly Mother, was taking root, as well as the concept of spirit children literally being 

born to them. From there grew the analogy that the same faculties would be granted to 

any couple, married under the “new and everlasting covenant” and reaching exaltation 

as gods. They would then be able to perform the same works as their heavenly parents: 

procreate spirit children who would next follow the same cycle of mortal probation, 

death, resurrection, and exaltation. 

Populating worlds with divine offspring. From the 1860s on this visionary perspective 

was further elaborated by Mormon theologian Orson Pratt: 

As our Father and God begat us, sons and daughters, so will we rise immortal, males 

and females, and beget children, and, in our turn, form and create worlds, and send 

forth our spirit children to inherit those worlds, the same as we were sent here, and 

thus will the works of God continue.” 1  

That perspective consequently includes the eternal replication of God’s plan by each 

couple that would achieve the highest celestial level so they in turn can “form and create 

worlds.” Joseph Smith had already indicated that God himself was originally a mortal man 

who achieved godhood in the process of exaltation.2 In the added perspective of literal 

procreation by each divine couple, God himself becomes a nexus in an eternal chain of 

gods before and after him. All these gods are filling the endless universe with worlds they 

create for their offspring. Moreover, plural marriage enables a higher multiplication of 

descendants. Referring to the biblical Jacob and his four wives, resurrected in the 

hereafter, Pratt stated: “Would a monogamist have power to fill a world with spirits 

                                                      
1 Orson Pratt, “Discourse on August 20, 1871,” Journal of Discourses, vol. 14, 243. 
2 Joseph Smith in the “King Follet discourse” in 1844.  
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sooner than a polygamist? Which would accomplish the peopling of a world quickest? ... 

Plural marriage was then the ideal, in particular for the eternities.”1 

After the end of polygamy in 1890, the doctrine of eternal procreation and 

cosmological expansion to new worlds remained vivid in the teachings of some church 

leaders. It was emphasized in the mid-twentieth century through the highly popular 

books by apostle and later church president Joseph Fielding Smith. In his widely read and 

quoted Doctrines of Salvation he wrote: 

The Father has promised us that through our faithfulness we shall be blessed with 

the fullness of his kingdom. In other words we will have the privilege of becoming like 

him. To become like him we must have all the powers of godhood; thus a man and his wife 

when glorified will have spirit children who eventually will go on an earth like this one 

we are on and pass through the same kind of experiences, being subject to mortal 

conditions, and if faithful, then they also will receive the fullness of exaltation and 

partake of the same blessings. There is no end to this development; it will go on 

forever. We will become gods and have jurisdiction over worlds, and these worlds will be 

peopled by our own offspring. We will have an endless eternity for this.2 (italics in the 

original) 

Heterosexual godhood for continuous procreation in order to populate worlds 

throughout the universe remained an explicit though occasional topic in general 

conference sermons up to the 1960s. Then it became more relegated to popular religious 

books written for a more specific Mormon audience interested in doctrinal speculation. 

As a late example, in his influential 1982 book The Millennial Messiah, the aging apostle 

Bruce R. McConkie defined eternal life as “the continuation of the family unit in eternity, 

which means a continuation of the seeds or the everlasting begetting of children”(italics 

added).3  

However, the church’s international correlation movement in the 1970s (1.2.4) sought 

to avoid this sex-oriented topic and to stress principles more in line with Christian basics. 

For the overall membership the promised exaltation had to be simply inspiring and 

uplifting: eternal life for perfected human beings who are able to continue family life. In 

church manuals and lessons the item became normalized as part of the topic of salvation, 

without the more daring rhetoric of previous church leaders.  

External backlash: distortion and ridicule. That pure and uplifting perception of 

eternity for Mormons changed dramatically in the 1980s. A wave of anti-Mormon 

sentiment grew among Christian denominations in the US, in particular among 

conservative evangelicals and Baptists. It was kindled by irritation over successful and 

                                                      
1  Pratt, idem. 
2 Joseph Fielding Smith, Doctrines of Salvation, vol. 2 (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1955; 10th printing, 1966), 48. 
3 Bruce R. McConkie, The Millennial Messiah: The Second Coming of the Son of Man (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book 

Company, 1982), 708. 
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expanding Mormon missionary work. It was bolstered by the cult-scare in the wake of the 

1978 mass suicide at Jonestown, Guyana. Disgruntled ex-Mormons such as Ed Decker 

added to the fuel (Haws, 2011; Patterson 2010). In 1982 Decker produced the film The God 

Makers which disparaged Mormonism as a weird cult tied to Satanism. It particularly took 

aim at the temple ceremony and the alleged Mormon belief that “billions of highly 

evolved humanoids” rule the universe—resulting from divine polygyny in successive 

exaltations. Through massive advertisements and local showings the film reached 

millions of viewers in the US. It deeply poisoned the perception of Mormonism by 

outsiders (Haws 2011, 32).  

Mormon exaltation became tainted as utterly bizarre: divine sex and populating 

planets. Outsider descriptions of Mormonism, in books and magazines, accepted the 

distortion as a main doctrinal tenet, often worded in ironic language. The brochure on 

Mormonism published by the Belgian “Informatie–en Adviescentrum inzake Schadelijke 

Sektarische Organisaties”  words the doctrine as follows: “. . . getrouwde Mormonen 

zullen de ‘hemelse’ glorie kennen en zullen goden worden en hun eigen planeten 

verkrijgen om te bevolken (mogelijkheid om tot in de eeuwigheid te verwekken) en met 

hun gedoopte voorouders te regeren” (IACSSO 2011, 3). The planet imagery became 

included in the successful satirical musical “The Book of Mormon,” which was launched 

in 2011 and as of 2019 was still being performed in many locations, such as in Amsterdam’s 

Carré in September and October 2019. In one of its most famous songs, “I believe,” the 

actor sings to the public’s laughter: “I believe that God has a plan for all of us; I believe 

that plan involves me getting my own planet.” 

Internal unease. Also within the church, the imagery of a divine couple, by necessity 

extended in polygyny in order to breed millions of spirit children, raised questions once 

the exegesis probed reality. In 1987, when The God Makers was reaching wide audiences, 

Mormon analyst Eugene England remarked that the idea of celestial polygyny is becoming 

“most repugnant to an increasing number of faithful Mormons,” since “each man must 

have many wives, keeping them all pregnant most of the time, to produce those billions 

of spirit children for the eternal worlds.” England concluded: “God has certainly found 

more efficient ways to produce spirit children than by turning celestial partners into 

mere birth machines. To anticipate such a limited, unequal role for women in eternity 

insults and devalues them” (England 1987, 148). In the same vein another Mormon 

analyst, Melodie Charles, critiqued the figuration of a Heavenly Mother who “can be 

nothing other than the faceless, nameless, unavailable-for-theological-purposes blank 

that she currently is . . . she gets no acknowledgment for her distinctive contributions, 

whatever they are. She has no self apart from her husband” (Charles 1988, 84–85). 

Specifically dealing with D&C 132—the revelation containing the phrase “the 

continuation of the seeds forever”—the church warns not “to speculate or sensationalize 

lesson topics or to teach ideas that have not been clearly established by the church. Even 
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if something has been published before, it may not be appropriate for use in the 

classroom.”1  

The topic continues to interest and unsettle church members. It pertains in particular 

to the practice that men, after the death of their first wife, can be remarried in the temple 

“for eternity” with a second wife. Such cases are frequent. It prolongs polygamy beyond 

the grave. If this second wife had a previous temple marriage, she requires a cancellation 

for it for she cannot be married twice for eternity. The perspective is disconcerting to 

many. How current it remains is apparent from a front-page article and two full inside 

pages in the Salt Lake Tribune on November 24, 2019 (Stack 2019c) with these opening lines: 

Polygamy lives on in LDS temples, spurring agony, angst and a key question: Who 

will be married to whom in heaven? 

The agonized question came from a concerned Latter-day Saint woman considering 

eternal marriage to a widower: Would she have her own house in the hereafter or 

would she have to live with her husband and his first wife? . . . It is the cause of 

anxiety, nightmares, deathbed promises, and, yes, earnest letters to authorities in 

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, begging for clarification. 

Stack interviewed and quotes various experts, showing how complex and divisive the 

topic remains. According to Valerie Hudson, the practice is “a vestige of androcentric 

understanding of the sealing order of the temple.” But the church continues to allow it 

for men, not for women, underscoring a deeply gendered disparity. 

 

 
5.2.3.3. The soft version of exaltation: “families to be united eternally” 

 Already in official publications since the 1970s church leaders had steered clear of 

explicit statements on birthing divine offspring as part of exaltation. The external 

backlash and the internal unease in the 1980s only reinforced this trend. The ultimate 

heavenly reward became phrased as the continuation of family togetherness beyond the 

grave. It is codified as such in the solemn 1995 Proclamation on the family:  “The divine plan 

of happiness enables family relationships to be perpetuated beyond the grave. Sacred 

ordinances and covenants available in holy temples make it possible for individuals to 

return to the presence of God and for families to be united eternally” (italics added). Those 

sentences from the Proclamation continue to be quoted frequently in general conference 

talks.2  

                                                      
1 In: Doctrine and Covenants and Church History Seminary Teacher Manual, lesson 140 - 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/manual/doctrine-and-covenants-and-church-history-
seminary-teacher-manual-2014/ Accessed November 2, 2019. 

2 See, for example, Boyd K. Packer, “The Standard of Truth Has Been Erected,” General Conference (October 
2003); Russell M. Nelson, “Celestial Marriage,” General Conference (October 2008). 
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Discreet procreation: “eternal increase.” The church, however, did not repudiate the 

principle whereby exalted beings are able to have spirit children. The trait is fundamental 

to their status of gods. A shift in rhetoric provided an outlet. In the manual Gospel Principles 

(2011), meant as an official introduction to the basic doctrines and teachings of the 

church, the last chapter deals with exaltation.1 The introduction stays within the realm 

of the Proclamation: “If we prove faithful to the Lord, we will live in the highest degree of 

the celestial kingdom of heaven. We will become exalted, to live with our Heavenly Father 

in eternal families.” The chapter next lists five numbered “blessings” bestowed on exalted 

beings. The first one promises “they will live eternally in the presence of Heavenly Father 

and Jesus Christ.” The spatial perspective of own worlds to create and to populate is 

lacking. The second blessing states that “they will become gods,” with reference to D&C 

132:20–23. That section is where the “continuation of the seeds forever” is mentioned as 

part of godhood, but the phrase is not included here. The third blessing adds that “they 

will be united eternally with their righteous family members and will be able to have 

eternal increase.” The phrase “eternal increase” is a key element but remains equivocal 

at this point. Does it refer to having children? The fourth blessing notes that “they will 

receive a fullness of joy,” which echoes the very verse in D&C 132 where “the continuation 

of the seeds” is mentioned. The fifth and final blessing of exaltation is regains the term 

“increase,” referring to an increase “in knowledge, wisdom, and power”: 

They will have everything that our Heavenly Father and Jesus Christ have—all 

power, glory, dominion, and knowledge (see D&C 132:19–20). President Joseph 

Fielding Smith wrote: “The Father has promised through the Son that all that he 

has shall be given to those who are obedient to His commandments. They shall 

increase in knowledge, wisdom, and power, going from grace to grace, until the 

fullness of the perfect day shall burst upon them. 

The reference to Joseph Fielding Smith is to his Doctrines of Salvation, to the precise 

chapter where he also teaches that a glorified man and woman “will have spirit children,” 

with the statement “We will become gods and have jurisdiction over worlds, and these 

worlds will be peopled by our own offspring.” 

Moreover, the phrase “eternal increase” is defined elsewhere as having children. 

Apostle McConkie described exaltation as being admitted in God’s “eternal patriarchal 

order, an order that prevails in the highest heaven of the celestial world, an order that 

assures its members of eternal increase, or in other words of spirit children in the 

resurrection.”2 In 2018 apostle Oaks declared in general conference: “Children are our 

                                                      
1 Gospel Principles, 2009, Chapter 47, 275–280. 
2 Bruce R. McConkie, “The Doctrine of the Priesthood,” General Conference (April 1982). 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/1982/04/the-doctrine-of-the-priesthood 
Accessed October 19, 2019. 
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most precious gift from God—our eternal increase.”1 The very sphere of exaltation, where 

divine couples can have spirit children to replicate God’s works, remains close to that of 

previous decades. 

 

Relevance for my research 

The choice between the strong or the soft version of exaltation generally reveals how a 

member thinks of gender functions in eschatological perspective. Long-term members 

are familiar with the strong version as it was preached, but inquisitive converts of the 

past decade or so can easily locate church leaders’ expositions over it, including on the 

internet. It is also discussed in church lessons. Are Flemish Mormon women aware of the 

anti-Mormon distortions of the strong version? How do they cope with an eventual 

unease over it? Do they opt for the soft version to accommodate their faith? 

 

 

5.2.4. Conclusion: a fundamentally gendered outlook on life and on eternity 

In conclusion to this subchapter on “gender throughout eternity,” the doctrines of 

heavenly parents to whom premortal male and female spirits are born, of earthly 

heterosexual parents who become responsible for the corporeal birth of those male and 

female spirits, and of the continuation of this pattern in eternity when parents in their 

turn become heavenly parents, all these give Mormonism a fundamentally gendered 

outlook on life and on eternity. “Gender occupies a central place in Mormonism, and 

influences every other aspect of existence upon this earth and beyond” (Sumerau and 

Cragun 2015, 54). Every phase is dominated by a heterosexual couple, duly bound my 

matrimony. Givens (2013, 4) sums it up as follows: 

Of special relevance to the limits of family redefinition, Mormons understand the 

heavenly family to be intractably configured in dualistic, heterosexual terms. 

Mormons read the biblical creation account in that context. When God created man 

and woman, God brought them together. That a man should cling to his wife and 

she to him, on the way to becoming ‘‘one flesh,’’ was a pattern and order established 

while they were still in paradise. It was not a compensating comfort for their 

passage through a fallen world. Marriage is a heavenly order, patterned on a divine 

template—a relationship that may be sealed on earth in order to be ‘‘bound in 

heaven” (Matthew 16:19). 

 

                                                      
1 Dallin H. Oaks, “Parents and Children,” General Conference (October 2018). 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/2018/10/parents-and-children Accessed 
October 19, 2019. 
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Relevance for my research 

I communicate with my respondents as an insider. All facets of “the plan of salvation,” in 

particular those that affect marital conditions, are a source of more private 

considerations among church members. They deal with questions they would not easily 

discuss with outsiders, such as the nature of preexistent birth, Heavenly Mother, 

challenges of celibacy, homosexuality, temple sealings related to divorce and remarriage, 

and marital conditions in the hereafter. For an insider it is doable to enter into candid 

conversations with church members on those topics. Such exchanges can be revealing for 

the perception of gender roles. 

 

 

5.3. Gender and concepts of patriarchy 

Mormonism has the reputation of being a “patriarchal religion.” In its simplest sense it 

conveys that only men can lead. As such it has, historically and etymologically, a deep-

rooted male meaning. But there is more: Mormonism applies the term to various 

perspectives: ecclesiastical, soteriological, familial, and personal. Each perspective serves 

a specific gendered application and creates divergent forms of male dominance. 

 

Relevance for my research 

The patriarchal concept has high relevance for my research as it reflects gender roles. 

Probing what the terms “patriarch” and “patriarchal” elicit from my respondents could 

provide insights into their understanding of the gendered connotations of the terms and 

their assessment of perceived male dominance. 

 
5.3.1. Patriarchy in ecclesiastical perspective: the return of biblical patriarchs 

The concept of patriarchy in Mormonism originated in the earliest days of the movement 

and thus planted a strongly gendered notion from the onset. In the restorationist spirit 

of his endeavor, Joseph Smith did not stop at restoring Christ’s primitive church, but also 

introduced several elements from the Old Testament. These included the resurgence of 

the Aaronic and Melchizedek Priesthood  , temple worship, polygamy, and patriarchy. In 

December 1833 Joseph Smith called and ordained his own father, Joseph Smith senior, to 

be the church's first “Presiding Patriarch.” He likened him to Adam, considered as the 

first biblical patriarch: “So shall it be with my father; he shall be called a prince over his 

posterity, holding the keys of the patriarchal priesthood over the kingdom of God on 

earth, even the Church of the Latter Day Saints” (quoted in Tvedtnes 2000, 275). The 

concept linked with the traditional biblical patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and the 

way these men presided over and blessed their descendants by the laying on of hands. 

Giving similar blessings to church members became the Presiding Patriarch’s main 
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assignment. Moreover, the biblical patriarchs practiced polygamy, which example Joseph 

Smith used to introduce the practice in the church as “the works of Abraham” (D&C 

132:32). The ambience of Old Testament priesthood and polygamy made nineteenth-

century Mormonism “profoundly patriarchal” (Hardy 1994, 119).  

The office of the Presiding Patriarch was considered a privilege of lineage. In the 

original ecclesiastical structure that Joseph Smith envisioned, the position was principal. 

Upon Joseph Smith senior’s death, the title passed to his son Hyrum, older brother of 

Joseph Smith junior, the church’s founder and president. But already in the early years of 

church history the office of the Presiding Patriarch raised questions of primacy: was he 

superior to the church president? Was his position for life, while that of church president 

could be changed? (Smith 1988). When after Joseph and Hyrum Smith’s death in 1844 

(both martyred the same day), the leadership of the church devolved to Brigham Young, 

the position of the Presiding Patriarch became the object of controversy with some of 

Smith’s family. Under Brigham Young’s direction a rhetorical solution was found in 

making the Presiding Patriarch a high office subservient to the church in bestowing 

blessings to members, but not an office in the hierarchical structure. Descendants of the 

Smith family would retain that office as an honorary position. 

The passage from lineage (i.e., the Smith family) to office (i.e., Brigham Young) 

changed the presiding meaning of patriarchy for the church’s organization, but 

transmitted the gendered dimension and the lifetime appointment to the office. The 

Patriarch, by etymological definition, is not only male, but retains the position till death 

as the oldest surviving head of the family, which includes all the descendants. That 

hierarchical prerogative of mortal life came to be applied to the church president as well. 

Brigham Young would remain president for life, and so did all church presidents after 

him. The position is therefore quite comparable to the highest ecclesiastical position in 

the Catholic and Orthodox churches. In the latter, “patriarch” is even the appropriate 

title. Moreover, the Mormon system of succession to the presidency makes the longest 

serving apostle automatically the next president—a man now always in his eighties or 

nineties. Overall, devout Mormon church members look up to the church president as an 

uncontested paterfamilias and they revere him as “the prophet,” in the same sense as the 

Israelite families looked up at their oldest living forefather. 

In an interesting twist of Mormon history, the office of Presiding Patriarch was quietly 

extinguished when the last one, Eldred G. Smith, who already had been sidelined as 

emeritus for several decades, died in 2013 (Bates and Smith 2017). However, the position 

of patriarch as ecclesiastical position was preserved on local level (5.3.4). 

 
 
5.3.2. Patriarchy in soteriological perspective: divine male hierarchy 

Mormon doctrine on the godhead evolved gradually (Alexander 1980; Widmer 2000), with 

some daring concepts prominently present in sermons and publications at certain times, 
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but afterwards less emphasized in public. One of these concepts is a hierarchy of gods (for 

a detailed emergence and history of the concept, see Huggins 2006). Since exaltation 

means to become like God, but God has to retain his superior position, logic leads to 

conclude that God himself is on a progressive path ahead of us humans. It was formulated 

as a simple couplet by one of the early converts to Mormonism, Lorenzo F. Snow, in 1840: 

“As man now is, God once was; as God now is, man may be.” He presented it to Joseph 

Smith who considered it “true gospel doctrine” and elaborated on the idea in his famous 

King Follett discourse in 1843: 

God himself was once as we are now, and is an exalted man, and sits enthroned in 

yonder heavens! . . . I am going to tell you how God came to be God . . . God himself, 

the Father of us all, dwelt on an earth, the same as Jesus Christ himself . . . you have 

got to learn how to be Gods yourselves, and to be kings and priests to God, the same 

as all Gods have done before you, namely, by going from one small degree to 

another, and from a small capacity to a great one; from grace to grace, from 

exaltation to exaltation.1 

In June 1844, a few weeks before his death, Joseph Smith reiterated the concept: “If 

Jesus Christ was the Son of God, and God, the Father of Jesus Christ, had a Father, you may 

suppose that he had a Father also. Where was there ever a son without a father? And 

where was there ever a father without first being a son?2 Lorenzo Snow’s couplet and the 

perspective of a lineage of patriarchal gods has remained deeply embedded in the internal 

rhetoric of Mormonism, as Huggins demonstrated: “Lorenzo Snow’s couplet summarizes 

a truth that still lives at the heart and logical center of the whole Mormon religious 

system” (p. 568). Neither Lorenzo Snow nor Joseph Smith included in their perception, at 

least not explicitly, a place for a mother next to the father.  

 
 
5.3.3. Patriarchy in familial perspective: leading with love 

The appraisal of “the father as patriarch of the family” is commonly found in Mormon 

sermons and lessons. Numerous church leaders have preached about it. However, this 

explicit hierarchical emphasis on the patriarch as “leader” of the family emerged only in 

the first decades of the twentieth century, when it became part the protestant ideals of 

masculinity (3.3.1.2). Mormonism tied this leadership uprating to the “patriarchal order,” 

as known from the soteriological perspective (5.3.2). In 1902 church president Joseph F. 

Smith preached: 

There is no higher authority in matters relating to the family organization . . . than 

that of the father. The authority is time honored, and among the people of God in 

                                                      
1 Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith (Salt Lake City, UT: Deseret Book, 1976), 345–347. 
2 Millennial Star 24 (1844): 108, as quoted in Huggins (2006, 551). 
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all dispensations it has been highly respected and often emphasized by the 

teachings of the prophets who were inspired of God. The patriarchal order is of 

divine origin and will continue throughout time and eternity . . . In the home the 

presiding authority is always vested in the father, and in all home affairs and family 

matters there is no other authority paramount.1 

Noteworthy, however, is the instant connection to duties. Joseph F. Smith attaches 

patriarchy in the home to marital fidelity, to respect—”the husband should treat his wife 

with the utmost courtesy”—to example, patience, and service—”making their homes as 

comfortable as they possibly can; lighten the burden upon their companion as much as 

possible; set a proper example before their children.”2 In the 1924 April general 

conference apostle David O. McKay taught “No other success can compensate for failure in the 

home. This is the one thing of limitless potentialities on earth. The poorest shack of a home 

in which love prevails over a united family is of greater value to God and future humanity 

than the richest bank on earth.”3 The first sentence “No other success ...” would become a 

mantra for the church. McKay warned fathers in particular to set their priorities for the 

welfare and happiness of the family.  

“The Father as Patriarch” is a lesson in a current manual on the duties of the 

priesthood, listing many of the familial responsibilities that befall on the father.4 The 

importance of worthiness, in order to be able to bless family members by the power of 

the priesthood, is often used as leverage to remind fathers of their obligations. Family 

leadership entails consulting the whole family for important decisions.5 In a higher 

perspective these duties point to soteriology. In the words of apostle Eldon Tanner: “It is 

a joyous privilege and blessing, and a heavy responsibility, to be the father and the 

patriarchal head of a family, with the challenge to teach and prepare its members to go 

back into the presence of their Heavenly Father, where the family can continue to enjoy 

eternal life together.”6 All these admonitions reflect one of the revelations as worded by 

Joseph Smith in 1839 and frequently quoted in church meetings: “No power or influence 

can or ought to be maintained by virtue of the priesthood, only by persuasion, by long-

suffering, by gentleness and meekness, and by love unfeigned; by kindness, and pure 

knowledge.” (D&C 121:41–42). 

 
 

                                                      
1 Joseph F. Smith, Gospel Doctrine (Salt Lake City, UT: Deseret Book, 1939, 16th printing 1969), 286–287. Joseph 

F. Smith’s sermons, bundled in the often reprinted Gospel Doctrine, remain quoted from until the present. 
2 Idem, 283–288. 
3 David O. McKay, Conference Address,” One-hundred fifth Annual Conference, Report (April 1935), 116. 
4 It is, for example, the title of a lesson in a manual on the duties of the priesthood: “Lesson 11: The Father as 

Patriarch,” Duties and Blessings of the Priesthood: Basic Manual for Priesthood Holders, Part B (Salt Lake 
City, Utah: LDS Church, 2000) pp. 96–104. 

5 Henry B. Eyring, “Family Followership,” Ensign (April 1973): 32. 
6 N. Eldon Tanner, “Fatherhood,” Ensign (June 1977): 2. 
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5.3.4. Patriarchy in personal perspective: the patriarchal blessing 

 In every stake (diocese) one of the highest priesthood offices is the one of the “patriarch,” 

called “stake patriarch” (Dutch: ringpatriarch). Nearly always it is an older man who has 

served in previous leadership positions. After being called as stake patriarch he usually 

retains the position until advancing age limits his capabilities. Then he can be released 

and be replaced by someone else. His specific duty is to give a “patriarchal blessing” to 

each member of his stake who requests it. The patriarchal blessing is an ordinance 

whereby the patriarch places his hands on the head of the recipient and pronounces, as 

he feels inspired to say, a number of commendations, promises, admonitions, and 

recommendations for life. He also declares, under inspiration, to which male-delineated 

tribe of Israel the recipient belongs, thus reinforcing awareness of one’s own patriarchal 

lines to ancestry. It thus connects with the biblical Jacob who blesses each of his sons 

prior to his death. As mentioned above, this Mormon tradition was instituted in 1833, as 

part of the restoration of old biblical practices. The current “patriarchal blessing” is a 

remnant of that epoch. Originally the Presiding Patriarch bestowed all patriarchal 

blessings, but the growing number of members obliged to appoint local patriarchs. 

Church members, both men and women, receive their patriarchal blessing usually as 

older teens or as young adults. They need a recommendation from their bishop before 

they can make an appointment with the patriarch. The blessing is given in the privacy of 

a room with only family members present. The words of the blessing are recorded and 

next transcribed and handed over to the member as a document, usually one to two pages 

long, to cherish and to occasionally refer to. All patriarchal blessings are stored in the 

church’s archives. Members can only receive it once in their lifetime and are supposed to 

keep it private for themselves and their family.  

The gendered dimension of the patriarchal blessing comes not only from the fact that 

only a man can give it, but also from the content of the blessing to women. Morrill (2014, 

63) cites one patriarchal blessing given in 1854 to a Elisha Groves: “According to thy sex 

thou art a mother in Israel, thy posterity shall multiply and become numerous upon the 

earth, thy name shall be handed down to the latest generation in remembrance of thee 

as an honorable mother in Zion.” The promise to become a “mother in Zion” and to bear 

children is an almost standard part of patriarchal blessings given to young women. These 

expectations, and the implied essential gender role as wife and mother, can easily be 

understood as a sacred duty. Moreover, if a woman sees these promises as predictive 

divination, it can lead to a life of anxieties and frustration if she does not find a husband 

or cannot bear children (Daughtrey 2012). 
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5.4. The social construction of gender in Mormonism 

5.4.1. Introduction: clarifying the focus 

The social construction of gender is viewed as a main paradigm that leads individuals to 

“do gender.” In that actional connotation of “doing,” West and Zimmerman (1987) 

described gender as “an emergent feature of social situations: both as an outcome of and 

a rationale for various social arrangements, and as a means of legitimating one of the 

most fundamental divisions of society” (p. 126). Gender is “not a set of traits, nor a 

variable, nor a role, but the product of social doings” (p. 129). It is being fashioned through 

numerous channels and interactions within a specific social context. Insights into the 

social construction of gender boosted feminist critiques of sexism and androcentrism, 

since gender construction tends to create and maintain status differences between men 

and women (Lorber and Farrell 1990; West and Fenstermaker 1995; West and Zimmerman 

2009).  

The original paradigm was grounded in an ethnomethodological approach: the 

observation and analysis of naturally occurring interactions. Next the concept of “doing 

gender” found its way in other methodologies—qualitative interviews and quantitative 

surveys—and in divergent fields such as education, political science, and religion. Wickes 

and Emmison (2007), who analyzed 149 empirically focused studies related to “doing 

gender,” found that only a small number stayed close to the original methodological 

options of West and Zimmerman. “The challenge for research, therefore, is to contrast 

how gender is done with how gender is constructed to not only capture the fluidity of this 

construct, but to provide critical insight that might confront commonly held assumptions 

of gendered practices” (p. 326).  

To clarify my position in this contrast between “doing” and “constructing,” I do not 

analyze methodically how gender “is done” in a specific Mormon setting. Instead I focus 

on the construction facet:  

- how items such as religious doctrine, concepts, traditions, guidelines, and role models 

define gendered expectations (5.4.2); 

- how the church’s organizational structure, programs, and activities try to maneuver 

the construction of gender identities though gender role socialization (5.4.3). 

 

Relevance for my research 

In my interviews of Mormon women I explore various facets of gendered expectations 

and gender role socialization, modeled to the personal situation and the interests of each 

respondent. The sections in this subchapter inventory and describe those facets. The 

interviews probe to what extent personal views and behavior reflect convergences with 

or divergences from gendered expectations and gender role socialization.  
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5.4.2. Gendered expectations 

In the following parts I list the various obligations and expectations that are publicly 

emphasized. 

Subsections 5.4.2.1 to 5.4.2.5 highlight the virtues and duties expected from women: 

femininity, moral valor, religious strength, motherhood, and children’s education. 

Subsections 5.4.2.6 to 5.4.2.8 focus on the exteriorization of feminine behavior in 

modesty, role modelling, and the so-called “Molly Mormon ideal.” 

The last subsections deal with the impact of the abhorrence of homosexuality on 

gender expectations (5.4.2.9) and with the male gender role as counterpart to the female 

(5.4.2.10). 

 
5.4.2.1. “Femininity is the divine adornment of humanity” 

Consistent with the doctrinal emphasis on separate gender identities (5.2.1.3), current 

church rhetoric emphasizes the essential feminine self. In the General Young Women 

Meeting of the April 2000 general conference, broadcast worldwide with simultaneous 

translation, First Presidency member James Faust addressed that specific audience of girls 

ages 12 to 18. Interestingly, as a historical pun, he first mentioned some of the 

requirements for the “young woman’s award” in 1916, such as caring for beehives, 

clearing sagebrush, and harnessing horses. In contrast to those requirements, which were 

actually remnants of a period that did not differentiate between male and female chores, 

Faust welcomes how “modern conveniences grant us more free time to focus on spiritual 

needs.” But for women the vacuum is to be filled with uniquely feminine attributes. These 

attributes put women on a pedestal—an imagery increasingly used by males as response 

to feminism (3.4.2.4): 

I wonder if you sisters fully understand the greatness of your gifts and talents and 

how all of you can achieve the “highest place of honor” in the Church and in the 

world. One of your unique, precious, and sublime gifts is your femininity, with its 

natural grace, goodness, and divinity. Femininity is not just lipstick, stylish hairdos, 

and trendy clothes. It is the divine adornment of humanity. It finds expression in 

your qualities of your capacity to love, your spirituality, delicacy, radiance, 

sensitivity, creativity, charm, graciousness, gentleness, dignity, and quiet strength. 

It is manifest differently in each girl or woman, but each of you possesses it. 

Femininity is part of your inner beauty.1 

                                                      
1 James E. Faust, “Womanhood: The Highest Place of Honor,” General conference address (April 2000). 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/2000/04/womanhood-the-highest-place-
of-honor. Accessed October 27, 2019. 



 
 

189 
 

Faust presents these attributes also as a pathway to physical attractiveness, thus 

playing into adolescent anxieties: “As you seek to know the will of our Heavenly Father 

in your life and become more spiritual, you will be far more attractive, even irresistible 

. . . Femininity is part of the God-given divinity within each of you.” However, in this 

physical realm, he sets the limits: “Unfortunately, we see some very poor role models of 

womanhood in today’s society. We see women boxers and wrestlers . . . I believe the 

women of our time need to be strong, but not in that sense. In my opinion, these activities 

demean the nobility of womanhood.” 

Once church leaders at the level of the First Presidency have established a focal point, 

it will bourgeon into next general conferences and in local meetings by quotation and 

paraphrase. For example, in the April 2002 general conference, Margaret Nadauld, the 

General Young Women President, referred to Faust’s sermon, reiterated his counsels, and 

told the young women, among other similar eulogies:  

The divine light which you carry within your soul is inherited from God because 

you are His daughter. Part of the light which makes you so magnificent is the 

blessing of womanhood. What a wonderful thing it is for you to know that your 

female, feminine characteristics are an endowment from God. Our latter-day 

prophets teach that “gender is an essential characteristic of individual premortal, 

mortal, and eternal identity and purpose. It is a holy blessing to be born with the 

exquisite qualities of a daughter of God. Women of God, both old and young, are 

spiritual and sensitive, tender and gentle.1 

Twice a year, at each general conference, similar messages are repeated. The theme of 

the “uniqueness of women” is persistent. In October 2019, the General Young Women 

President started her talk with: “You are all remarkable young women. You are unique, 

each with your own gifts and experiences yet alike in a very important and eternal way.”2 

The same rhetoric is used for adult women.  

As the traits of femininity—spirituality, sensitivity, graciousness, gentleness, and 

more—are being stressed for their uniqueness, it may indirectly suggest that men are 

deficient in such qualities or, worse, are prone to the contrary. Kline (2014, 197) remarked 

that “this romantic anthropological tendency in Mormon rhetoric to associate all that is 

pure, loving, and spiritual to women’s inherent nature exists side by side with a 

patriarchal anthropological framework.” Kline used the contrast to highlight the 

subordination of women to men, based on the accentuation of different male and female 

roles which can be deducted from the “unique” female traits. However, in Mormonism 

basically the same characteristics are required of men: spirituality, long-suffering, 

                                                      
1 Margaret D. Nadauld, “Hold High the Torch,” General conference address (April 2002). 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/2002/04/hold-high-the-torch Accessed 
October 15, 2019. 

2 Bonnie H. Cordon, “Beloved Daughters,” General conference address (October 2019). 
https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/ensign/2019/11/33cordon. Accessed October 15, 2019. 
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gentleness, meekness, love unfeigned, and kindness.1 One difference which could be 

conjectured in the rhetoric, is that women have those traits somehow innate, while men 

have to acquire them against their nature. But the latter view is absent in Mormonism. A 

more obvious difference is that the rhetoric puts women as a category on a pedestal for 

having those traits naturally and globally, while such praise is not given to the male 

category, though similar traits are expected from them. 

 
 
5.4.2.2. “The innate moral power within them” 

Outside of Mormonism, gender differences in moral orientation have been the object of 

numerous studies. In their literature overview Bossuyt and Van Kenhove (2018) found 

that some studies suggest that women are more morally inclined than men because of a 

more caring and selfless nature, but others observe no differences or point to issues of 

social desirability response bias in surveys: “. . . women owe their ethical reputations to 

their tendency to answer in socially desirable ways” (p. 727). In the structuring of 

subgroups of women based on stereotypes, the trait of “morality” conjures up a subgroup 

consisting of basically “good women” displaying righteousness and virtue. They are 

identified in conservative homemakers, dedicated mothers, religious devotees, or moral 

crusaders. They demarcate themselves from other female subgroups on traits such as 

career or sex objects (DeWall, Altermatt, and Thompson 2005).  

Church leaders have frequently capitalized on that alleged superior moral reputation 

of women. In 2013, in an address titled “The moral force of women,” apostle 

Christofferson stated: 

From age immemorial, societies have relied on the moral force of women. While 

certainly not the only positive influence at work in society, the moral foundation 

provided by women has proved uniquely beneficial to the common good. Perhaps, 

because it is pervasive, this contribution of women is often underappreciated. I 

wish to express gratitude for the influence of good women, identify some of the 

philosophies and trends that threaten women’s strength and standing, and voice a 

plea to women to cultivate the innate moral power within them. Women bring with 

them into the world a certain virtue, a divine gift that makes them adept at 

instilling such qualities as faith, courage, empathy, and refinement in relationships 

and in cultures.2 

In the October 2019 general conference, church president Nelson declared:  

                                                      
1 D&C 121:41–42. 
2 D. Todd Christofferson, “The Moral Force of Women,” General Conference (October 2013). 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/2013/10/the-moral-force-of-women. 
Accessed October 16, 2019. 
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When a man understands the majesty and power of a righteous, seeking, endowed 

Latter-day Saint woman, is it any wonder that he feels like standing when she enters 

the room? From the dawning of time, women have been blessed with a unique 

moral compass—the ability to distinguish right from wrong.”1  

Such statements are obviously oratorical because, just as with basic traits of alleged 

femininity, the ability to differentiate between good and evil is, in Mormon doctrine, 

equally given to men. It is fundamental to humankind since the partaking of the 

forbidden fruit: “Ye shall be as God, knowing good and evil”—a core teaching in the Bible 

and in the Book of Mormon (2 Nephi 2:18). But again, by attributing traits as uniquely 

female, church leaders contribute to the construction of gender. 

 
 
5.4.2.3. “A significant force in the church” 

The message that women form a particular force within the church has been reiterated 

over the years. This item also illustrates how statements by former church presidents—

who are considered “prophets”—are being reused at later dates and given a prophetic 

value that needs to be fulfilled. The perspective accrues gendered expectations and 

obligations. In 1979 church president Kimball had declared: 

Much of the major growth that is coming to the Church in the last days will come 

because many of the good women of the world (in whom there is often such an 

inner sense of spirituality) will be drawn to the Church in large numbers. This will 

happen to the degree that the women of the church reflect righteousness and 

articulateness in their lives and to the degree that the women of the church are 

seen as distinct and different in happy ways from the women of the world . . . Among 

the real heroines in the world who will come into the Church are women who are 

more concerned with being righteous than with being selfish. These real heroines 

have true humility, which places a higher value on integrity than on visibility. Thus 

it will be that female exemplars of the Church will be a significant force in both the 

numerical and the spiritual growth of the Church in the last days.2 

Apart from other recurrences, Kimball’s statement was again highlighted in 2006 when 

it was part of the worldwide Sunday curriculum that studied the teachings of President 

Kimball.3 In October 2015 senior apostle Nelson quoted the above passage in the women’s 

session of general conference and confirmed Kimball’s prophetic announcement: “You 

                                                      
1 Russell M. Nelson, “Spiritual Treasures,” General Conference (October 2019) 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/2019/10/36nelson. Accessed November 
6, 2019. 

2 Spencer W. Kimball, “The Role of Righteous Women,” Women’s Fireside Address, part of General 
Conference (October 1979). https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/1979/10/the-
role-of-righteous-women. Accessed October 17, 2019. 

3 Teachings of Presidents of the Church: Spencer W. Kimball (2006), 222–223. 
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are the women he foresaw!”1 In October 2019, First Presidency member Oaks referred to 

it again: “Little did we who heard that prophecy 40 years ago realize that among those 

the women of this church may save will be their own dear friends and family who are 

currently influenced by worldly priorities and devilish distortions.” With those last words 

Oaks added to the focus of the prophecy. While Kimball’s original words aimed at women 

who would join the church in the future and become “a significant force” in the church, 

Oaks drew the attention of the present women’s internal task within the church—saving 

“dear friends and family.”2 Oaks indirectly referred to the fact that church growth has 

slowed down and that ideals are not fulfilled. The “devilish distortions” no doubt also 

refer to same-sex marriage, a theme Oaks introduces in many of his talks. 

 
 
5.4.2.4. Motherhood: “the highest priority” 

 The doctrinal dimension of motherhood is described in section 5.2.2.2: a mother is the 

essential instrument to bring preexistent spirits into the world and put them on the 

pathway to exaltation. In that perspective church leaders speak of motherhood as “near 

to divinity.” In this subsection I focus on the ways Mormon leaders define the 

expectations of motherhood “on earth,” within the familial and ecclesiastical realm.  

The previously mentioned expectations of “femininity,” “moral power,” and 

“significant force” are essentially oratorical in order to inspire and uplift. The topic of 

motherhood, on the other hand, embodies physical and mental realities. It means that 

church leaders, besides extolling the satisfactions of motherhood, also have to face its 

challenges and strains. For those problematic aspects, they adjust their messages of 

gendered expectations accordingly. 

Young men, “lovely ladies” are waiting. In Mormonism, heterosexual marriage is the 

prerequisite for motherhood. However, following worldwide trends, Mormon young 

adults are increasingly postponing marriage. In general conference of October 2018, 

apostle Oaks observed: “Many young adults delay marriage until temporal needs are 

satisfied. The average age of our church members’ marriages has increased by more than 

two years.”3 Oaks did not indicate over which period the two year increase took place. 

Church leaders occasionally refer to church demographic data to express either 

                                                      
1 Russell M. Nelson, “A Plea to My Sisters,” General Conference (October 2015). 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/2015/10/a-plea-to-my-sisters.html. 
Accessed October 19, 2019. 

2 Dallin H. Oaks, “Two Great Commandments,” General Conference (October 2019). 
https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/2019/10/35oaks. Accessed October 19, 
2019. 

3  Dallin H. Oaks, “Parents and Children,” Conference address (October 2018), 
https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/2018/10/parents-and-children. Accessed 
October 5, 2019. 



 
 

193 
 

satisfaction or concerns.1 The gradual increase in the age of marrying has been a cause of 

alarm since the 1970s, though Mormons, at least in the US, are already among the “earliest 

marriers” (Uecker 2014; Xu, Hudspeth and Bartkowski 2005). When church president 

Thomas Monson addressed the issue in 2011, he referred to two previous church 

presidents, in the rhetoric tradition to draw authority from previous “prophets”: 

Now, I have thought a lot lately about you young men who are of an age to marry 

but who have not yet felt to do so. I see lovely young ladies who desire to be married 

and to raise families, and yet their opportunities are limited because so many young 

men are postponing marriage. This is not a new situation. Much has been said 

concerning this matter by past Presidents of the Church . . . Said President Harold 

B. Lee [in 1974], “We are not doing our duty as holders of the priesthood when we 

go beyond the marriageable age and withhold ourselves from an honorable 

marriage to these lovely women.” President Gordon B. Hinckley said this [in 1991]: 

“My heart reaches out to . . . our single sisters, who long for marriage and cannot 

seem to find it . . . I have far less sympathy for the young men, who under the 

customs of our society, have the prerogative to take the initiative in these matters 

but in so many cases fail to do so.”2  

President Monson’s admonition in 2011, as well as the admonitions of the previous 

church presidents, is strongly gendered: young men must take the initiative to date and 

to propose; women are presented as “lovely ladies” waiting desperately for a husband. 

One should remark that the overall American dating culture is not foreign to this 

approach. However, when apostle Oaks broached the subject in 2018, he addressed his 

remarks to the women in the women’s general conference session and broadened the 

responsibility to both genders: “Many young adults delay marriage until temporal needs 

are satisfied.” The change in perspective is significant. Overall, with a higher level of 

education, individualism, open relations, and financial independence, more women 

choose for non-marriage or postponement. By addressing the women on this topic, Oaks 

acknowledged the same evolution within the church. He thus stimulated young female 

single adults to more actively pursue marriage.  

The number of children and birth control.  The pressure but also the future “glory” to 

have a numerous offspring was part of the Mormon polygamous culture of the second 

                                                      
1 The church keeps a detailed record of the demographic developments of its membership. The quarterly 

reports of local wards and stakes worldwide register not only the basic data on birth, marriage, and death, 
but also rates of conversions, church attendance, priesthood ordinations, and more. Particular attention 
goes to youth and to the age group between 18 and 25. The reporting is fully digitalized and brings the 
results instantly to the church’s experts for analyses. Yearly, in the April general conference, the 
“statistical report,” with some major figures on the number of members, stakes, and wards, is presented to 
the audience. 

2  See church president Monson’s conference talk “Priesthood Power” (April 2011), with also quotations from 
other church leaders who chide young men who postpone marriage. https://www.lds.org/general-
conference/2011/04/priesthood-power. Accessed July 19, 2018. 



 

194 
 

half of the nineteenth century (5.2.3.2). The pride of having a large family next morphed 

into the homemaking culture of the first half of the twentieth century (3.3.2.1 and 3.3.3.1). 

Proctor (2003) documented church leaders’ statements on fertility and child bearing. In 

the early twentieth century, one could hear, for example, apostle Clawson state that 

“woman is so constituted that, ordinarily, she is capable of bearing, during the years of 

her greatest strength and physical vigor, from eight to ten children, and in exceptional 

cases a larger number than that.” Or apostle George Richards: “My wife has borne to me 

fifteen children. Anything short of this would have been less than her duty and privilege” 

(p. 163). Proctor remarked that “as strong as these statements sound to contemporary 

ears, LDS attitudes during this time did not differ largely from mainstream America.”  

From the 1930s on, in the wake of economic necessities, the general trend to smaller 

families would also affect Mormon families. The more fundamentalist leaders condemn 

it: “I think it is a crying evil, that there should exist a sentiment or a feeling among any 

members of the church to curtail the birth of their children.”1 Other leaders, however, 

are more conciliatory and recognize that periodic abstinence is a way to mitigate physical 

and mental limitations (Proctor 2003, 164–166). In reaction to the sexual revolution of the 

1960s, the rise of secular feminism, and the trend to postpone marriage, church leaders 

put even more emphasis on motherhood as the duty-bound route for women. It reached 

a crest in the 1970s, crystallizing around the ERA-controversy, when church leaders 

patently outlined the role of each parent—with motherhood the indicated role for women 

(3.4.2). 

Though conservative Mormon families, in particular those close to the center of the 

church in Utah, would follow the advice and prioritize large families with a stay-at-home 

mom, the general social and demographic trends penetrated the church in the wider 

periphery. Surveys in the 1940s, 50s and 60s revealed that Mormon college students grew 

in their acceptance of contraceptives (Hastings, Reynolds, and Canning 1972). In 1976 

Mormon sociologist Mauss (1976) studied how younger Mormon families in California 

were less inclined to condemn contraceptives, compared to those over age 55 in Utah. 

Heaton and Calkins (1983) analyzed the factors that were leading to the depression of 

Mormon fertility by comparing the more and less devout Mormons: pro-family beliefs 

explained the persistence of a higher Mormon fertility among the devout. Church leaders 

also faced new bio-ethical questions on artificial insemination, contraception techniques, 

and sterilization. Overall they moved cautiously with a tendency to leave decisions in the 

hands of the members (Campbell 1991; 2004). 

Mormon fertility kept declining gradually over the years, consistent with the general 

trends. Still, Mormons displayed the highest fertility in the US with about one child above 

the national average (Goodman and Heaton 1986). Church leaders tried to halt the socio-

                                                      
1 Joseph F. Smith, Gospel Doctrine, 278. Though the original statement dates back to 1917, it was reprinted and 

quoted as the authoritative voice of a former church president. 
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cultural shift that affected more and more Mormon couples. In 1993 apostle Oaks worded 

an explicit warning and reminder: 

When married couples postpone childbearing until after they have satisfied their 

material goals, the mere passage of time assures that they seriously reduce their 

potential to participate in furthering our Heavenly Father’s plan for all of his spirit 

children. Faithful Latter-day Saints cannot afford to look upon children as an 

interference with what the world calls ‘self-fulfillment.’ Our covenants with God 

and the ultimate purpose of life are tied up in those little ones who reach for our 

time, our love, and our sacrifices.1 

In 1995 the authoritative Proclamation on the family declared “that God’s commandment 

for His children to multiply and replenish the earth remains in force.” 

The 1998 amendment: do not judge; sex is for more than procreation. The pronatalist 

encouragements and the warnings in case of failure, such as expressed in the preceding 

quotes, created tensions in Mormon social life. Local church leaders would disapprove of 

married couples that seemed to postpone children or limit the number of children. They 

would pressure them on their duties. Extended family and ward members could be 

equally judgmental of those couples. The church disapproval of contraceptives for 

healthy couples in their fertile years led to the guiltification of sex without reproductive 

purpose. The resulting tensions in families and wards alarmed church leaders sufficiently 

to motivate an adjustment in 1998. The new directives affected not only the decision-

making process to regulate offspring, but also the nature of sex: 

It is the privilege of married couples who are able to bear children to provide mortal 

bodies for the spirit children of God, whom they are then responsible to nurture 

and rear. The decision as to how many children to have and when to have them is 

extremely intimate and private and should be left between the couple and the Lord. 

Church members should not judge one another in this matter. Married couples also 

should understand that sexual relations within marriage are divinely approved not 

only for the purpose of procreation, but also as a means of expressing love and 

strengthening emotional and spiritual bonds between husband and wife.2 

This “1998 amendment” surprised church members worldwide, less for its 

condemnation of judgmentalism among members, but more for the implied reversal on 

the directives pertaining to contraceptives: since sex within marriage was not only for 

procreation, and since couples were entitled to their own private decisions on the timing 

and the number of children, church leaders tolerated artificial birth control, but without 

                                                      
1 Dallin H. Oaks, “The Great Plan of Happiness,” Conference Address (October 1993). 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/ensign/1993/11/the-great-plan-of-happiness. Accessed 
October 15, 2019. 

2 Church Handbook of Instructions, Book 1 (1998), 158. In theory Book 1 is only available to ecclesiastical leaders 
on all levels, but it is often quoted from in various sources. 
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stating a permission explicitly. It was understood as the reversal of a policy that had been 

strongly upheld for decades. It also constituted a breach with other conservative 

Christian churches. Though the new directives brought relief to many couples, they also 

embittered a number of women who had followed devotedly the previous directives and 

sacrificed most of their life to an offspring beyond their physical and mental abilities (See 

3.4.5.1).  

Meanwhile, the birth rate has continued to drop. From Riess’ “Next Mormons Survey” 

(2019) it appears the average number of children American Mormons have is at 2.42, 

which is still about 7/10 of a child higher than in the whole population, but much lower 

than the 3.31 rate in the early 1980s. In November 2019 the National Center for Health 

Statistics announced that Utah’s birth rate, for the first time in its history, had dropped 

below the replacement rate: 2.03.1 

In a 2018 general conference talk apostle Oaks lamented that “the number of births to 

church members is falling.”2 Married couples are thus subtly encouraged not to limit the 

number of children, though the 1998 amendment stated that the decision on the number 

and timing of children “is extremely intimate and private and should be left between the 

couple and the Lord.” 

Motherhood or career: a topic for (furious) debate. The issue has been discussed 

unceasingly during the twentieth century (3.3.2.1 and 3.3.3.1). Though the church 

encourages women to pursue an education and values professional women, the 

discussion over the choice between career and motherhood continues to feed gendered 

expectations. I limit myself to a few examples. In 2003 Bonnie Parkin, who as Relief 

Society General President represents the highest female officer in the church, wrote this 

message to Mormon women worldwide: 

Women today are told they need a thriving career, organizations to belong to, and, 

if they have resources, children. The honored role of mother is increasingly out of 

fashion. Let me make it clear: we must not allow the world to compromise what we 

know is given to us by divine design.3 

Contrasting the ideal with tendencies in “the world” is a recurrent rhetorical approach 

in “Mormonspeak.” It is endemic to the nineteenth-century view that made converts 

literally leave “Babylon” in order to “gather to Zion,” as a protective enclave in the West. 

Though since the twentieth century Mormons are overall well integrated in numerous 

                                                      
1  Lee Davidson, “Fertility rate hits drop-off milestone,” Salt Lake Tribune (November 28, 2019), A1. 
2  Dallin H. Oaks, “Parents and Children,” Conference address (October 2018), 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/2018/10/parents-and-children. Accessed 
October 5, 2019. 

3 Bonnie D. Parkin, “Parents Have a Sacred Duty,” Ensign (June 2006). 
https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/liahona/2006/06/parents-have-a-sacred-duty. Accessed 
November 12, 2019. 
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secular professions and organizations, a vista of antagonism remains which stresses 

Mormon exceptionalism versus “outside evils.” That perspective is particularly manifest 

in Parkin’s approach when it comes to gender roles in the relation between virtuous 

motherhood and “worldly” career.  

An internal social dimension came to exacerbated the debate. In October 2007, Relief 

Society newly appointed general president Julie Beck spoke at general conference with a 

talk titled “Mothers who know” in which she stated:  

Mothers who know are nurturers. This is their special assignment and role under 

the plan of happiness. To nurture means to cultivate, care for, and make grow. 

Therefore, mothers who know create a climate for spiritual and temporal growth 

in their homes. Another word for nurturing is homemaking. Homemaking includes 

cooking, washing clothes and dishes, and keeping an orderly home. Home is where 

women have the most power and influence; therefore, Latter-day Saint women 

should be the best homemakers in the world . . . Nurturing mothers are 

knowledgeable, but all the education women attain will avail them nothing if they 

do not have the skill to make a home that creates a climate for spiritual growth. 

In her talk Beck also promoted an ideal standard where even “in some of the poorest 

places on the earth” Mormon mothers go to church “in their Sunday best,” walking for 

miles on “dusty streets” or use “worn-out public transportation”: “They bring daughters 

in clean and ironed dresses with hair brushed to perfection; their sons wear white shirts 

and ties and have missionary haircuts.”  

Through websites and blogs worldwide, many church members strongly reproved how 

they experienced Beck’s speech as a patronizing and rich-white-woman approach. A 

rebutting website, www.whatwomenknow.org, corrected the expectations, rejecting 

narrowly-defined tasks and outward appearances, and emphasizing equality and choice. 

The debate continued unabated in social media, leading in August 2008 to an academic 

symposium on “Mormon Motherhood: Choice or Destiny?” as response to Beck’s talk.1 

Such backlash has impact on church rhetoric, though often only after several years. In 

2011 apostle Cook expressed the delicate balance in two principles: 

First, no woman should ever feel the need to apologize or feel that her contribution 

is less significant because she is devoting her primary efforts to raising and 

nurturing children. Nothing could be more significant in our Father in Heaven’s 

plan. Second, we should all be careful not to be judgmental or assume that sisters 

are less valiant if the decision is made to work outside the home. We rarely 

understand or fully appreciate people’s circumstances. Husbands and wives should 

                                                      
1 Sunstone Symposium, Salt Lake City, August 2008. 
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prayerfully counsel together, understanding they are accountable to God for their 

decisions.1 

Other church leaders avoid presenting the relation between motherhood and career 

as an “either or,” but prefer a hierarchical one, as in this general conference talk by 

apostle Christofferson in 2013: 

A pernicious philosophy that undermines women’s moral influence is the 

devaluation of marriage and of motherhood and homemaking as a career. Some 

view homemaking with outright contempt, arguing it demeans women and that the 

relentless demands of raising children are a form of exploitation. They ridicule 

what they call “the mommy track” as a career. This is not fair or right. We do not 

diminish the value of what women or men achieve in any worthy endeavor or 

career—we all benefit from those achievements—but we still recognize there is not 

a higher good than motherhood and fatherhood in marriage. There is no superior 

career, and no amount of money, authority, or public acclaim can exceed the 

ultimate rewards of family. Whatever else a woman may accomplish, her moral 

influence is no more optimally employed than here.2 

Motherhood as supreme goal still continues to resonate in every general conference. 

“Latter-day Saint women understand that being a mother is their highest priority, their 

ultimate joy,” emphasized Oaks in October 2018, then from his position in the First 

Presidency.3 In that same conference church president Nelson, a former heart surgeon 

and father of ten children, gave the same message a humorous shift to highlight the 

desirability and status of motherhood: “Through the years, whenever I have been asked 

why I chose to become a medical doctor, my answer has always been the same: ‘Because 

I could not choose to be a mother’.”4 

Church leaders apparently came to accept that the growing number of single women, 

never married or divorced, need employment and therefore more education. The later 

age of first marriage and the importance of financial security even for married women 

led to open encouragements for young women to obtain degrees. Moreover, church 

programs for young women have increasingly accentuated personal development and 

                                                      
1 Quentin L. Cook, “LDS Women are Incredible,” General Conference (April 2011). 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/2011/04/lds-women-are-incredible. 
Accessed October 6, 2019. 

2 D. Todd Christofferson, “The Moral Force of Women,” General Conference (October 2013). 
https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/2013/10/the-moral-force-of-women. 
Accessed October 16, 2019. 

3 Dallin H. Oaks, “Parents and Children,” General Conference (October 2018). 
https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/2018/10/parents-and-children Accessed 
October 19, 2019. 

4 Russell M. Nelson ,”Sisters’ Participation in the Gathering of Israel,” General Conference (October 2018). 
https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/2018/10/sisters-participation-in-the-
gathering-of-israel. Accessed October 20, 2019. 
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offer them many opportunities for involvement where they can cultivate their talents in 

leadership and public speaking. As many female young adults go on missions for a period 

of 18 months, often in foreign countries, they learn endurance, intercultural 

competencies, and often also a foreign language—all assets for later employment. The 

“I’m a Mormon” media campaign, which ran from 2010 to 2018, propelled the image of 

successful Mormon women who work outside the home (3.4.5.1). However, the constant 

emphasis on motherhood as a woman’s highest calling and the former admonitions to not 

seek employment continue to create tensions between family duties and outside 

employment. 

The unmarried, childless woman. In a culture fixated on motherhood, the childless 

Mormon woman finds herself in a deviant position. A major part of church sermons and 

lessons praises marriage and family life. Church publications are replete with pictures of 

happy families. Church programs for older teenagers and young adults are geared to 

dating and marriage. Moreover, for devout female church members, prolonged 

singlehood is often exacerbated by the patriarchal blessing they received in their teenage 

years (5.3.4). In almost all patriarchal blessings to young women, they are promised a 

temple marriage on condition of remaining faithful and righteous. The assurance to 

become a “mother in Zion” and to bear children is an almost standard part of patriarchal 

blessings given to young women. These expectations, and the implied essential gender 

role as wife and mother, can easily be understood as a sacred duty. Moreover, if a woman 

sees these promises as predictive divination, it can lead to a life of anxieties and 

frustration if she does not find a husband or cannot bear children (Daughtrey 2012). Or, 

“they then deduce that there is something inherently bad about them—bad enough that 

God would deprive them of the important key that would enable them to return to him 

and to be ‘Mothers in Zion’” (Shaw 1991, 73). Shaw raised the topic from the viewpoint of 

professional psychotherapists who, when treating single Mormon women, “must take 

great care not to add to the body of pain by reinforcing any of the discounting and 

demeaning rhetoric, or by using platitudes, or patronizing comments or solutions” (p. 

74). The messages of church leaders to single women may fall into that category of 

unhelpful counsel. In any case they are part of the content of gendered expectations 

under discussion here. 

Raynes and Parsons (1983) studied the statements made between 1831 and 1982 by 

church leaders relating to unmarried members. These leaders’ approaches followed the 

broader societal assessments of single women, going from blame to commiseration—

always reflecting the idea that “to be single is a personal and societal curse which can 

only be changed by marriage.” In the latter part of the twentieth century more 

constructive messages emerged such as the recognition of the individual's value, the 

building of self-esteem, and the importance of education for self-support.  

A major doctrinal concern for the single Mormon woman relates to her eternal future: 

since a temple marriage is the condition for exaltation (5.2.3), what can she expect? The 



 

200 
 

standard answer is that, if she remains faithful, she will still be able to marry in the 

hereafter. Often quoted is this 1957 statement by church president Joseph Fielding Smith: 

You good sisters, who are single and alone, do not fear that blessings are going to 

be withheld from you. You are not under any obligation or necessity of accepting 

some proposal that comes to you which is distasteful for fear you will come under 

condemnation. If in your hearts you feel the gospel is true and would under proper 

conditions receive these ordinances and sealing blessings in the temple of the Lord, 

and that is your faith and your hope and your desire, and that does not come to you 

now, the Lord will make it up, and you shall be blessed, for no blessing shall be 

withheld.1 

In 1988 church president Benson devoted a whole general conference sermon “To the 

single adult sisters of the church.” Besides lauding their contributions and encouraging 

them to keep placing themselves “in a position to meet worthy men” in order to get 

married, he also recognized  

that not all women in the Church will have an opportunity for marriage and 

motherhood in mortality. But if those of you in this situation are worthy and endure 

faithfully, you can be assured of all blessings from a kind and loving Heavenly 

Father—and I emphasize all blessings. I assure you that if you have to wait even 

until the next life to be blessed with a choice companion, God will surely 

compensate you. Time is numbered only to man. God has your eternal perspective 

in mind.2 

While church leaders depict that heavenly future in rather vague terms as the ultimate 

obtainment of “all blessings,” for literalist believers the promise of a marriage in the 

hereafter leads to speculations. These become part of the rumblings of Mormon folk-

beliefs: how will acquainting and courting occur in heaven? Or will women be assigned to 

a divine husband, possibly in a plural marriage? How will they become mothers, by 

bearing myriads of spirit children? These are questions for anthropological research on 

gendered folk-beliefs—”how Mormon singles navigate the folkloric and doctrinal 

interpretations of post-mortality marriage and the possibility of polygamous sealing” 

(Radke-Moss 2016, 227). 

Under pressure of feminist voices, in recent years church leaders have become even 

more sensitive to the presence and needs of single women. The rhetoric is adapted to be 

more inclusive. In October 2018 church president Nelson addressed the General Women’s 

session. Though “mother” was a frequent word in his sermon, he amended the 

connotation from the onset:  

                                                      
1 Joseph Fielding Smith, Elijah the Prophet and His Mission (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1957), 51. 
2 Benson, Ezra T. “To the Single Adult Sisters of the Church,” General Conference (October 1988). 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/1988/10/to-the-single-adult-sisters-of-
the-church. Accessed November 6, 2019. 
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Please note that anytime I use the word mother, I am not talking only about women 

who have given birth or adopted children in this life. I am speaking about all of our 

Heavenly Parents’ adult daughters. Every woman is a mother by virtue of her 

eternal divine destiny.1 

Though meant as comfort for singlehood, Nelson’s assertion of inclusiveness still 

upholds the final expectation for woman: her eternal destiny is to be a mother, if not now, 

in the hereafter. 

The comforting, paternalistic approach toward “unfortunate” single women is, for a 

large part, contradicted by reality. Since the early days of the church, single women have, 

out of character or out of economic necessity, profiled themselves as strong and 

independent personalities (Anderson 1983, see also 3.2). The past few decades have seen 

an increasing number of single women with professional qualifications choosing for non-

marriage. Single lifestyles have become socially acceptable. The trend triggered apostle 

Oaks’ warning about the declining marriage ratio, this time also addressed to women, in 

2018.2 The more examples of satisfied single women occur in Mormon wards, the more 

gender socialization goes in the opposite direction from what church leaders desire. 

Moreover, the leaders’ patronizing approach and the continued emphasis on marriage 

and family incite talented women to leave church activity: from a 2011 survey among 

3,000 “inactive” Mormons, it appears that 70% of single Mormon women had left the 

church over women’s issues (Mott 2013). 

Finally, it should be noted that singlehood also affects Mormon men (Darrington, 

Piercy and Niehuis 2005; Johnson 2013). 

 

Relevance for my research 

 All the above topics under “motherhood”—optimal age to marry, number of children, 

birth control, relation to career, and singlehood—are touch stones for the perception of 

gender roles. To what extent does the prevailing culture of the Flemish host society 

supplant church directives or advice? How do Flemish Mormon women, also in relation 

to their level of church involvement, and perhaps their non-Mormon extended family, 

assess the church’s emphasis on motherhood? What kind of pressures do they 

experience? 

 
 

                                                      
1 Russell M. Nelson “Sisters’ Participation in the Gathering of Israel,” General Conference (October 2018). 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/2018/10/sisters-participation-in-the-
gathering-of-israel. Accessed November 12, 2019. 

2 Dallin H. Oaks, “Parents and Children,” Conference address (October 2018), 
https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/2018/10/parents-and-children. Accessed 
October 5, 2019. 
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5.4.2.5. “Primarily responsible for the nurture of their children” 

The 1995 Proclamation on the family states that “by divine design, fathers are to preside 

over their families in love and righteousness and are responsible to provide the 

necessities of life and protection for their families. Mothers are primarily responsible for 

the nurture of their children.” 

Nurturing is educating and teaching truth. The message that the nurture of children 

encompasses much more than physical and emotional care has been stressed since the 

early days of Mormonism. But the scriptural injunction to do so is addressed to both 

parents: they shall teach their children “to understand the doctrine of repentance, faith 

in Christ the Son of the living God, and of baptism and the gift of the Holy Ghost by the 

laying on of the hands . . . And they shall also teach their children to pray, and to walk 

uprightly before the Lord. (D&C 68:25–28). Though children would spend more time with 

their mother, the obligation to teach children “in the gospel” continued to be presented 

as a joint responsibility of the parents up to the 1960s. Until then the function of 

motherhood as such focused on “homemaking” as a technical and social art for the good 

of the family and the community (3.3.2.1 and 3.3.3.1).  

That perspective of joint parental responsibility started to shift in the 1970s and 80s 

when reactions against second-wave feminism and the Equal Rights Amendment invited 

to emphasize the unique competencies of women. Their intellectual and spiritual gifts 

were called upon as distinctive aptitudes to teach children. It lifted their “nurturing” to 

a higher level. Church president Lee stated in 1972: “What is the mother’s role, then, in 

the great service of the kingdom? Her first and most important role is to remember the 

teaching of the gospel in the family.”1 Though fathers were not excused of teaching in the 

home, and sermons continued to mention parents as responsible for gospel teaching at 

home, the focus on the mother increased.  

In 1995 it reached a dogmatic level in the Proclamation on the family. At the 2018 

October general conference session for women, apostle Eyring, member of the First 

Presidency, referred to the Proclamation sentence that mothers are primarily responsible 

for the nurture of their children. He emphasized the meaning of nurturing as teaching—

”the primary responsibility to nourish with the most important nutrient all must receive, 

a knowledge of truth coming from heaven.” He asserted that this primary responsibility 

was given to woman “as the Lord’s way since families were created in this world,” with 

reference to Eve who was the first “to receive the knowledge that Adam needed to partake 

of the fruit of the tree of knowledge for them to keep all of God’s commandments and to 

form a family.” Eyring explicates women’s capacity even further: through their love for 

                                                      
1 Harold B. Lee, The Teachings of Harold B. Lee, quoted in Teachings of the Presidents – Harold B. Lee. 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/manual/teachings-harold-b-lee/chapter-15. Accessed October 21, 2019. 
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others, they become the recipients of revelation, the knowledge of which they are 

entitled to pass to others: 

While I do not know all the Lord’s reasons for giving primary responsibility for 

nurturing in the family to faithful sisters, I believe it has to do with your capacity 

to love. It takes great love to feel the needs of someone else more than your own ... 

As daughters of God, you have an innate and great capacity to sense the needs of 

others and to love. That, in turn, makes you more susceptible to the whisperings of 

the Spirit. The Spirit can then guide what you think, what you say, and what you do 

to nurture people so the Lord may pour knowledge, truth, and courage upon them.1 

In the same 2018 conference apostle Oaks reiterated a teaching of church president 

Hinckley in 1997: “The greatest job that any woman will ever do will be in nurturing and 

teaching and living and encouraging and rearing her children in righteousness and truth. 

There is no other thing that will compare with that, regardless of what she does.”2 And in 

general conference of October 2019, First Presidency member Eyring reiterated a 

teaching from then apostle Nelson in 1989, now the church president:  

To help another human being reach one’s celestial potential is part of the divine 

mission of woman. As mother, teacher, or nurturing Saint, she molds living clay to 

the shape of her hopes. In partnership with God, her divine mission is to help spirits 

live and souls be lifted. This is the measure of her creation. It is ennobling, edifying, 

and exalting.3 

Mother’s guilt when children fail. The shift to the mother’s prime responsibility for 

home gospel teaching is not without consequences. She will feel accountable when 

children fail to reach the Mormon milestones of progression: priesthood ordinations of 

the sons, going on a mission, temple marriage, and remaining active in the church. Guilt 

will be exacerbated by the examples church leaders mention of successful mothers. The 

same happens in their own ward or stake when mothers, in their public church sermons 

or testimonies, will express their gratitude for their thriving children in the church. 

Mothers who see one or more of their children go against the church or drift away will 

often torment themselves with the question: what did I do wrong? The Mormon Women 

Oral History Project, which assembled women’s personal stories, revealed that women 

never blamed the father for children’s failures, but rather themselves (Riess 2014, 201–

202). 

                                                      
1 Henry B. Eyring, “Women and Gospel Learning in the Home,” General Conference (October 2018), 

https://www.lds.org/general-conference/2018/10/women-and-gospel-learning-in-the-home 
2 Dallin H. Oaks, “Parents and Children,” General Conference (October 2018). 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/2018/10/parents-and-children Accessed 
October 19, 2019. 

3  Henry B. Eyring, Covenant Women in Partnership with God,” General Conference (October 2019). 
https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/2019/10/34eyring. Accessed October 21, 
2019. 
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5.4.2.6. Modesty and chastity  

I handle these two traits—modesty and chastity—together because they are tightly 

connected in Mormon directives. Modesty is considered a broader term to cover a wide 

range of qualities from “not being too proud or confident” to “propriety in dress, speech, 

or conduct” (Merriam-Webster). Chastity has a narrower sexual connotation, as 

“abstention from inappropriate sexual behavior.” Central to the church’s moral stance 

on chastity is that sexual relations are only allowed within the bonds of a legal 

heterosexual marriage. Temptations prone to break that commandment must be avoided. 

Immodest clothing is one of them.  

The gendered dimension of modesty comes from the much more specific attention to 

female attire. In Mormonism modesty is primarily linked to women’s clothing for the 

prevention of sexual thoughts and activities. Sometimes modesty is embedded in a broader 

framework, such as in this sermon by Elaine Dalton, first counselor in the Young Women 

General Presidency, but it still comes down to tying modesty to chastity: 

Virtue encompasses modesty—in thought, language, dress, and demeanor. And 

modesty is the foundation stone of chastity . . . When we are modest, we show others 

that we understand our relationship with our Father in Heaven as His daughters . . . 

Modesty is not a matter of being “hip.” It is a matter of the heart and being holy. It 

is not about being fashionable. It is about being faithful. It is not about being cool. 

It is about being chaste and keeping covenants. It is not about being popular, but 

about being pure.1 

From the 1970s up to 2000 the topic of modesty has been present fairly evenly in 

church magazines (which includes all general conference discourses), but its mention 

increased significantly around 2000 and continued to increase constantly for the next 

fifteen years, with women having more modesty rhetoric targeted at them than men, in 

particular young women (Ziff 2014). The frequency may have tapered off after 2014 in 

view of the backlash from members (see further), but I found no analysis to confirm it. 

For members themselves, the topic of modesty is one of the most debated, in church and 

on social media. This explains the space I devote to it here. 

Immodest dresses lead to sin. The connection between religion, female dress, and 

sexuality is age-old (Allen 2006; Arthur 1999; Lewis 2013). When Mormonism was founded, 

converts brought with them the puritan standards of Christian America. Victorian norms 

prevailed until the end of the nineteenth century (Clayton 1987). In 1916 a few church 

leaders lamented the new fashions that allowed more female skin to be seen but they 

                                                      
1 Elaine S. Dalton, “Stay on the Path,” General Conference (April 2007). 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/2007/04/stay-on-the-path. Accessed 
October 18, 2019.  



 
 

205 
 

never imposed a female dress code.1 Mormons followed the evolving American norms, in 

line with a movement of accommodation to American society after their cultural isolation 

in the nineteenth century (Mauss 1994).  

After the Second World War, apostle Kimball launched the idea for “a style of our own” 

with “modesty in dress” as main criterion. In 1951, in a devotional address to thousands 

of Brigham Young University students, he triggered a church-wide willingness to pay 

attention to “modest clothing.” His remarks focused on the “immodest dresses that are 

worn by our young women, and their mothers” which “lead to sin” and contribute to the 

breakdown of moral values. He listed the various improper female dresses that show too 

much leg, shoulders, neck, and back to conclude that “a woman is most beautiful when 

her body is clothed.”2 “A style of our own” would become a church mantra. 

Girls are responsible for male conduct. Blakesley (2009) documented the further 

development of the concepts of modesty and chastity between 1951 and 2008 in Mormon 

sermons and lessons. In the 1960s, as the counterculture and the sexual revolution altered 

norms, “modesty in dress quickly became a watch cry for protecting the purity and moral 

values of LDS youth; and increasingly, LDS leaders exhorted members to dress both 

modestly and appropriately” (p. 24). In 1962 apostle Petersen set a tone that would 

predominate for half a century: 

Let us talk of virtue for a moment in terms of chastity. Do you know what tempts 

the boys to molest the girls today more than any other one thing? It is the mode of 

dress of our girls who, in the summertime, often wear extremely abbreviated sun 

suits, even on the streets; who wear dresses above the knees . . . that it nearly takes 

the breath away from the boys who look at it . . . thus setting him on fire with an 

unholy desire . . . When the boys are coming into their teens and reaching maturity, 

and such sights are placed before their eyes, almost like an invitation, can you 

blame them any more than you would the girls who tempt them, if they take 

advantage of those girls?3 

Petersen reflected the widespread viewpoint that a woman, through attractiveness 

and provocativeness, is to bear the blame in case of sexual assault, an attitude that 

continues to prevail in many cultures (see for a literature overview, Gravelin, Biernat, and 

Bucher 2019). Clergy in particular is prone to adhere to that verdict (Sheldon and Parent 

2002).  

                                                      
1 See for example, Joseph F. Smith, Anthon H. Lund, and Charles W. Penrose, A Call to the Women of the Church 

(pamphlet), 22 September, 1916 (Historical Department Library and Archives). 
2 Spencer W. Kimball, “A Style of Our Own,” BYU devotional address, February 13, 1951. 

https://speeches.byu.edu/talks/spencer-w-kimball/style/. Accessed October 16, 2019. 
3  Mark E. Petersen, “Modesty Protects Virtue,” General Conference (October 1962). In Relief Society Magazine 50, 

no. 1 (January 1963), 9. 
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In 1968 the church published the booklet For the Strength of Youth, a general guideline 

for building faith, proper behavior, and personal development for teenagers. It also 

contained instructions that detailed disapproved and recommended clothing for girls. 

Skirts should “be long enough to cover the kneecap” and “low-cut, strapless, and 

spaghetti strap outfits” were inappropriate, as well as pants and slacks: women had to 

look feminine (cited in Blakesley 2009, 29). For the Strength of Youth, translated in 

numerous languages and distributed all over the church, was revised several times over 

the years. Pants and slacks, if not tight-fitting, became acceptable, but the general idea 

that girls are responsible for triggering sexual thoughts in males remained. The booklet 

is still a standard instrument given to teenagers and is available on the church’s website. 

The present directives for clothing are less detailed than in earlier versions: 

Immodest clothing is any clothing that is tight, sheer, or revealing in any other 

manner. Young women should avoid short shorts and short skirts, shirts that do 

not cover the stomach, and clothing that does not cover the shoulders or is low-cut 

in the front or the back. Young men should also maintain modesty in their 

appearance. Young men and young women should be neat and clean and avoid 

being extreme or inappropriately casual in clothing, hairstyle, and behavior. They 

should choose appropriately modest apparel when participating in sports. The 

fashions of the world will change, but the Lord’s standards will not change. 

As in other ethical or practical issues that tend to change with time, church leaders 

shift the responsibility for choices and decision-making to the individual: 

If you are not sure what is appropriate to wear, study the words of the prophets, 

pray for guidance, and ask your parents or leaders for help. Your dress and 

appearance now will help you prepare for the time when you will go to the temple 

to make sacred covenants with God. Ask yourself, “Would I feel comfortable with 

my appearance if I were in the Lord’s presence? 1 

Female modesty in dress is still a recurrent theme in sermons and lessons—with 

changing angles to make the approach more positive, but always with its underlying 

understanding that female improprieties tempt men to sin. For example, in 2000, First 

Presidency member Faust appealed to modesty as a factor for dating attractiveness, while 

giving practical advise to the “young ladies” to take matters in their own hands: 

When strong young priesthood holders see a girl immodestly dressed, most will not 

want to date her because her standards are not consistent with their eternal 

perspective. Immodesty in women cheapens their image. It causes embarrassment 

and loss of respect. It is not likely to win them the hand of a worthy, honorable 

                                                      
1 For the Strength of Youth (2011). Section “Dress and Appearance.” 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/manual/for-the-strength-of-youth/message-to-the-youth-
from-the-first-presidency. Accessed November 15, 2019. 
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young man who desires to marry a righteous young woman in the temple. You 

young ladies may have a hard time buying a modest prom dress. May I suggest that 

you make your own? You may need some help, but plenty of help is available.1 

The suggestion “to make your own” prom dress was well meant to rekindle some 

traditional home industry of dressmaking. In 2000, when he delivered this sermon, the 

eighty-year old Faust could not foresee that he helped activate a professional Muslim-

Jewish-Mormon fashion industry of “conservative chic” (see further).  

The message of female accountability continues to be repeated to the worldwide 

membership. A last example, from a devotional address to Mormon students and 

published in the general church periodical in 2014: 

The dress of a woman has a powerful impact upon the minds and passions of men. 

If it is too low or too high or too tight, it may prompt improper thoughts, even in 

the mind of a young man who is striving to be pure . . . Women particularly can 

dress modestly and in the process contribute to their own self-respect and to the 

moral purity of men. In the end, most women get the type of man they dress for.2 

By that time, in 2014, such messages were sparking strong dismissing public reactions 

(see further). 

Changing times and tensions over dress. Directives concerning female dress 

immediately affect specific groups. Because of the high level of social interaction within 

these groups, the expectations voiced by church leaders prompt reactions and create 

tensions. These in turn generate pressures for change in the rhetoric if gendered 

expectations. The following groups illustrate these developments. 

Students. The Church Educational System (CES) directs the church institutions for 

higher education (four universities) which are attended by thousands of students from 

many countries. It also includes the Seminary and Institute programs which offer weekly 

after-class religious classes to hundreds of thousands older teenagers and young adults 

worldwide. To ensure appropriate conduct on campus and in classes, a “Church 

Educational System Honor Code” requires students to adhere to rules on honesty, 

chastity, behavior, and “dress and grooming standards.” The Honor Code has a long 

history, originating in the 1949 “BYU Honor code“—guidelines for students at Brigham 

Young University. Over the years it expanded and underwent numerous revisions to 

conform to new circumstances. During the first decades women could only wear skirts 

                                                      
1 James E. Faust, “Womanhood: The Highest Place of Honor,” General conference address (April 2000). 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/2000/04/womanhood-the-highest-place-
of-honor. Accessed October 27, 2019. 

2 Tad R. Callister, “The Lord’s Standard of Morality,” Ensign (March 2014). 
https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/ensign/2014/03/the-lords-standard-of-morality. Accessed 
October 30, 2019. 
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and dresses to at least knee-length. Over the years, step by step, pants, slacks, jeans, and 

knee length shorts became permissible (see for a history, Piper 2016).  

These changes did not come without numerous conflicts between students and the 

“Honor Code Office.” The controversies, sometimes widely publicized in the American 

media,1 have obliged university leaders to adapt directives to less stringent guidelines, to 

accept developments in fashion, and to become aware of the negative side-effects of 

obsessions over sexual modesty. Indeed, university dress codes may reinforce the 

tendency “to blame female survivors of sexual assault for tempting their perpetrators 

with immodest dress” (Jay 2017). University dress codes for women have also come under 

legal scrutiny because they may violate equal protection rights by using sex as a 

discriminatory classification. 

The adaptations over the years did not alter the principles of modesty and chastity, 

but they adjusted standards to new realities. The present guidelines of the Honor Code 

mention for women: “Clothing is inappropriate when it is sleeveless, strapless, backless, 

or revealing; has slits above the knee; or is form fitting. Dresses, skirts, and shorts must 

be knee-length or longer.”2  

Sister missionaries.  At present some 22,000 “sister missionaries,” most of them between 

the ages of 19 and 21, are serving for 18-months fulltime missionary service, often in 

foreign countries. It means some 14,000 new ones are being called and sent out every year, 

from wards all over the world. The guidelines for their outfits are very detailed, with 

numerous fashion pictures to have these young adult women look “professional-

conservative.”3  

Blakesley (2019, 33–35) documented the story of the professionalization of their 

physical appearance. It shows how the concern for gendered identity had to match the 

“executive business look” of the male missionaries, with their suits, white shirts, and 

subdued ties. When in 1981 the new guidelines were sent out to the sister missionaries in 

the field, many “were upset at the attention placed on their appearance and felt that 

‘learning to be more attractive was superficial and valueless’.” Church leaders, however, 

“recognized the fact that the Sisters could be more effective missionaries if they felt 

better about themselves and if they had a more professional appearance.” It would also 

“improve the church’s image” (p. 35). The irony resides in the discrepancy between the 

image of the Mormon ideal home-making mother and the image of “professional 

executive” sister missionary must display. At the same time, especially since 2013, sister 

missionaries have been given more leading responsibilities, further altering gendered 

expectations (Walch 2014). 

                                                      
1 Wikipedia, under the entry “Church Educational System Honor Code,” lists 151 publications, most of them 

in the media pertaining to conflicts over the Honor Code. 
2 “Church Educational System Honor Code,” https://policy.byu.edu/view/index.php?p=26. Accessed 

November 15, 2019. 
3 https://missionary.lds.org/clothing/sister/ 
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In December 2018 the church issued new directives allowing sister missionaries to 

wear dressed pants or slacks where the culture permits it.1 Reasons are practical—

protection from weather and vector-born diseases and easiness to ride bicycles—but at 

the same time it further altered the feminine look toward modernization. 

Youth. The youth program “For the Strength of Youth” (FSY), a yearly weeklong 

vacation retreat for teenagers, is notorious for its strict dress standards. Originally a 

Brigham Young University program known as “Especially for Youth” (EFY), FSY is now 

offered in most countries, usually at stake level. The conservative dress rules are an 

important part of the experience and are strictly enforced. The FSY European guidelines, 

for example, mention: “no clothing that is tight, sheer, or revealing; no short shorts or 

short skirts; shirt covering stomach and shoulders; no clothing that is low-cut in the front 

or back; no extremes in hairstyles; no body piercings—young women may wear one pair 

of earrings; young men should not wear earrings.”2 FSY, however, also has a reputation 

of frustrating teenagers who do not perfectly conform, by refusing them admission at 

registration or expelling them. Few events in the church have such a well-known impact 

to enforce rules and to create conflicts. Independent Mormon blogs often vent the 

frustrations over the shortsightedness of local leaders.3 Such controversies intensify the 

consciousness over gendered expectations for women in the church. 

Employees. Church employees in the various administrative services and the 

educational system must also conform to dress standards. Until 2017 women were 

required to wear at least knee-length skirts or dresses and nylons: the feminine look was 

to prevail. As dressed pants became fashionable for women in business environments, the 

church adapted the rules. In 2017 a dress standard change for female church employees 

allowed them to wear “professional pantsuits or dress slacks,” also to go to the temple.4 

Female bloggers. In the internet age, with dozens of independent Mormon blogs (the 

“Bloggernacle” ), frequent posts on modesty unleash flurries of comments. Whenever a 

church leader speaks or writes on sexual modesty, or whenever an incident over modesty 

is publicized, the Bloggernacle reacts with engaged posts and comments. Just two 

examples: 

                                                      
1  “All Sister Missionaries Now Have Option of Wearing Slacks,” Church News (December 20, 2018). 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/church/news/all-sister-missionaries-now-have-option-of-wearing-
slacks. Accessed November 5, 2019. 

2 “FSY Standards for Behavior and Appearance.” https://www.fsy-europe.org/en/pages/standards. 
Accessed October 3, 2019.  

3 Any Google search with “EFY – SFY – modesty – standards – dress” will yield numerous posts and 
comments on the topic. 

4 Sarah Jane Weaver, “LDS Church announces paid maternity leave and new dress code standards for 
employees,” Church News (June 28, 2017). https://www.thechurchnews.com/archives/2017-06-28/lds-
church-announces-paid-maternity-leave-and-new-dress-code-standards-for-employees-18175. Accessed 
October 3, 2019. 
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Our culture of hypermodesty contributes to the sexualization of young girls as 

much as a culture of absent modesty does . . . The Mormon emphasis on external, 

clothing-oriented modesty is just another form of sexualization. We attempt to 

negate the sexualization of young girls’ and women’s bodies by covering them up 

and locking them behind the door called Chastity. But when the female body is 

taboo because of its inherent sexuality (a sexuality so powerful that a woman 

literally turns herself into pornography for some men by dressing immodestly, 

according to that canard advanced by Dallin Oaks), and when women are celebrated 

almost exclusively because of their potential as breeders and nurturers of children, 

then we successfully sexualize the female body every bit as much as pushing heels, 

padded bras, plunging necklines, and miniskirts for pre-teens does.1 

“Does Mormon modesty mantra reduce women to sex objects?” is a question Stack 

(2014) reviews.  

Second example: 

One of the problems with patriarchy, especially one that is so incredibly 

hierarchical, is that just about everything, including the way doctrine is taught, is 

done so from a male point of view, and with the view of how women fit into what 

men want, rather than a view that sees women as whole, complex, rational people. 

The way modesty is taught is a prime example, and the Mormon modesty debate 

centers around the way modesty is taught in an almost entirely sexual way – with 

the emphasis on women maintaining sexual desirability, expressed as “purity,” for 

men. Not for themselves, or to enhance a relationship with Christ, but so that they 

aren’t “tempting boys” who need to prepare for their missions.2 

The tensions over modest clothing, sometimes as nonconformist reactions by young 

people against constraints, sometimes as adult irritations over shortsightedness and 

fundamentalisms, confirm the continued presence of gendered expectations. In every 

debate over clothing men and women are identified as contrasting entities. 

The affirmation of modest fashion. Many women, religious or not, can agree with the 

principle of modest clothing, but do not want the principle to tie them into dull 

conformity and stylelessness. Blakesley (2019, 36–37) documents how already in the 1970s 

Mormon young women in California created a colorful “style of their own.” It made them 

more visible at events than others. It was followed by other Mormon initiatives in the 

1980s and 90s, with growing pressure on major fashion retailers to provide more stylish 

modest clothing. “In 2004, [Mormon] Chelsy Rippy founded Shade Clothing, the first 

business to successfully market ‘modest clothing’ to young women, not all of whom are 

                                                      
1 Amelia, “The Modesty Myth: Why Covering Up Just Won’t Do,” Exponent II (January 13, 2016). 

https://www.the-exponent.com/the-modesty-myth-why-covering-up-just-wont-do/ Accessed November 
2, 2019.  

2 Miranda Marquit, “In Which I Wade Into the Mormon Modesty Debate,” (March 1, 2014). 
https://mirandamarquit.com/wade-mormon-modesty-debate/. Accessed November 2, 2019. 
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Mormon. Since then, the Mormon clothing market has exploded with more than thirty 

retailers marketing ‘modest clothing.’” The media, which found this counter-movement 

interesting to report on, contributed to its expansion. The main reason given by 

proponents of modest clothing is not the avoidance of sexual attraction, but the 

affirmation of self-respect and identity (Blakesley 2019; Lewis 2013).  

Meanwhile the fashion movement for modest dress has exploded in other conservative 

religious groups (Lewis 2013). It is not surprising that Mormon, Jewish, and Muslim 

women have found each other on the stage of the “Modest Fashion Industry” (Lewis 2015). 

Feminist studies pay attention to the fashion movement of “modest dress among Muslim, 

Orthodox Jewish, and Mormon women” (Boris 2017). The competitive reality show, Project 

Runway, featured a Muslim Hijab-wearing competitor who primarily designed modest 

fashion for Muslim women, sending all her models down the runway wearing a head 

covering. For church leaders, the result of this movement seems, at first, to match their 

own objectives: women affirm their female identity and opt for modesty. At the same 

time, for women themselves, the movement turns into a form of resistance when fashion 

becomes a symbol of self-affirmation and of agency, in short, “modest fashion as feminist 

strategy” (Rosenberg 2019). In Muslim spheres it expands inasmuch as local Islamic 

cultures allow it. It is generating multiple academic studies. 

To conclude this subsection on modesty and chastity, I refer to Avance (2010) who sees in 

the Mormon preaching of female modesty a major way to mold gender roles. She argues 

that “Latter-day Saints are socialized to internalize and appropriate both church dogma 

and church-sanctioned standards of modesty, normalizing both temporal and eternal 

gender-based roles.” But at the same her analysis leads to a number of open questions 

that summarize a lingering quandary: 

Is [modesty] a copout, a red herring designed to distract LDS women from the 

institutional biases that force them into submission in all other areas? Are LDS 

women who comply with institutional dress codes complicit in their own 

subjugation? Or are faithful LDS women accepting of innate gender differences, 

happy to acknowledge their own forms of power and determined to use them 

responsibly through modest dress? (p. 16) 

 

Relevance for my research 

Flemish Mormon women have occasionally been involved in the modesty debates, in 

church and in social media, with conservative members trying to impose norms, followed 

by backlash from more liberal members. In the tension between accommodation and 

retrenchment, to what extent do local cultural norms supersede church norms? 
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5.4.2.7. Role models highlighting gendered expectations 

Sermons and lessons frequently use stories of people, both saints and sinners, to highlight 

principles. The same applies to the many faith-building books available to church 

members. Many of these stories narrate about virtues or iniquities, victories or failures, 

that apply equally to men and women. A number of stories, however, exemplify gendered 

expectations through female experiences and contributions. Rather than citing examples 

of such stories in church material, I will provide some background information on the 

phenomenon from the literature. 

Scriptural models. The stories of biblical figures are often strongly gendered. Within 

patriarchal religions sacred texts have traditionally been used as justification for 

women’s submission to authority. However, studies and interpretations of patriarchal 

and androcentric meanings abound. Sawyer (2005) provided a partial overview and points 

to the contradictions and inconsistencies that biblical exegesis reveals when dealing with 

gender. A critical re-reading of scriptural passages allows the reconsideration of former 

premises. Barlas (2002) did so in an exegesis of Qur'an's passages to assert the textual 

affirmation of complete equality of the sexes, in contrast to some Muslim cultural 

practices. From a Mormon faithful perspective biblical stories belong to a patriarchal 

order where women fulfill sustaining roles, in particular as wives and mothers. Eve, 

however, is singled out for her personality and decision-making character (5.2.2.1).  

An exegetical controversy in Mormon circles concerns the place of women in the Book 

of Mormon. The Book of Mormon, as alleged history of Judeo-Christian populations in 

ancient America, is predominantly about male figures. Prophet-patriarchs, kings, and 

military leaders receive divine inspiration to lead their families and their people. Men 

preach and make decisions. Only three women are named.1 However, women as a 

collective are frequently mentioned as an active social and economic part of local cultures 

and as victims of war. Morrill (2005) analyzed how Mormon women, from the end of the 

nineteenth century on, focused on the few female elements in the Book of Mormon “to 

voice female concerns and to support a definable women's culture and authority within 

the Mormon community” (p. 130). They did so by highlighting the few examples of 

motherhood in the Book of Mormon “through a filter of long-standing Victorian gender 

norms.” They distilled what were to them positive female gender roles. A feminist 

counter viewpoint was worded by Pearson (1996), who laid bare the male-controlled 

world in the Book of Mormon, the militarism, and “the accompanying bias against and 

negative portrayal of women” (p. 34). Conservative Mormons are not attracted to such 

views. They rather use subtextual interpretations to save the exemplary function of 

woman and motherhood. For example, Christensen and Christensen (1998) attempted to 

prove that the Book of Mormon message for women is “a positive one” and criticized 

                                                      
1 Sarah, wife of Lehi, the first prophet-patriarch; Abish, a servant; and Isabel, a prostitute.  
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Pearson for making “subjective evaluations.” They saw in the accounts of women 

“significant archetypal or ritual backgrounds” and, while admitting the androcentric 

culture, pointed to small instances to magnify female accomplishments. Likewise, 

Williams (2002) endeavored to present Book of Mormon women in as favorable a light as 

possible. Exegesis must serve gendered expectations. 

 

Mormon female models. The use of figures from Mormon history is an important tool 

for Mormon leaders and authors to tell stories in order to visualize ideals. These stories 

are often gendered. Men act from leadership positions or as fathers. Women’s stories 

often deal with motherhood. The historical records on individuals are numerous because 

of the church’s admonition, from the early days, to keep personal journals and preserve 

all documents. Already in the nineteenth century Mormon women wrote autobiographies 

to be remembered as mothers (Massoth 2013). The tradition in twentieth century 

historical biographies of female forebears was also to highlight their function as mothers 

(Swetnam 1988). The tradition persists in the current trend of published family history. 

Still, many contributions on nineteenth-century Mormon women also accentuate their 

work as pioneers, suffragists, and initiators of social and cultural endeavors. However, it 

is telling that these have been published and publicized mainly in independent venues, 

hardly in official church material. 

Publications under supervision of the church focus on dutiful and loyal women, both 

from the past and current. Related articles are frequent in the church periodicals. Hollist 

(2009) analyzed them for the period 2000 to 2009 to list features of “the ideal Mormon 

woman”: “an overwhelming emphasis on both inner spiritual characteristics and 

religiously motivated actions.” Church study courses and manuals follow the same trend. 

In their wake, year after year, are the numerous books on female ideals and values 

marketed by the church-dependent publisher Deseret Book and by small publishers 

targeting a committed Mormon audience. Women are presented as righteous and faithful 

wives, fulfilling sacrificing roles to sustain their husbands and to serve in the church 

under the direction of the priesthood. See for recent examples of such an approach, the 

church’s Daughters in My Kingdom: The History and Work of Relief Society (2011), Deseret 

Book’s The Witness of Women: Firsthand Experiences and Testimonies from the Restoration 

(Johnson and Reeder 2016) and the series Women of Faith in the Latter-days (Turley and 

Chapman 2011, 2012, 2014, 2017). For critical evaluation, see Sumerau and Cragun (2015) 

and Vance (2002). All these publications reflect the ideals women are encouraged to 

conform to, for example in terms of dress and dating behavior. They have an 

unmistakable impact on women with a traditionalist perspective, as can be gauged from 

the followers of a conservative Mormon website like Meridian Magazine. For my research, 

the question is how Flemish and Dutch women react to some of the counsels given. 
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Living examples. When a higher leader, such as a general authority, an area seventy, a 

temple or a mission president, attends a local ward or a stake conference (held twice a 

year), he nearly always has his wife also sit on the stand. In his sermon he will praise her 

qualities, her maternal excellence in the raising of their children, and the unrelenting 

support she has given him in his endeavors for the church. This custom transfers to the 

local level. Quite often men, in church sermons and public testimonies, will mention their 

wife with words of appreciation. It nearly always includes a focus on her work as mother. 

Inasmuch as the audience sees or knows the woman that is spoken of, the perspective 

shifts to gender role socialization (see next section). 

 

5.4.2.8. The Molly Mormon ideal 

A fitting conclusion for this section on gendered expectations is the “Molly Mormon 

ideal.” “Molly Mormon” is a nickname that originated in popular use, first in a 

denigrating sense for a Mormon young woman who stands for her norms when taunted 

(Clarke 1989). From interviews with Mormon women, Brinkman (2000) collected the term 

as “the ideal who provokes other women to intimate the idealization of the perfect wife 

and mother and who easily manages the demands of family, church, and society” (p. 110). 

It carries either positive or negative connotations, depending on the context of use. 

Brinkman notes that all of the women she interviewed are well aware of this stereotypical 

image and : 

“Molly Mormon” is considered the ideal of Mormon womanhood. She is 

hyperfeminine. She is an illusion that becomes the nexus of Mormon woman's self-

identity. “Molly Mormon” is portrayed as being the ultimate wife and mother. She 

is totally devoted to her husband and family. “Molly Mormon” is an expert cook, 

seamstress and she makes crafts. She is the Mormon woman who has mastered the 

flower dress with the lace collar and gourmet cooking. She makes all of her own 

crafts. She is able to take care of eight kids, a home, and her husband. She is a 

magnification of the 1980s American ideal of the perfect career women, with one 

major exception: she is not employed. Age is also a relevant factor in the 

construction of “Molly Mormon.” Molly is probably in her late 30s or early 40s and 

may even be pregnant with her sixth, seventh, or eighth child. (p. 110–111) 

Beaman (2001), in a study with life history interviews with Mormon women, noted that 

one interviewee pointed out that the Molly Mormon stereotype “fits no woman because 

there's always some kind of place where she feels a disjuncture, a place where she knows 

her feelings aren't working with what she's told she ought to be or ought to do” (p. 69). 

This is an important element to understand the stress Mormon women have to deal with 

(2.3.2). 
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A similar contrastive view on the Molly Mormon ideal is given in Greenfield, Lytle and 

Hays (2016). They studied Mormon mothers who are career-professional women and do 

not measure up to the ideal: 

Throughout the interviews, multiple references were made to the participants’ 

experience of the demands imposed on them by themselves, their culture and their 

religion. Many of these demands were blatant comparisons with a “Molly Mormon” 

ideal, loosely understood as the perfect mother, wife, and church member. Six sub-

themes emerged that could readily be used to define a Molly Mormon: (a) early 

marriage and motherhood, (b) has home-centered hobbies such as canning food, (c) 

is active within the church and has a calling (a role, duty or service one is asked to 

perform by the church leadership), (d) is social within the church, (e) does not 

complain, and (f) loves motherhood. (p. 5). 

 

5.4.2.9. The abhorrence of homosexuality 

The quandary of homosexuality as related to gender essentialism is discussed in 

subsection 5.2.1.4. Here I focus briefly on its impact on gendered expectations.  

The antigay rhetoric in church leaders’ sermons and publications between the 1950s 

and 1990s, followed by the church’s open battle against same-sex marriage between 1990 

and 2015, strongly contributed to the structuring of gendered expectations: homosexual 

behavior and even feelings were to be abhorred. True, even in their condemnation of 

homosexuality, church leaders often expressed their compassion for the struggling 

individual. The basic message, however, remained the same: without a properly 

sanctioned, heterosexual marriage, exaltation in the celestial kingdom cannot be 

reached. As apostle Oaks stated:1 

Our knowledge of God’s revealed plan of salvation requires us to oppose current 

social and legal pressures to retreat from traditional marriage and to make changes 

that confuse or alter gender or homogenize the differences between men and 

women. We know that the relationships, identities, and functions of men and 

women are essential to accomplish God’s great plan. 

In spite of the church’s increased efforts to show understanding for LGBT individuals 

and their struggles, the issue has been divisive in the church. The related policies and 

tragic consequences for thousands of LGBT individuals and their families—including the 

high rate of suicides among Mormon youth—have been studied in numerous publications. 

For overviews see Eskridge (2016), Dehlin et al. (2014; 2019), Phillips (2005), Prince (2019), 

and Young (2016). Same-sex marriage became legal in the US in 2015. A few months later, 

                                                      
1 Dallin H. Oaks ,”Truth and the Plan,” General Conference (October 2018). 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/2018/10/truth-and-the-plan. Accessed 
October 9, 2019. 
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a church policy identified such couples as “apostates” and prohibited their children to be 

baptized. This “policy of exclusion” drew much criticism within the church itself. It was 

rescinded in 2019. 

 
 
5.4.2.10. What about the male gender roles? 

 The historical overview drew attention to the period between 1890 and 1940 when a 

distinct Mormon masculinity emerged, centered around priesthood, mission, career, and 

fatherhood, while women were increasingly “valued” in domestic roles (3.3.1 and 3.3.2). 

Compared to the counsel given to women, the church leaders’ admonitions addressed to 

men are at least as frequent and even more direct, in particular in the general priesthood 

session of every general conference. Overall church leaders clearly admonish men and 

boys as to their conduct, often referring to Joseph Smith’s words: “No power or influence 

can or ought to be maintained by virtue of the priesthood, only by persuasion, by long-

suffering, by gentleness and meekness, and by love unfeigned; by kindness, and pure 

knowledge, which shall greatly enlarge the soul without hypocrisy, and without guile.”1 

At the same time the proclamation on the family makes it clear that the man has a 

presiding role: “By divine design, fathers are to preside over their families in love and 

righteousness and are responsible to provide the necessities of life and protection for 

their families.” Within the priesthood structure, man’s authority over the family is an 

extension of the presiding roles that men have on all the hierarchical levels in the church. 

Just as for women, the male gender role is reinforced by dress expectations, at least 

within the church realm. For administering the sacrament on Sunday, boys and men are 

expected to wear a white shirt and tie. It extends to the unofficial expectation that men 

should wear a dark business-style suit, white dress shirt, and tie. That standard is 

reinforced by the similar, but required dress standards for missionaries on Sundays. It 

gives the men the cachet and the feeling of a group in uniform. The example of the 

general authorities with their dark business-style suits—ubiquitous in pictures, videos 

and general conference transmissions—can even make some members believe that 

lighter colors are less appropriate. Ruchti (2007) argued that “the history of Mormonism 

developed a distinctly Mormon masculinity, a masculinity that emblematizes the ideal 

American masculinity but does so from the position of a marginalized other.” Indeed, the 

image of the well-dressed successful businessman, in suit and tie, belongs to the American 

stereotype. The oddity, according to Ruchti, is that Mormons continue to be considered 

“a peculiar people,” culturally marginalized, while at the same time exemplifying the 

“white, corporate appearance” of the ideal American. 

 
 

                                                      
1 Doctrine and Covenants 121:41–42. 
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5.4.3. Gender role socialization 

Gender role socialization pertains to the way social rules and customs are taught and 

exemplified during childhood (and beyond) in order to instill how males and females are 

supposed to behave. Religions are strongly associated with this process of “learned 

schemas” as gendered ideas, conventions, and practices are conveyed from gendered 

doctrines and rituals. Elements such as the masculine deity, male-only priestly functions, 

and the patriarchal marriage model, all factor in this process. Mormonism is no 

exception. Various surveys reveal that since decades “Mormons tend to be the most 

traditional denomination with regard to gender attitudes” (Brinkerhoff and MacKie 

1988). After more than thirty years, survey results still point in the same direction: among 

Mormon respondents, “religiosity was highly correlated with [gender] essentialism and 

had a greater effect on combined judgments of gendered rules over and above effects of 

justifications” (Robinson and Smetana 2019). 

This section describes how Mormon experiences and programs contribute to this 

gender role socialization. For the historical perspective—how Mormon gender roles have 

been emphasized in the course of the twentieth century—see 3.3 and 3.4. Here I focus on 

the current situation. The basic principles of gender role socialization have not changed. 

They are part of the theological premises as discussed in previous sections. The church 

expects its members to conform to the traditional gender roles that identify men and 

women. As church president Kimball stated in 1975: “I sincerely hope that our Latter-day 

Saint girls and women, and men and boys, will drink deeply of the water of life and 

conform their lives to the beautiful and comprehensive roles the Lord assigned to them.”1 

Those roles center around fatherhood and motherhood.  

Socialization in the LDS Church occurs both in the home (5.4.3.1) and in church-related 

settings (5.4.3.2), and is a blend of influences from family, church, and peers (Cornwall 

1988). 

 

5.4.3.1. Family-based instructions and experiences 

The home is considered “the best place to teach, learn, and apply gospel principles.”2  

Parental advice for instilling gender awareness. Various manuals published by the 

church over the years are meant to help parents put this principle of home-centeredness 

into practice. It is also a frequent topic of sermons and of Sunday lessons in church, where 

conduct at home is being discussed. Among those vast resources I choose a few 

representative samples, with a specific focus on advice related to gender roles. The 

                                                      
1 Spencer W. Kimball, “The Lord’s Plan for Men and Women,” Ensign (October 1975). 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/ensign/1975/10/the-lords-plan-for-men-and-women. 
Accessed October 31, 2019. 

2 Family Guidebook (Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 2006), 1. 
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church’s manual A Parent’s Guide gives this counsel for the education of children in the 

first three years: 

The period of life from birth to approximately three years of age is the time when 

a child becomes aware of gender—of being a boy or girl. As you read this chapter, 

remember that one of your important goals is to help your child understand that 

he or she is a son or daughter of God. Children are privileged to be males or females 

by divine creation. Help them feel that whichever gender they are, they are of great 

worth. Teach them that their gender influences their goals and that, depending 

upon their gender, their goals are to become effective fathers or mothers. Such 

early gender identity removes uncertainty about the worth of the child and builds 

security regarding his future.1 

For the age group from four to eleven, the Guide states: “Teach your children to accept 

and understand that basic differences between men and women are complementary in 

nature. To understand their role identity, children need to understand that each gender 

completes the purpose of the other’s creation” (p. 23). In the next stage, during 

adolescence, parents are advised to pay sufficient attention to sexual developments, but 

always carefully tied to later procreation: “The sexual senses of the body are to be enjoyed 

in righteousness, and its sexual functions to be used to create and nurture life. All this 

must be within the sanctity of a loving marriage” (p. 43). Since church manuals tend to 

reflect American customs, information about the dating process, from age sixteen on, is 

imbued with gendered expectations leading to marriage: 

There is a need to find a person not only of good character but also one with whom 

we can have a good relationship. The way we communicate in dating and courtship 

is a key to building a solid marital relationship. Sincere, positive communication 

practiced in dating and courtship increases the likelihood of greater commitment, 

better conflict resolution, and more love between partners in marriage.2 

Men hold the priesthood in the home. Mormon family life in itself contributes to 

gender role socialization. Even if a mother is the actual driving force in the home, the 

father always remains the priesthood holder who designates the family member to say 

one of the daily family prayers, who will name and bless each new-born, who will baptize 

and confirm each child, and who will ordain his sons to an office in the priesthood. Only 

“a father who holds the Melchizedek Priesthood can consecrate oil and bless members of 

his family and others when they are ill and give them special blessings at other times 

                                                      
1 A Parent’s Guide Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 1985), 19. 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/manual/a-parents-guide/chapter-3. Accessed October 31, 
2019. 

2 Thomas B. Holman, “Choosing and Being the Right Spouse,” Ensign (September 2002). 
https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/ensign/2002/09/choosing-and-being-the-right-spouse. 
Accessed October 31, 2019. 
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when the need arises.”1 At age twelve, sons will be ordained to the office of “deacon,” at 

fourteen as “teacher,” at sixteen as “priest,” and at eighteen as “elder.” Such ordinations, 

though done at church, are equally family affairs being prepared and celebrated at home. 

Girls are excluded of these dynamics. One should clarify, however, that the various 

manuals that the church publishes for family use, and which suggest activities for the 

weekly “family home evening,” do not distinguish between activities for boys and girls.  

Pregnancy and childbirth. The emphasis on the sacredness of motherhood gives 

pregnancy and childbirth a spiritual dimension. Callister, Semenic, and Foster (1999) 

researched the cultural and spiritual meanings of childbirth from the perspectives of 

Orthodox Jewish and Mormon women. They found that Mormon women had better 

childbirth education and that their partners were more prone to attend childbirth. But 

overall participants, both Jewish and Mormon, welcomed the bearing of children in 

obedience to religious law. “Birth was articulated as a bittersweet paradox, often 

accompanied by a sense of empowerment. Women described the importance of personal 

connectedness with others and with God, the importance of childbearing, and the 

spiritual and emotional dimensions of their childbirth experiences” (p. 280). The 

connection with preexistence is unique to Mormon women, as one of the participants 

expressed it: “Childbirth was very spiritual. I felt like she is still connected with our 

Heavenly Father, having just come from His presence” (p. 28). See also Callister and Khalaf 

(2010) for the topic of spirituality in childbearing. 

In addressing the young women worldwide, Young Women General President Susan 

Tanner told them of the recent birth of her newest granddaughter: “Her older brothers 

and sister were equally excited and fascinated by their tiny, perfect little sister. They 

seemed to sense a holiness in their home from the presence of a celestial spirit newly 

united with a pure physical body.”2 

A specific male priesthood dimension is part of the experience. First, it is usual that 

the father, assisted by another male family member or priesthood bearer of the ward, 

would give his wife, at any time during pregnancy, a “priesthood blessing” by the laying 

on of hands, pronouncing words of comfort and reassurance. It could be repeated at 

intervals at the mother’s request. After birth, the blessing of the baby by the father and 

other priesthood bearers, during one of the first Sunday sacrament meetings after birth, 

rounds off the cycle. These male prerogatives are part of the gendered expectations 

taught in church lessons and effectively experienced.  

On a side-note, Mormon mothers conform to the existing medical practices offered in 

their country, with physical examinations in the prenatal period and delivery in a 

                                                      
1 Family Guidebook, 3.  
2 Susan W. Tanner, “The Sanctity of the Body,” General Conference (October 2005). 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/2005/10/the-sanctity-of-the-body. 
Accessed October 8, 2019. 
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hospital with the father being present (Conley 1990). Baby showers or gift lists, in 

accordance with the local culture, are part of the event. The other members of the ward 

share in interest and emotions as would family members do. In the postpartum period, as 

far as needed, members of the ward Relief Society provide household assistance.  

 
 
5.4.3.2. Church-based instructions and experiences  

Mormons who are “active” have an intense social life in the church since wards and stakes 

function entirely on volunteers (1.3). Growing up in the church or joining as a convert 

entails a profound “mormonization” (Trigeaud 2013). 

Visual: male leadership, priesthood, and dress. From their earliest consciousness 

Mormon children experience church gatherings as a partly gendered event. For the 

weekly sacrament meeting and for the semestrial stake conferences they see men take 

center stage on the podium and conduct the meeting. The highest church leaders are all 

men, which image in implanted when viewing general conference twice a year. From 

kindergarten age on, children will learn about the living church president as “the 

prophet,” as well as about past church presidents—all men. The most sacred moment of 

sacrament meeting, the blessing and passing of the sacrament, is done by boys and men. 

At age twelve, boys receive the priesthood and become member of their all-male group 

or “quorum.” The process is repeated at age 14 and 16 for the ordinations to teacher and 

priest—an experience girls are excluded of. Every fortnight on Sunday, the young men 

have their own separate one-hour church meeting. Young women are assigned to similar 

age groups, all-female, for their fortnight class meetings specifically for “young women.” 

On the other hand, other meetings are not physically gendered. Boys and girls, men and 

women intermingle and sit next to each other in the congregation. The Primary 

organization, with its lessons and activities for children age three to eleven, is mixed. 

Dress appropriate to gender is naturally enforced, as it is in the outside world. Still, 

males are more distinctly identified than they would dress outside the church: to pass 

and bless the sacrament the male priesthood is expected to wear a white shirt and tie 

“because they add to the dignity of the ordinance.”1 The adult men and the missionaries 

wear similar, dark-colored business-style suits, contributing to their male gender role 

(5.4.2.10). 

The modesty impact. The strong emphasis on sexual modesty, primarily addressed to 

young women, reinforces gendered cognizance. The awareness of the sexual nature of 

dress is unavoidable (5.4.2.6). Church magazines and websites for youth provide a source 

to document related experiences in the sections that allow young people to share their 

                                                      
1 Handbook 2: Administering the Church, Chapter 20, Priesthood Ordinances and Blessings. 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/manual/handbook-2-administering-the-church/priesthood-
ordinances-and-blessings/priesthood-ordinances-and-blessings. Accessed October 6, 2019.  
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own constructive experiences. Modesty is a standard theme. These two examples 

typically show how socialization affects attitudes: 

An event some years ago changed my attitude toward modesty. As I got ready to go 

to a Mutual activity, I put on some short shorts; it never occurred to me that they 

were inappropriate. The activities planned for that Tuesday included having the 

missionaries give us some practical advice about missionary work. One of the last 

empty seats was next to me. For a brief moment the elders began to argue, as 

discreetly as they could, over who had to sit next to me. Though they never said so 

specifically, I understood they were uneasy because of the way I was dressed. At 

that moment, notwithstanding my embarrassment, I began to understand what it 

meant to be modest. I realized that I was making virtuous young men feel 

uncomfortable—and that I could also be making unvirtuous men feel too 

comfortable. I began to better understand what type of person I wanted to be with 

and, more important, what type of person I wanted to be. From that moment on, I 

was not only prepared for the changes I was about to make, but I looked forward to 

making them.1 

Second example: 

The Young Women and Young Men organizations in our stake had an event called 

“Modesty in Dress,” based on the pamphlet For the Strength of Youth. It consisted 

of a fashion show divided into three parts: casual wear, sportswear, and formal 

wear. We asked each of the young men and young women to select three changes 

of clothing, and we helped them choose which clothes were suitable. We invited 

their leaders and parents to this activity. We emphasized scriptural verses about 

the body being a temple (see 1 Cor. 6:19–20) and the counsel of our prophet, 

President Gordon B. Hinckley. The activity had a positive effect; the young people 

in our stake are more concerned now about grooming and dressing in an 

appropriate way.2 

Meetings. The separate classes for young men (Aaronic Priesthood) and young women 

(one hour, each fortnight on Sunday) follow the manual Come, Follow Me. There is a 

separate edition for both groups (also available online), but the content is basically 

identical and covers the usual gospel topics—godhead, plan of salvation, atonement of 

Christ, apostasy and restoration, priesthood, ordinances, and “marriage and family.” In 

the latter lesson, gender roles are prominently laid out. The impact comes primarily 

through 2-to 3-minute videos that are part of the lesson. These show typically family 

scenes and interviews with a general authority and his wife. 

                                                      
1  “Modesty matters,” https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/youth/article/modesty-matters. Accessed 

October 15, 2019. 
2 Idem. 
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During the hour that young men and young women meet, the adults also have two 

separate classes, one for “the elders” (all priesthood holders 18 and older) and one for the 

sisters in their “Relief Society meeting.” Also here the same manual is used with identical 

topics, but the physical separation underscores the gendered perspective. However, it 

deserves to be repeated, young men and adult men are not taught “masculine qualities”. 

The basic message to them is: “No power or influence can or ought to be maintained by 

virtue of the priesthood, only by persuasion, by long-suffering, by gentleness and 

meekness, and by love unfeigned; by kindness, and pure knowledge.” (D&C 121:41–42). 

Mothers, babies, toddlers. First-time visitors to a Mormon sacrament meeting in a 

“normal ward,” with full-range demographics, may be startled by the number of babies 

and toddlers—and the noise it often causes. Shain (2019) studied how congregational 

participation affected fertility since it could be hypothesized that the presence of young 

mothers and children would have an exemplifying effect. That effect comes down to 

gender socialization of the younger generation towards motherhood. Shain’s research, 

conducted among Mormons and Jews, revealed that “congregational participation and 

intra-group friendships have an independent effect on fertility, even controlling for 

learned schemas. This suggests that the influence of group participation on fertility is not 

solely due to its impact on learned schemas, but also due to the impact of material 

elements such as religious social networks” (p. 201). 

Gender roles in the church organizational context. In some denominations offices and 

assignments are gender-determined, in others not so. If gender-determined, traditional 

gender roles will usually prevail with men being in charge and women serving in 

subaltern roles. The latter is the case in Mormonism, but needs to be understood in 

context. On the one hand, the system as such is male-dominated. On the ward level only 

the male bishopric decides whom they will call to positions. On the stake level it is the 

stake presidency. The same pattern prevails up to the top. Women cannot extend such 

calls. The closest they come to organizational impact is the procedure that the woman 

president of the Primary, the Young Women, or the Relief Society can suggest to the 

bishop names of officers such as counselors or teachers within her suborganization; next 

the bishop may or may not follow those suggestions. On the other hand, women have a 

significant impact and visibility in the workings of wards and stakes. With the three 

auxiliaries led by women—Primary, Young Women, and Relief Society—there are more 

female “presidents” and “presidencies” in a Mormon ward than there are equivalent male 

presidents and presidencies (4.4.3). However, it also means that many positions are 

gendered. There are only a limited number of positions in the ward that can be fulfilled 

by either men or women, such as Sunday School teacher or consultant for family history. 
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5.5. Women and the priesthood 

With only men who can be ordained to the priesthood, an all-male hierarchy from the top 

down to the local bishoprics, and all decision-making authority only in male hands, the 

topic of women and the priesthood is no doubt the most gendered concern in 

Mormonism. 

 
5.5.1. Short review: a historical and lingering issue 

The relation between women and the priesthood has been an issue in the church since 

the 1840s. It is an essential part of the topic of gender roles and is therefore mentioned at 

various places in my text. To what extent Joseph Smith intended to confer the priesthood 

to women in a structure that would equal men’s organization is a question that has been 

debated at length since the 1980s and remains current (3.2.1.2). Next, the nineteenth-

century involvement of Mormon women in visionary comportment and in ritual 

washings and anointings was considered a living application of the “power of God” with 

prerogatives that belonged to the priesthood (3.2.2.2 ). At the turn of the century church 

leaders discouraged and eventually forbade these activities. Women were pressed to see 

domesticity as their main realm (3.3.1 and 3.3.2). The call for women to have the 

priesthood was neutralized by the priesthood/motherhood equation: to be a mother was 

the counterpart of a man who holds the priesthood (3.3.2.2). That perspective prevailed 

in official church literature till the end of the twentieth century. In the 1970s and 1980s, 

however, independent voices revived critical considerations about women’s ordination 

with the feminist rediscovery of Mormon history (3.4.1), the battle around the ERA (3.4.2), 

and the attention given to Heavenly Mother (5.2.1.2). The following years showed that 

church leaders would not tolerate attempts to question sole male authority. Prominent 

feminists were excommunicated in the 1990s. After 2000, however, with a new generation 

of Mormon feminists and the advent of social media, the discussion on women and the 

priesthood expanded and diversified. Still, only a minority of women plead for women’s 

ordination (3.4.5). The discussion is also muddled by various definitions of priesthood 

(2.4.2.6). 

Toscano (2015) provided an overview of the historical markers on women and 

priesthood between 1842 and 2014. It is preceded by her personal experiences since the 

1970s, as an engaged witness of the confrontations with the church over feminist issues. 

 

5.5.2. Recent developments: priesthood power versus priesthood offices  

In the 2010s church leaders seemed to have felt the need to approach the lingering 

controversy in more constructive terms. This approach became apparent in the reduction 

of the contrast between “having the priesthood” and “not having the priesthood” 
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through recasting the meaning of certain terms. Addressing the case of a family without 

a priesthood holder, apostle Neil Andersen stated in the October 2013 general conference: 

My message to this faithful woman and to all is that we can live every hour “blessed 

by the strength of priesthood power,” whatever our circumstance. We sometimes 

overly associate the power of the priesthood with men in the Church. The 

priesthood is the power and authority of God given for the salvation and blessing 

of all—men, women, and children. A man may open the drapes so the warm sunlight 

comes into the room, but the man does not own the sun or the light or the warmth 

it brings. The blessings of the priesthood are infinitely greater than the one who is 

asked to administer the gift.1 

In 2014, Sheri Dew, prominent female leader on the general level of the Relief Society 

and CEO of the church’s publishing arm Deseret Book, published the book Women and the 

Priesthood: What One Mormon Woman Believes, in which she argued the priesthood power 

along the same line. As a single woman, she addressed the topic from personal experience: 

while a household may not have a priesthood holder, it still can enjoy priesthood power. 

Crawford (2015, 50) remarked that “in this line of reasoning, the passive role of reception 

is equated with the divine while the existence of agents who are actively able to bless is 

elided. The agent’s role of active service is underplayed in an attempt to create a more 

egalitarian rendering of the interaction.”  

In 2014 apostle Oaks, known for his reasoned and legalistic approach to doctrine and 

church organization, detailed the reworded perspective as follows, by adding the concept 

of “keys”: “Priesthood keys are the authority God has given to priesthood holders to 

direct, control, and govern the use of His priesthood on earth. Every act or ordinance 

performed in the Church is done under the direct or indirect authorization of one holding 

the keys for that function.” Since “priesthood authority is governed by priesthood 

holders who hold priesthood keys,” they can give priesthood authority to women in their 

respective callings: 

We are not accustomed to speaking of women having the authority of the 

priesthood in their Church callings, but what other authority can it be? When a 

woman—young or old—is set apart to preach the gospel as a full-time missionary, 

she is given priesthood authority to perform a priesthood function. The same is true 

when a woman is set apart to function as an officer or teacher in a Church 

organization under the direction of one who holds the keys of the priesthood. 

                                                      
1 Neil L. Andersen, “Power in the Priesthood,” General Conference (October 2013). 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/2013/10/power-in-the-priesthood 
Accessed June 6, 2019. 
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Whoever functions in an office or calling received from one who holds priesthood 

keys exercises priesthood authority in performing her or his assigned duties.1 

Oaks added that “the Lord has directed that only men will be ordained to offices in the 

priesthood”—thus clarifying that the specific priesthood offices such as deacon, teacher, 

priest, elder, bishop, seventy, and apostle are excluded for women. It should be noted that 

Oaks did not use the term “priesthood power” but “priesthood authority” when referring 

to the daily dealings in life. However, he used “priesthood power” when referring to the 

participation of women in temple ordinances: “When men and women go to the temple, 

they are both endowed with the same power, which is priesthood power”—which raised 

an additional ambiguity: is women’s work in the temple a different application of 

participation in the priesthood? Are “priesthood authority” and “priesthood power” 

different concepts? In Dutch, the words are priesterschapsgezag and priesterschapsmacht. 

Stapley (2018, 26–33) analyzed these semantic developments historically as they relate 

to daily life and to the temple. His analysis pointed to a different view in the nineteenth 

century, where women participated in temple ordinances as part of a “cosmological 

priesthood,” different from the “ecclesiastical priesthood” which church leaders now 

relate to women both in and out the temple. Stapley concluded by pointing at “the 

sweeping changes that have occurred in Mormonism with regard to conceptions of 

priesthood.” 

How much church leaders feel a continued need to establish an egalitarian 

involvement of women in the priesthood is shown in church president Nelson’s general 

conference address in October 2019: 

Every woman and every man who makes covenants with God and keeps those 

covenants, and who participates worthily in priesthood ordinances, has direct 

access to the power of God. Those who are endowed in the house of the Lord receive 

a gift of God’s priesthood power by virtue of their covenant, along with a gift of 

knowledge to know how to draw upon that power.  

The heavens are just as open to women who are endowed with God’s power flowing 

from their priesthood covenants as they are to men who bear the priesthood. I pray 

that truth will register upon each of your hearts because I believe it will change 

your life. Sisters, you have the right to draw liberally upon the Savior’s power to 

help your family and others you love.2 

The topic continues to stimulate publications and blog debates. From the conservative 

side, Wendy Ulrich published Live Up to Our Privileges: Women, Power and Priesthood (2019) 

                                                      
1 Dallin H. Oaks, “The Keys and the Authority of the Priesthood,” General Conference (April 2014). 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/2014/04/the-keys-and-authority-of-the-
priesthood. Accessed June 6, 2019. 

2 Russell M. Nelson, “Spiritual Treasures,” General Conference (October 2019). 
https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/general-conference/2019/10/36nelson. Accessed December 
18, 2019. 

https://www.amazon.com/Live-Up-Our-Privileges-Priesthood/dp/1629725811/ref=tmm_hrd_swatch_0?_encoding=UTF8&qid=&sr=
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at the church’s Deseret Book publishing company, geared to a Latter-day Saint audience. 

She argued along the line that women can act with priesthood authority by fully 

participating in the Lord’s work. From the more liberal side, Trudy Rushforth (2019) 

argued that Oak’s approach mingles two different concepts of priesthood, one being the 

Catholic hierarchical priesthood bestowed by formal ordination, the other the Protestant 

“priesthood of all believers” granted by faith and the gifts of the Spirit. Mormon men are 

still formally ordained, women are not. Rushforth criticized “the fallacy of equivocation” 

through the use of priesthood for two different things. Moreover, if the Protestant version 

of priesthood is considered valid, then there was no need for a formal restoration of the 

priesthood by heavenly messengers who ordained Joseph Smith by the laying on of hands. 

Such an ordination to obtain the priesthood is a central tenet of Mormonism as worded 

in the fifth Article of Faith: “We believe that a man must be called of God, by prophecy, 

and by the laying on of hands by those who are in authority, to preach the Gospel and 

administer in the ordinances thereof.” Rushforth concluded: 

I applaud the idea of all church members of any sex or gender being counseled and 

invited to further develop spiritual gifts, and I applaud the efforts to seek further 

information on how women fit into the priesthood, but the church needs to pick 

one definition of priesthood and stick with it. Muddying the waters with logical 

fallacies won’t help to answer the burning questions of so many. 

 
 

5.6. The sequels of polygamy and gender role perceptions 

The strong connection that many outsiders still perceive between Mormonism and 

polygamy originated in the antipolygamy literature in the second half of the nineteenth 

century. Protestant America found the “barbaric” practice of polygamy repugnant. 

Victorian virtues could not tolerate such aberration. Concurrently, a popular literature 

developed which used the faraway Mormons, isolated in their Far West kingdom, as an 

opportune environment for lurid novels. Mormons became the emblematic villains 

(Foster 1993; Givens 1997; Heise 2013). European authors followed suit with numerous 

novels and plays in which an innocent girl is lured into a Mormon harem. The strand 

continued well into the twentieth century, also in films (Nelson 1984; Olmstead 2004). It 

left an enduring mark on how Mormon women are perceived, either as victims of male 

tyranny or as willing lascivious partners.  

The past decades, the imagery was revived by occasional scandals involving “Mormon” 

fundamentalists with child-brides, a welcome topic for sensationalist reporting. The 

media continue to connect Mormonism and polygamy. Documentaries on fundamentalist 

groups that still practice polygamy and televised reality series based on some of these 

groups or individual families, such as Sister Wives, Big Love, or My Five Wives, which are also 

broadcast in Flanders, add to the confusion (Jorgenson 2014; Weber 2016). Affirmations 
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of this negative imagery continue to come from various best-sellers. Jon Krakauer’s Under 

the banner of heaven (2003) was also published in Dutch (In de ban van de hemel). The same 

with David Ebershoff The 19th wife (2008), which connects with contemporary polygamy in 

Utah and was translated in Dutch as Vrouw nummer 19—also a best-seller in Flanders.  

Though contemporary Mormon women know there is no connection to their church 

membership, such articles, documentaries, reality shows, and novels muddle the 

perception they want to convey to outsiders. As a consequence, converts, particularly in 

countries where Mormonism is hardly known, can face the distrust and aversion from 

family and friends. It is a theme surfacing in the research I conducted. To counter these 

negative images, some Mormon women feel the need to affirm their “normality” and 

their adherence to the overall society’s gender norms. When confronted with the 

church’s polygamous past, these members often feel a need to justify why polygamy was 

instituted in the nineteenth century. They repeat the minimizing and seemingly logic 

explanations that point to martyred men, a surplus of single women, widows in need of 

protection, and the safety a marital relation provided in the pioneer West. Not only are 

these reasons inaccurate—plural marriage was a major doctrinal tenet and was widely 

practiced by priesthood leaders—but they also reinforce the gender roles of the 

protective husband and the dependent woman. In that sense past polygamy remains a 

contemporary issue in gender role perception.  

In spite of the protracted church’s efforts to distance itself from its polygamous past, 

polygamy remains an indelible mark that outsiders continue to associate with 

Mormonism. The mark—not polygamy as such—still affects many members today, in 

particular in areas away from the center in the Western United States. These members 

often have explain to friends and non-Mormon family members that polygamy has been 

abolished in 1890.  

 

Relevance for my research 

Polygamy may be in the past, but the continuous flurry of publications and assessments—

apologetic and polemical—of this intense period shows how Mormons still have to deal 

with the quandary of perceptions over polygamy. That remains equally true in Flanders 

where Mormonism and polygamy are still tied to each other in the public collective 

memory and often revived by the media. Moreover, with a new openness towards the 

more difficult pages of Mormon history, church leaders are making members aware of 

facts about polygamy that contradict the minimizing apologetic justifications of years 

past. Foster (2014) analyzed the quandary of the church’s “uncomfortable relationship 

with its polygamous past.” As long as the church does not reject polygamy as a historical 

error, the idea that God sanctioned polygamous unions may continue to reinforce the 

perception that subservient roles of women in a patriarchal system are the divine norm. 
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To what extent that perception transfers to the present has relevance for my research 

inasmuch as it affects church members in Flanders. 

 
 

5.7.  Conclusion: the paradox of gender in Mormonism 

The oddness of the Mormon approach to gender is that it can be seen as audaciously 

progressive or as profoundly conservative and discriminatory. Both angles are 

highlighted from feminist perspectives. 

Positive perspectives. Hudson (2015, 349) called the Mormon faith “the most feminist 

of the Christianities.” She justified her statement by drawing attention to the distinction 

between doctrine and “chapel practice,” the latter relying on temporary traditions and 

discriminatory policies. For her, “the full instantiation” of doctrine brings the feminist 

character of Mormonism to the foreground. A major trait that separates Mormonism 

from other Christian branches is that God is both man and woman through the presence 

of a Heavenly Mother. The Father cannot be God without her. It thoroughly changes 

androcentric theology: “God is not and cannot be a bachelor.” Next Mormonism 

prioritizes the position of woman through Eve’s independent and agentic role in the 

Garden of Eden:  “her partaking of the fruit was her foreordained stewardship 

representing women's stewardship and power in the Great Plan” (p. 354). It is a view that 

revolutionizes the Christian guiltification of Eve. Hudson thus highlighted the Mormon 

concept of Heavenly Parents which asks Mormon couples to emulate godly love and 

equality in their relations. Even the priesthood, given to men only, can be viewed from a 

feminist perspective: 

The men of the LDS Church are a covenant brotherhood of men whose duty to God 

includes treating the daughters of God the way God wants them treated. Where else 

in the world can be found a brotherhood of men who believe that God wants them 

to adhere to a single standard of sexual fidelity? To seek to become married and to 

stay married? To uphold the equality and safety and flourishing of women? To have 

children and actively taking part in raising them? To value their daughters as much 

as they value their sons? To abhor abuse, pornography, neglect? To commit to 

parity in burden-sharing, including housework and decision making, within 

marriage? This is what LDS men pledge, as part of their duty to their God. From the 

perspective given here, priesthood is not something extra given to men. Priesthood 

is a man's apprenticeship to become a Heavenly Father, and women have their own 

apprenticeship to become a Heavenly Mother. (p. 358) 

Hoyt (2007), reacting to the simplistic view that depicts conservative religious women 

as victims of ignorance and male supremacy, brought out the “large number of Mormon 

women who participate in the religion because it offers them a concrete expression of 

their value, through conceptualizations of the female divine and the divine within them.” 
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Mormonism can be strongly empowering for women by calling them to church positions 

that develop their talents and self-confidence, and by teaching them self-reliance and 

welfare principles. It can also empower them by restraining their priesthood-bearing 

husbands to attitudes and duties that erode or simply eradicate their hegemony. In that 

sense, in some cultural settings such as in the African-American South, in Africa and 

Latin-America, Mormonism can be greatly advantageous for the emancipation of women 

(Vega 2019; White and White 1992).  

Another benefit is the social power of “sisterhood”  between Mormon women that 

comes from shared spiritual experiences and from the close collaboration in church 

auxiliaries and various service projects (Derr 1992, McDannell 2019; Solomon 2007). 

Paradoxically, there is also the positive experience of feminist “soul sisters,” which 

transcends even church boundaries. Bednarowski (2016) drew on the intersecting paths 

of Mormon and Roman Catholic feminists, with their decades-long common struggles and 

challenges, to suggest that “gender in religion is not a problem somehow to be solved in 

the near future . . . It is an essential category of inquiry, immensely complex and endlessly 

mysterious, for the exploration of religious experience” (p. 316) By staying loyal to their 

church, in spite of frustrations, both Mormon and Catholic feminists share a deep concern 

for the well-being of their communities. “That is the work of the insider who is also an 

outsider” (p. 326). 

Critical perspectives. Hudson’s “chapel practice,” as opposed to doctrine, points at the 

structural obstacles that encumber gender equality in the church. Mormon feminist blogs 

are replete with diagnostic posts and comments on gender issues. The yearly independent 

Sunstone symposium always tackles feminist concerns. The academic publications that 

identify and analyze gender-related challenges in Mormonism run in the hundreds. I cite 

many of them in related places in this dissertation. Challenges include frustrations over 

the patriarchal structure of church governance, the stress caused by the perfectionism 

required of women and their subsequent depressions, the pressures to reach program 

goals, the tensions between conservative and liberal women (including discords within 

those groups), the one-sidedness of female role models in church literature, the lack of 

recognition of the needs of singles, the conflicts over the handling of homosexuality, and 

more. The substantial study “The Next Mormons” (Riess 2019), which surveyed three 

generation of Mormons (ages 22–37, ages 38–53, and ages 54–90), identified gender 

discrimination as one of the main challenges for the Millennials. Many leave the church 

over women’s and LGBT issues. According to Sumerau and Cragun (2015) the massive 

efforts by church leaders, in their messages from 1971 to 2012, to define the ideal female 

role, resulted on the one hand in a consciousness of its vulnerability, on the other hand 

in de facto subordination of women: 

All told, LDS official publications taught women (and men) that femininity could be 

achieved by developing essential feminine characteristics and obedience, and 
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taking care of homes and husbands in ways that necessitated the adoption of 

subordinate status. In doing so, however, they demonstrated potential awareness 

of—if not belief in—gender fluidity by teaching women about the dangers of not 

living up to these standards, and emphasizing the significance of developing 

femininity. Rather than possessing the capability to establish feminine—or 

masculine or trans—selves in relation to social or personal desires, LDS leaders 

collaborated with Mormon women to define achieving femininity—and by 

extension subordination—as an essential element of Mormonism. (p. 66) 

Mormonism and gender form a conundrum of sorts. 
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Chapter 6 Methodology 

This chapter describes the principles, steps, and considerations related to the method of 

research. It consists of subchapters which largely reflect sequential phases of proceeding. 

However, better insights in one phase often came from ulterior reflections based on the 

experiences of the research itself. In the titles of the main parts of this chapter I use the 

gerund to highlight the process of developing and applying the methodology. 

- 6.1 - Detailing the methodology explains the need for detail in qualitative research and 

the duality of combining the prior “why and how” with insights from the posterior 

accomplishment. 

- 6.2 - Making basic methodological choices justifies the choice for a qualitative approach, 

with phenomenological and narrative components. 

- 6.3 - Determining the research paradigm of structured ambivalence explicates why this 

paradigm was chosen within a framework of five constructs. 

- 6.4 - Designing the data collection instrument clarifies the choice for semi-structured 

interviews based on a diversification in topics, issues, and interview items. 

- 6.5 - Analyzing the insider/outsider position apprises its complexity and identifies the 

perspectives of my position, including the respondents’ perception of the researcher. 

- 6.6 - Sampling explains the choice for nonprobability, purposive, and maximum 

variation sampling, sample factors, sample size for saturation, and stratification of the 

sample grid. 

- 6.7- Contacting and informing respondents describes legal and ethical aspects and the 

followed procedure. 

- 6.8 - Conducting the interviews gives an account of the interviews as to location, timing, 

procedure, and interaction patterns. 

- 6.9 - Proceeding to analysis mentions characteristics of the transcriptions and of data 

collation for discussion in the last chapter. 
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6.1. Detailing the methodology 

In contrast to a chapter on methodology in quantitative studies, with its conventional 

model from experiment design to statistical treatment, the process of qualitative 

research requires a more detailed treatment. Silverman (2000, 234) pointed out how the 

straightforward character of quantitative methods distinguishes itself in significant ways 

from the easily contested theoretical underpinnings, the often provisional nature of the 

data chosen, and the likely non-random character of cases in qualitative approaches. 

Quite a few theorists of qualitative research list the many questions that should be 

answered relating to, among others, paradigm constitution, study design, authorization, 

sampling, data collection process, anonymization, and analysis. “Qualitative researchers, 

perhaps seduced by notions of intuition and creativeness, can easily underestimate the 

need for detail in their description of procedure, thus overlooking an important aspect of 

the demonstration of rigor” (Holliday 2016, 56). It explains the obligation for an extensive 

chapter. 

Moreover, a chapter on methodology presents the peculiarity that it must explain why, 

prior to the fieldwork, a method was chosen and how it was to be implemented. At the 

same time the chapter has to report and reflect on the experience of implementation. 

Such a duality entails the risk that the description of the prior “why and how” seeks its 

justification in the posterior accomplishment. I have been careful to distinguish the two 

phases by indicating the moments when the experience of the fieldwork helped in 

clarifying choices made during the planning. This interplay between preparation and 

reflection was part of the research experience.  

 
 

6.2. Making basic methodological choices  

For my research among Mormon women in Flanders I opted for a qualitative approach 

through semi-structured interviews.  

 

6.2.1. Adopting a qualitative approach 

In view of the research questions (6.3.5), a quantitative survey, even with numerous items 

and a refined scaling for each response, could not effectively query the complexity and 

nuances of an individual respondent’s insights and feelings on a values-laden topic such 

as gender roles. These insights and feelings are conditioned by factors a standard survey 

cannot identify beforehand, such as the degree of familiarity of a respondent with 

Mormon gendered history, theology, and controversies. That degree, to be weighed 

during the interview, determines the use and formulation of certain questions. By the 

same token, the adopted research model of structured ambivalence (6.3) requires the 

exploration of the potential tensions between the various structures. Each respondent 
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may experience these tensions differently, which requires space for contextualization, 

individualization, and personal narration. 

In short, a qualitative approach was the most suitable to choose.  

 

6.2.2. Selecting a type of qualitative approach 

Following Creswell’s (2013) repartition into five types of qualitative approaches—

narrative, phenomenological, grounded theory, ethnographic, and case study—my 

research falls under the ethnographic in its broad meaning, defined as the study of a 

culture-sharing group in a specific location. Though for ethnographic research such a 

group is “typically large, involving many people who interact over time (teachers in an 

entire school, a community social work group), sometimes this cultural group may be 

small (a few teachers, a few social workers)” (Creswell 2013, 90). In my case, the small 

group of Mormon women I study form a culture-sharing group tied together by their 

religious beliefs, behaviors, and cooperation in a strictly defined ecclesiastical context. As 

an insider I could draw from personal experiences and observation in the church setting 

of my respondents (6.5.2). I obtained their insights through comprehensive interviews 

with questions that allow open responses from the insiders’ perspectives (6.4.1). The bulk 

of the resulting processed information is therefore descriptive.  

However, by the very experience of the fieldwork, my work partially combines with 

phenomenological and narrative components. A phenomenological dimension became 

apparent when distilling essential traits that individuals have in common in their “lived 

experience.” I recognize the complexity of interpretative phenomenological analysis and 

do not consider it as principal in my methodology. Still, my personal background in 

Mormonism, as respondents shared some of their experiences, corresponded well with 

the “dual role of the researcher as both like and unlike the participant” (Smith, Flowers, 

and Larkin 2009, 35). I could well identify with quite a few of the respondents’ “lived 

experiences.” I was more than once seeing a respondent’s comments through my own 

experientially-informed background, meaning that I felt the “ability to make sense of the 

‘lived experiences’ of the research participants and truly allow the research study to 

explore the phenomenon that the research is investigating” (Alase 2017, 11). The reason 

for this “complicity” comes from my insider’s position (6.5.2).  

As to the narrative component, it was only during the interviews that I became aware 

of the significance of detailed stories by a few respondents. These women used some of 

my questions as a platform for a rather extensive and vivid narration of events in their 

lives. Longman (2008, 225) remarked that such self-narratives give “insight into the 

situated and complex negotiation between mutually constitutive discursive personal 

selves and dominant sociocultural norms and relations to which the narrator is 

subjected.” In nearly all cases the key incidents told in these stories marked turning 

points in the women’s convictions or attitudes. Those episodes shed light on causes and 
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consequences of major gendered decisions in their lives and thus also illustrated the 

uneven trajectories some religious women encounter (4.6.1). They also deliver 

meaningful applications of symbolic interaction, showing how a person’s behavior can 

modify as a result of the interaction itself. 

Finally, for clarification, my approach does not use grounded theory since I proceed 

from an established framework of structured ambivalence (6.3.4). The topics are 

predetermined and laid out in a detailed interview guide with specific questions (6.4.3). 

That approach does not preclude the exploration of marginal issues if a respondent 

chooses to, but not to the extent that all the respondents’ comments become so muddled 

that they would require ulterior disentangling and separate coding and could lead to a 

different theoretical framework. 

 
 

6.3. Determining the research paradigm of structured ambivalence 

6.3.1. Defining the conceptual background  

Basically, the concept of ambivalence expresses the tensions or conflicts that individuals 

can experience in feelings, attitudes, or behaviors. It became a central tenet in 

psychoanalysis with the Oedipus complex as its best-known example. Goffman (1961) is 

often cited for his sociological introduction of the concept of “role distance” to express 

how individuals can depart from the behavior that their status prescribes to perform 

differently in interaction with others. Sewell (1961) seems to have been the first to use 

the term “socially structured ambivalence” in analyzing the feelings of parents who feel 

conflicted over their parental obligation toward their son and their own career and 

personal aspirations. Coser (1966) further analyzed role distance in the process of 

socialization when two forces pull: “In changing from one status position to another, 

conformity with the requirements of one of these positions implies non-conformity with 

the requirements of the other” (p. 184). But rather than viewing this as problematic, Coser 

noted that such “role relationships, rather than being a source of constraint as some will 

have it, provide the opportunity for socially creative behavior” (p. 187).  

Merton and Barber (1963) are credited for bringing the concept of ambivalence into 

the broader scope of social structures. In their seminal chapter on sociological 

ambivalence they delineated three facets for research—the origin, processes, and 

consequences of ambivalence: 

Unlike the psychological orientation, the sociological one focuses on the ways in 

which ambivalence comes to be built into the structure of social statuses and roles. 

It directs us to examine the processes in the social structure that affect the 

probability of ambivalence turning up in particular kinds of role-relations. And 

finally, it directs us to the social consequences of ambivalence for the workings of 

social structures. (p. 93) 
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A major application of the concept was Papanek’s (1973) research on conflicting 

normative expectations of the middle-class married woman’s role.  

In the following decades, as far as I have been able to ascertain from a brief 

bibliographical search in disparate fields, studies that mention the concept SA do so in 

more or less rigorous ways. Some detail the underlying competing structures and use SA 

to focus on individual cases within these structures. Others only refer briefly to the 

concept as the existence of contradictions between individual behavior and social 

expectations. They obtain their data mainly from quantitative surveys.  

After 2000, a new impetus to the application of SA in sociology was given by a special 

issue of the Journal of Marriage and Family on ambivalence in intergenerational 

relationships. The lead article, by Connidis and McMullin (2002), refined SA “as a feature 

of structured sets of social relations” leading to contradictions and paradoxes in 

interpersonal relationships. Then, “as social actors, individuals seek to exercise agency in 

the negotiation of relationships, and they experience ambivalence when social structural 

arrangements constrain their attempts to do so.” In short, SA is conceptualized as 

“structurally created contradictions that are experienced by individuals in their 

interaction with others. Ambivalence is both a variable feature of structured sets of social 

relationships and a catalyst for social action” (p. 559). 

 

6.3.2. Examining structured ambivalence in studies on gender and religion 

Since 2000 the SA paradigm found new applications in settings where religion causes 

tensions and conflicts among women or LGBT individuals. Khan (2000) examined the 

predicament of Muslim women crafting a North American identity. These women 

experience their SA in a “hybridized third space” where they negotiate their identities in 

competing spheres. Steele and Helmuth (2019) studied the ambivalence over same-sex 

behaviors when students from religious homes have been taught to condemn such 

relations, but hear conflicting messages at their educational institution. In that context, 

the authors define SA as “the attitudinal outcome that arises when individuals are 

situated at the intersections of multiple socio-structural institutions that convey 

conflicting normative messages” (p. 423). On the same topic of homosexuality and 

religion, Bean and Martinez (2014) applied the concept of SA to explain why tolerance 

toward gays and lesbians is growing among Evangelical Protestants. Hussain (2010) 

explored how Muslim women in Bangladesh negotiate Islamist versus modernist 

discourses. SA is evident in the strategies women develop to retain domestic acceptability 

in the family structure while creating educational and employment opportunities. Many 

other studies focus on the plight of religious women in familial and societal challenges 

(Chapter 2), but few mention SA as a conceptual framework. 

What helped finalize my choice for SA as the most suitable paradigm for my own study 

was Bulanda’s (2011) application of SA on the intersection of three constructs—family, 
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gender, and religion—in the setting of conservative Protestant families. She actually 

mentioned the similitude with Mormon and conservative Catholic women (p. 180–181). 

Her research focused on the extent to which conservative religious belief translates into 

conservative familial behavior. As to former theoretical models that attempt to explain 

the association between religion and family, she noted that these “frequently neglect the 

ways individuals may experience ambivalence toward religious teachings or engage in 

agentic behavior to reinterpret or reject the familial and gendered behavior their religion 

stipulates” (p. 179). Her conclusion, bolstered by other studies, was that there is “far more 

variability, inconsistency, and agentic action in these relationships (and sometimes a 

complete lack of a relationship) than what traditional, simplistic models of the religion-

family connection suggest” (p. 182). For Bulanda, the concept of SA “can aid family 

scholars in understanding not only why there is disconnect between religious belief and 

familial behavior but also how individuals experience and navigate the inconsistencies” 

(p. 185).  

A recent confirmation for my choice of SA as framework for my research is work by 

Brauner-Otto and Pearce (2020). They studied the self-reported religiousness by fathers 

and mothers in a Nepalese, primarily Hindu and Buddhist setting, and the relation to the 

timing of their children’s marriages. SA was apparent among higher-status religious 

women whose sons married later, apparently to secure educational or career 

opportunities: their “religiousness is constructed in ways where orthodox religious 

schema do not always correspond with behavior.” These mothers “are constructing 

personal identities that reflect both religiousness and their perceived positions within 

external social structures, like social class” (p. 431–432). The authors consequently 

refined the impact of the outside society on the mix of gender, family, and religion. Their 

approach matches my own attention to the bearing of the host society on Mormon 

women in Flanders. 

 

6.3.3. A word on terminology: “constructs” 

Besides “structures,” authors use different generic terms to describe society, religion, and 

family. Connidis and McMullin (2002, 559–562) referred to them as “structured sets.” 

Steele and Helmuth (2019, 423) defined them as “socio-structural institutions.” Avishai 

(2008, 409) considered religiosity “as a constructed status.” Avishai, Jafar, and Rinaldo 

(2015, 18) clarified that they understand religion and gender as “socially constructed 

categories.” Bulanda (2011, 188) spoke of “the multifaceted construct of religion.”  

Construct is a short term that suits my research well. The analysis of religion as 

“construct” is well integrated (Pargament 1999). The same is true for the family 

considering Bourdieu’s (1996) approach of the family as an “arbitrary social construct.” 

The term also applies well to gender, which the literature since the 1970s has deliberately 

been calling a construct in contrast to biological sex (Pilcher and Whelehan 2004, 57).  
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For brevity and coherence, I subsequently choose to call constructs the structures upon 

which the research framework is based, also in order to emphasize the dynamic nature of 

their constitution and development. I realize, however, that construct, and social construct 

in particular, is being applied to numerous phenomena. 

 

 

6.3.4. Moving to a framework with five constructs 

The studies mentioned in section 6.3.2 examine ambivalence at the intersection of various 

constructs, with gender and religion as critical parameters, and family and society as 

social forces. Those four constructs are nearly always in the equation 

I propose an adaptation and expansion of the framework into five angles of approach. I 

rephrase here some of the central elements announced in the introduction (I-2.2). 

 Gender remains central since it is the very starting point of the whole research project, 

implying for Mormonism the various characteristics mentioned in chapter 5. 

 Family remains an obvious part of the framework, in view of its central place in 

Mormonism, but narrowly defined as based on a heterosexual marriage and as a social 

normative unit, with its own gendered obligations and expectations.  

 Society, looked at from the perspective of SA in religious contexts, is most often 

understood as a distracting factor because some or many of its norms and cultural 

traditions may not align with religious tenets. However, the distance between society 

and religion is variable according to the location where one resides. Living in the 

“Mormon Culture Region” (Utah and parts of surrounding States) is different for 

Mormons than in an area where they form a small minority. The more distance, the 

more the “host society” confronts believers with conflicting norms and traditions.  

To come to five angles of approach, I split religion into religiousness and church, the latter 

understood as church involvement, because it takes such a central place in Mormon life 

and is not identical to religiousness. 

 Religiousness deals with faith and spirituality, a foremost private and inner sentiment, 

experienced in Mormonism by personal prayer, revelatory promptings, scripture 

study, and following commandments in the private sphere such as the Word of Wisdom. 

It can be exteriorized by rendering public testimony in the congregational context.  

 Church refers to communal involvement in the organization, by attending meetings, 

accepting callings, and participating in the multiple activities the community expects 

one to be part of. A man would typically hold an office in the priesthood and serve in 

one of the numerous hierarchical positions from where he can exercise authority. A 

woman would have a position in one of the auxiliaries.  
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Habitually religiousness and church would accord in parallel degrees—a more faithful 

member is expected to be more active in church and vice-versa. Religiousness and church 

can, however, be disconnected according to the type of Mormon (4.6.2) or affected by 

changing situations. In other words, someone can struggle with faith or lose it altogether 

but still continue to take part in church life for familial or social reasons, while another 

can still be earnestly religious but, for whatever reason, is weary of church participation. 

When two or more constructs exert contrasting pressures on an individual, SA is likely 

to occur, as visualized in this conceptual model: 

 

 
 
 
6.3.5. Formulating the generic research questions 

The following are the generic research questions—”generic” understood as broad, non-

specific, leaving further diversification into topics and issues wide-open as basis for the 

interview guide (6.4.2). 

- Gender-focused. How do the subjects understand and interpret Mormon gendered 

doctrine and its effect on their status as women and their agency? 

- Family-focused. Inasmuch as they may be or may feel encumbered by male dominance, 

how do the subjects use their agency in the familial context? 
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- Society-focused. How do the subjects view their relation with the host society, in 

particular on gender-related issues in education and employment, or in dating and 

marriage? 

- Religiousness-focused. How do the subjects assess and enact their status as to faith and 

spiritual rights compared to men? How do possible developments in religiousness 

affect that status? 

- Church-focused. Inasmuch as they may be or may feel encumbered by male dominance, 

how do the subjects use their agency in the church context, including perceived 

differences from “the church in Utah”? 

 
 

6.4. Designing the data collection instrument 

Qualitative research is dependent on data gathered from respondents. I first explain why 

I chose the semi-structured interview format (6.4.1). Next I describe the steps that 

categorized the generic research questions in a number of topics, how these branched into 

issues, and how these in turn led to the formulation of interview items (6.4.2). These items 

were then structured into the interview guide itself (6.4.3). Finally, I draw attention to the 

key items that pointed to structured ambivalence (6.4.4). 

 
6.4.1. Adopting a semi-structured interview format 

As an often-used data collection strategy in qualitative research, the semi-structured 

interview is especially suitable for investigating complex, values-laden perceptions, 

opinions, or experiences (Blee and Taylor 2002; Brinkmann 2014). It has the advantage of 

obliging the researcher to systematically cover the topics and issues derived from the 

research questions while still allowing her to adapt or exclude questions according to the 

profile of the respondent or the time available. It makes it also easier to include small-

talk and to slightly paraphrase questions in order to adopt the most suitable tone and 

pattern of interaction, thus helping to build up the necessary trust for the respondent to 

disclose her convictions on more sensitive issues. Since the questions are open-ended, the 

format enables reciprocity between the researcher and the respondent, leaving it up to 

the respondent to decline or to expand comments according to the relevance or interest 

for her personally. It also allows respondents themselves to ask for clarifications as to the 

intended width and depth of any question.  

There are some disadvantages to semi-structured interviews. If they are too 

comprehensive and detailed, they can be time-consuming and exhausting. The 

interviewer must be on guard to remain neutral and not “lead” the respondent to certain 

answers. Another drawback is that the accumulation of multiple interviews requires a 

substantial amount of analysis and comparison. Conversely, strictly structured 
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interviews provide standardization and collect responses that are more easy to compare, 

but they may often forego significant additional information. They can become mechanic 

and create distance. Whereas unstructured interviews in the sense of completely free-

ranging conversations may miss valuable data for the research questions or yield 

unbalanced results, as some constructs relevant for SA may not even be mentioned.  

For my research the semi-structured interview seemed the optimal approach, 

considering the need to obtain specific information within the range of value-laden topics 

related to SA, the possibility to adapt to the individual respondent and her personal 

setting, and the importance of eliciting open and genuine responses. 

 
 
6.4.2. Specifying topics, issues, and interview items 

The literature on the development of guides for semi‐structured interviews is vast. Kallio 

et al. (2016) provided a state-of-the-art overview and synthetized “the best of” advice in 

order to ensure objectivity and trustworthiness. I applied the principles while refining 

the material in terms of my research setting. The development of the guide proceeded in 

three steps: from generic research questions to topics, from topics to issues, and from issues to 

interview items. 

 

6.4.2.1. From generic research questions to topics  

From the generic research questions pertaining to the constructs of family, society, 

religiousness, and church, I determined a number of main topics where gender roles are 

likely to enter into play. These topics stem from aspects mentioned not only in the 

academic and church literature (see chapters 3, 4, and 5), but also on social media where 

Mormon women discuss their experiences. Moreover, for the situation in Flanders, I could 

profit from my Mormon insider status and my awareness of topics being discussed in the 

Flemish context (6.5.2). The following table shows retained topics under each of the four 

constructs—gender always being a constant and agency always implied. Note that some 

topics can appear under more than one construct: 

 

Family Society Religiousness Church 

Marriage  
Family life 
Children 
Priesthood in the 

home 

Marriage  
Education 
Employment 
Leisure 
Norms and values 

Religious identity 
Plan of salvation 
Heavenly mother 
Faith 
Prayer 
Personal revelation 
Commandments 

Priesthood 
Callings 
Institutional 

organization 
Norms and 

values 
Missionary work 
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I avoided two topics: 

- Personal sexuality: I did not feel equipped nor authorized to address sexuality in the 

personal life of my respondents, though female sexual agency is certainly part of 

gender roles in Mormonism. Studies of sexual agency among Mormon women 

belong mainly to the field of counseling psychology (2.3.2.5). On the other hand, I 

included some sex-related topics, namely the respondent’s attitude on 

homosexuality and the choice of sexual education at home or at school.  

- Temple ceremony: although the temple ceremony, in particular the endowment, is 

a highly gendered ritual with the enactment of the roles of Adam and Eve in the 

Garden, the topic is, under church rules, off-limits for discussion outside of the 

temple, even between church members themselves. I knew it would make 

respondents uncomfortable or even adversarial if I raised the topic. 

 

6.4.2.2. From topics to issues with SA potential 

While topics are understood as neutral themes or concepts, they translate into issues when 

they are exemplified into more specific attitudinal, behavioral, and social realities that 

may confront women with choices. I looked in particular at issues where the choices are 

driven by structurally created contradictions at the intersection of two or more entities. 

The aim is to focus on issues prone to revealing structured ambivalence. 

 
Examples 
 

Constructs Topic Issues 

Family & society Marriage  Partner availability within the church 
Mixed-faith marriage 

Society & church  Norms Modesty norms for teenage girls 

Family, society & 
religiousness 

Commandments Sabbath observance with discord between 
father and mother 

Family & church Priesthood in the 
home 

Extent of priesthood power for women 
Weight of the father’s use of priesthood 

authority 
Ordained teenage sons versus daughters 

Religiousness & 
church 

Heavenly mother Heavenly mother’s position in a Mormon 
woman’s faith 

Family & church Family life Proclamation of the family: father 
presides; woman is an equal partner 

Family & 
religiousness 

Personal 
revelation 

Preponderance of revelation to man or 
woman 
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Family & 
religiousness 

Plan of salvation Afterlife when a man remarried in the 
temple 

Church & 
religiousness 

Institutional 
organization 

Respect for priesthood decisions without 
women’s input 

 

 

6.4.2.3. From issues to interview items 

Next, issues needed to be converted in interview items. I use the term interview items 

rather than questions because the actual question is often only the last part of the item 

(see below). In the writing of interview items I took the following aspects into account. I 

focus first on some lingual choices before moving to substance. 

Conversational insider church language. With scholarly insights and terminology in 

the background, there is a risk that interview items are written in the same vein. As such 

they could distance interviewer and respondent from each other and also be challenging 

to understand for respondents. I therefore wrote (and afterward reviewed and rephrased) 

interview items to have them match the oral lingo I was familiar with from my insider 

experience. I also focused on short sentences and disambiguation. I imagined myself 

speaking to a respondent. Moreover, I often took the insider position (6.5.2) with the first 

person plural. Example: 

Q.R.32 – As we know, even in a nice Mormon family, conflicts can happen between 

husband and wife. Sometimes these are trivial, sometimes they may have to do with 

an important decision, such as buying a house, or a change of work, or a move to 

another city. As members we learn that we should seek things out in our mind, then 

pray and seek for personal revelation. But suppose a husband and wife have a 

conflict over a major decision and each claims prayer and personal revelation for 

the position taken. How could they solve this? 

Content positioning preceding the question. In order to ensure optimal 

comprehension, the item to be read to the respondent does not usually start with the 

question itself. One or more sentences introduce the issue in order to focus the attention 

on the content as such. That initial part provides a receptive moment for the respondent 

and gives her time to process the information. Moreover, as McIntosh and Morse (2015, 

6) noted, content positioning conveys “the extent of the interviewer’s understanding of 

the topic area. This instills trust in the participant that he or she will be understood and 

may inspire fuller responses.” Next, after a brief thoughtful pause to signal transition, the 

question itself is asked. I experienced the positive effect of this sequencing numerous 

times during the interviews. In general, a respondent seemed more relaxed and attentive 

during the initial part, knowing no immediate reaction was expected from her, and she 

often nodded in agreement as I was reading the content positioning. 
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Question phrasing. For the actual question coming at the end of the item, I paid 

attention to the standard criteria (Gideon 2012; Leddy-Owen 2015), such as no double-

barreled questions (combining issues), no double negatives (“would you disagree if a 

woman refuses a calling?”), no complex syntax, no confusing paraphrasing, and no biased 

questions (setting the response in the question). 

Types of items. Various studies on semi-structured interviews propose typologies of 

questions. Usual are repartitions based on the kind of responses the researcher wants to 

elicit, such as the six kinds of questions Patton (2014) proposed for qualitative research: 

questions aimed at behavior/experience, opinion/values, feelings, knowledge, senses, 

and background/demography. Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) mention nine types 

according to sequence and style—introducing, follow-up, probing, specifying, direct, 

indirect, structuring, silence, and interpreting. After reviewing these and other 

typologies (mainly found in health sciences), I recognized their natural implementation 

in the way I formulated my questions according to the aim I pursued.  

However, toward the end of the process of writing interview items, I noticed that I had 

adopted different ways of phrasing the item content-wise. Sometimes I translated the issue 

in general terms as applicable to any or all women, sometimes in personal terms as if I 

entered the respondent’s life. Sometimes the issue remained on a conceptual level—

positing the item in terms of beliefs or values—sometimes I imagined it as a situation—

positing the item as a lived experience. The choices for the one or the other came up 

naturally from the issues themselves, as I imagined myself as an insider speaking to 

another church member. Although it seemed to lack coherence, I decided to preserve that 

variety as I presumed it would better meet the divergent personalities of my respondents. 

Some might indeed feel more triggered by the one or the other combination. The 

following table represents the four combinations, each case with an example: 
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 Conceptual 

phrased as beliefs or values 

Situational 

phrased as a lived experience 

General 

applicable 

to any or all 

Q.R.06 - A frequently asked question 
in research is whether men and 
women experience religion in 
different ways. Some say that 
women are more spiritually inclined 
and can develop greater faith. What 
do you think about that? 

Q.S.07 - Suppose a single mother has a 
very sick child in the middle of the 
night. The child asks for a blessing. But 
the mother does not want to bother a 
priesthood holder and have him come 
over. According to you, could she lay 
her hands on her child’s head and 
pronounce a blessing? 

Personal 

applicable 

to the 

respondent 

Q.R.07 - It is often said that faith 
evolves over the years, through 
experiences, age, or new insights. 
The result is that the belief of years 
ago is no longer the same as now. 
Would you recognize such a 
development in yourself? 

Q.R.14 - Callings are extended to all 
members. Have you ever refused a 
calling? (or: Have you ever accepted a 
calling that you later felt you should 
not have accepted?) 

 

 

Tempered inclusion of gender and agency. In order to elicit responses that could reveal 

symptoms of structured ambivalence, interview items would normally include a 

gendered dimension and would suggest choices to be made. Accordingly, such salient 

interview items refer to women (or LGBT individuals) and to opposing elements. 

Examples: 

Q.R.41 - A few years ago there was a lot to do about the “Ordain Women” movement, 

with a number of Mormon women pleading to also give women the priesthood. 

What do you think of Mormon women who ask for the priesthood and publicly 

plead for it? 

 

Q.S.09 - Since the 1990s, there has been a lot of emphasis on the Proclamation of the 

family. One item in the Proclamation seems to be a contradiction. First it says that 

the father should preside over his family, and a little later it says that father and 

mother are equal partners. So the man “presides,” but the woman is his equal 

partner. Is this a contradiction or how should we explain it? 

However, when this salience is driven too formally in each interview item, many issues 

become overshadowed by this man-woman duality combined with compelling choice 

options. There is also a risk that such an emphatic approach could “lead” the respondent 

to perceive ambivalence in situations where she never experienced it. Consequently, to 

ensure an unbiased and natural flow of the conversation and provide more open speaking 

space for the respondent, I also phrased interview items over an issue “as such,” without 

including both gender and agency. Examples:  
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Q.R.29 - As church members, we can pray for inspiration in decisions. Some seek 

that inspiration more than others for all kinds of decisions. Do you think church 

members may also pray for inspiration on matters such as choosing a new car, or 

where to go on vacation? 

 

Q.R.42 - We are encouraged to do missionary work. In your contact with non-

members, do you quickly say that you are a member of the church, or do you prefer 

to keep this discreet? 

Sometimes the responses to such non-salient items would still veer into gender and 

related agency, but most often they would not. These latter cases brought up other 

valuable information on the respondents’ religious, ecclesiastical, and societal 

viewpoints, though not always directly relevant for the generic research questions. But 

they helped complete the profile of each respondent and furnished material for later 

analysis on topics such as conversion experiences, faith development, or congregational 

relations. However, a number of salient or “key items” had to be asked of each respondent 

(6.4.4). 

Ethical awareness in formulating interview items. Agee (2009, 439) noted: 

Part of the process of developing questions in qualitative research is being 

reflective about how the questions will affect participants’ lives and how the 

questions will position the researcher in relation to participants. This ethical aspect 

of question development is often ignored, but is a central issue when a researcher 

proposes to study the lives of others, especially marginalized populations.  

That concern is certainly valid in the religious realm. In my case it could be reinforced, 

first by the position of Mormons in Flanders as some respondents may feel marginalized, 

and second by the focus on contentious situations where structured ambivalence is being 

probed. So I made sure that none of my interview items could be offensive, troubling, or 

hurtful. None contained unsettling information of which the respondent would be 

unaware. I reviewed my proposed interview items numerous times to ensure they met 

those standards. All of them dealt with themes and situations with which Mormon women 

are thoroughly familiar.  

One of the known ethical problems of qualitative ethnographical research is that the 

researcher starts out from stereotypes, such as, in the case of Mormonism, the 

presumption that Mormon women must be subdued and home-bound in a patriarchal 

system. A related problem is that the researcher transfers assumed themes and situations 

from other seemingly similar religious conservative minorities, such as the Dutch 

Reformed Church, Orthodox Jews, or the Amish, to Mormonism. Such preconceptions, 

when present in the mind of the researcher and in interview questions, risk to affect the 

way the researcher understands or interprets responses. It would be all the more the case 

if the outlook of the researcher is rather judgmental, for example from a feminist outlook. 
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I was cognizant that none of these stereotypes or presumptions played a role in my 

approach and my interview items. 

The use of vignettes. Vignettes are a particular form of general situational items. For 

qualitative research they are defined as “short stories about hypothetical characters in 

specified circumstances, to whose situation the interviewee is invited to respond” (Finch 

1987, 105), but with a warning that they do not predict “what a respondent actually would 

do in a similar situation” (p. 113). The literature on vignettes in social studies is extensive. 

A recent article by Sampson and Johannessen (2020) surveyed the advantages of vignettes 

but also its challenges and limitations. I was pleased to find confirmation of my own use 

of them: restricted to real-life issues, directly recognizable for insiders, and relevant for 

the research aims. One important element for the value of vignettes is that the researcher 

herself can well identify with the scenarios because of her insider position. That was my 

case (6.5.2).  

Number of interview items per topic and issue. I did not determine a specific number 

beforehand, but let a commonsense repartition of topics and issues into interview items 

decide. Of course, as it was unknown which issues would cause more, less, or no 

structured ambivalence for a specific respondent, it was imperative to include a 

sufficiently representative number of questions under each topic. Of the topics, the final 

count of 79 potential interview items averaged 5.5 interview items per topic.  

The inclusion of gender and agency in most interview items led to a considerable 

overlay of potential structured ambivalence, which I felt guaranteed data saturation even 

if respondents would be hesitant or apprehensive. I did not want to run the risk that my 

interviews would fall short of input. In reality, already after the first interviews, it became 

clear that for talkative respondents (and most were), many overlapping questions and 

issues with low salience on gender and agency could be skipped.  

 
 
6.4.3. Structuring the interview guide 

The final step required ordering the interview items for the guide I would use during my 

conversations.  

Clusters. Since I started developing interview items from issues, they clustered 

themselves inevitably around specific topics, such as “priesthood” or “family life.” 

Contrary to the tradition in quantitative surveys to disconnect analogous or related 

questions and have some return at a later moment in the survey for reliability control, I 

kept the clusters together for coherence during the conversation.  

But which clusters should come first, which later? It was tempting to put the most 

salient clusters first—those that would come closest to triggering structured 

ambivalence—with questions focusing on gender and agency in controversial situations. 

On the other hand, using less polemic items first would probably help to ease the 
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interaction into a more relaxed, sociable conversation and foster confidence. I decided to 

use a mix. Moreover, within each cluster, some items were more salient than others, so I 

was still able to arrange for some variety, prioritize non-salient items over salient ones 

according to the respondent, and organize the items into a fairly fluent sequence. 

Actual structure. In the introductory part I handled the consent form, introduced 

myself as far as still needed, and asked questions to the respondent as to length of church 

membership, profession, family, church life, and callings. I also introduced my research 

objectives and my methodology. I worded those in general and comprehensible terms. In 

the table of contents of the guide I indicated the main parts, but without going into 

details. 

To ease an abrupt entry into specific issues, I next posited a general question: “Would 

you like to tell yourself how you feel about the role of women in the church? I have a lot 

of specific questions, but perhaps you can first tell how you see women’s position in the 

church.” This item aims at revealing how much the topic is on the mind of the respondent. 

If a respondent declines to answer or only very briefly, it is not yet certain how much 

interest she has in the topic, for the respondent knows there will be plenty of questions 

coming. However, if the respondent is eager to immediately explain some of her insights 

and experiences, the personal engagement is obvious.  

For the main parts, I considered it too dense to use a repartition into the four 

constructs—family, society, religiousness, and church. I combined religiousness and 

church under “religious focus” and family and society under “social focus.” I also foresaw 

some “other questions” on items that were current “in the news” at the time of the 

interview. The table of contents thus shows: 

 
1 Making acquaintance 

1.1 Consent form 
1.2 Own introduction 
1.3 Respondent 

2 Introduction to the research 
2.1 Objective 
2.2 Methodology 
2.3 Internal structuring of the items 

3 Perception of “gender roles” 
3.1 Free approach 
3.2 Religious focus 

3.2.1 Religious identity 
3.2.2 Free will (agency)  
3.2.3 The plan of salvation 
3.2.4 Norms and values 
3.2.5 Faith, prayer and personal revelation 
3.2.6 Priesthood 
3.2.7 Missionary work 
3.2.8 Heavenly mother 
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3.3 Social focus 
3.3.1 Marriage 
3.3.2 Family life and work 
3.3.3 Education 
3.3.4 The place of men and women in the church 
3.3.5 Looking towards the future 

4 Other questions 
4.1 Around sexuality 
4.2 Changes in the church 
4.3 Relational aspects 

 
Coding. Each interview item got a code for easy reference. The items under religious 

focus were labeled Q.R. (question related to religion), followed by the number of 

appearance, ranging from Q.R.01 to Q.R.45. The items under social focus were labeled Q.S. 

(question related to social aspects), with the numbering going from Q.S.01 to Q.S.28, 

bringing the total to 73. The “other questions” added an extra 6 items, also labeled under 

Q.S., from Q.S.29 to Q.S.34. They brought the total to 79. 

Indented items. Some items in the guide were followed by an indented item. It 

functioned as a more focused variant of the preceding question or as a rephrasing from a 

more concrete outlook. For example: 

Q.R.39 - Families who are members of the Church have a priesthood holder in their 

home. For those without priesthood in the home, they can call a priesthood holder 

in the ward, for example for a blessing or the anointing of the sick. But that’s not 

always convenient or it may be urgent. So for a single mother with young children 

or teenagers, there is a suggestion that she herself should be able to bless her 

children and anoint them in case of illness. What do you think of that? 

Q.R.40 - Suppose a single mother in the middle of the night has a very sick 

child. She also lives quite far from other members. The child asks for a 

blessing. But the mother does not want to call a priesthood holder and have 

him come over. According to you, could she lay her hands on her child’s 

head and pronounce a blessing (without mentioning a priesthood, just 

from faith). 

 

6.4.4. Determining the key items for structured ambivalence 

Although the interview guide covered numerous issues related to gender, 25 items probed 

structured ambivalence more directly by making gendered contrasts or contradictions 

more explicit. By placing them between other, non-controversial items, they were less 

antagonizing. Subsequently, the risk was reduced that some respondents would find the 

interview critical of the church. These items were bolded in the guide and were asked to 

all respondents. The comments on these items are core material for analysis. Examples: 



 
 

249 
 

Q.R.31 - Personal revelation is an important part of our faith. Compared to a man 

who holds the priesthood, does a woman have the same right to personal 

revelation? 

 

Q.S.09 - Since the 1990s, the Proclamation of the family has often been stressed. One 

item in the Proclamation seems to be a contradiction. First it says that the father 

should preside over his family, and a little later it says that father and mother are 

equal partners. So the man “presides,” but the woman is his equal partner. Is this a 

contradiction or how should we explain it?  

 
 

6.5. Analyzing the insider/outsider position  

I first introduce the topic from the literature (6.5.1) and next clarify my own position 

(6.5.2). I close the subchapter with a reverse view: what about the respondents’ 

perception of the researcher (6.5.3)? 

 
6.5.1. Perspectives in the insider/outsider debate 

6.5.1.1. Contrastive perspective  

From a simple perspective, the insider/outsider contrast is clear-cut. The insider is a 

person who belongs to the group being studied and is therefore familiar with its 

traditions, norms, forms of interaction, vocabulary, and, critically important, is easily 

approachable to group members. The outsider would be like an explorer who enters the 

world of an unfamiliar tribe and who, though equipped with theoretical expertise and 

perhaps experience from similar settings, still needs to win the trust of individuals in the 

group and become acquainted with many new elements. The advantages and 

disadvantages of either approach have been the subject of much debate among theorists 

of qualitative research.  

Insider benefits. Overall the benefits of the insider are well recognized. Hockey (1993) 

mentioned as benefits for the researcher in familiar settings “the relative lack of culture 

shock or disorientation, the possibility of enhanced rapport and communication, the 

ability to gauge the honesty and accuracy of responses, and the likelihood that 

respondents will reveal more intimate details of their lives to someone considered 

empathetic” (p. 199). Louisy (1997) acknowledged that inside familiarity makes the 

researcher sensitive to the perspective of respondents in order to avoid 

misunderstandings. She remarked that “when the researcher’s insight and the subject’s 

own view of the reality being researched spring from a common cultural and social 

experience, the findings and the conclusion derived therefrom can be stimulating and 

powerful” (p. 201). Likewise, Anderson (2006, 389) noted that “a greater methodological 
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advantage of being personally identified and involved in the social world being studied is 

that it gives the researcher an added vantage point for accessing certain kinds of data.” 

According to Kydd-Williams (2019, 429), “it is the insider who holds a deeper 

understanding of the lived experience” in order to interpret it correctly.  

In the case of Mormonism, these benefits of the insider cannot be underestimated. 

Since members feel that the church is often misrepresented in the media, they tend to be 

protective and apologetic when talking to outsiders. Also as part of missionary efforts, 

they would rather portray the church as a flawless institution and hold back on internal 

challenges. But in between them, among insiders, they will talk more openly of 

challenges, frustrations, and wishes for change.  

Another aspect concerns terminology. Outsiders will not readily understand various 

concepts in so-called “Mormonspeak.” Quite a few words are common to the Christian 

world in general but carry different connotations in Mormonism. Other terms are 

Mormon-specific. Experienced Mormons will immediately understand the religious scope 

of words such as administer, agency, anoint, atonement, calling, correlation, endowment, 

exaltation, family home evening, garment, home teaching, ordain, revelation, sacrament, set apart, 

stake, sustain or testimony. Moreover, their translation to other languages often presents 

challenges. It means that even within the Mormon realm the use of translated terms must 

be monitored to make sure that, in interviews, Dutch-speaking subjects do not 

misunderstand, or that they themselves clarify their understanding of certain terms. 

Unless the researcher has a Mormon background, or has thorough insider’s experience, 

this semantic gap can be quite challenging. 

Concerns. At the same time, the insider’s position raises concerns, as summarized by 

Kanuha (2000, 444): 

For each of the ways that being an insider researcher enhances the depth and 

breadth of understanding a population that may not be accessible to a nonnative 

scientist, questions about objectivity, reflexivity, and authenticity of a research 

project are raised because perhaps one knows too much or is too close to the project 

and may be too similar to those being studied.  

Other concerns deal with anonymity when the researcher deals with mutual 

acquaintances in small groups (Moosa 2013). An even more delicate situation arises when 

the researcher is an “intimate insider,” i.e., in the position of a close friend doing the 

research. Taylor (2011) listed the advantages and disadvantages of such relationship in 

research: on the one hand in-depth prior personal knowledge of a subject may help better 

situate responses and also yield valuable unguarded information, but “such an uncharted 

leap across the personal/professional divide is bound to cause some degree of both 

personal and professional crises” (p. 13). Also Irwin (2006) warned of the ethical 

implications of “intimate field relationships.” 
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Peculiar challenges arise when the researchers themselves belong to the religious 

group being investigated. First, they will have to take sufficient distance from religious 

engagement in order to maintain a measured and unprejudiced attitude in queries, 

analysis, and reporting. Morrill (2014, 66) noted: 

Mormon scholars of Mormonism have been protective of the historical and cultural 

legacy of their community, a community that has faced much public derision. The 

people and subjects Mormon scholars write about are alive to them in ways that 

escape non-Mormon scholars—alive, perhaps, in the memory of a loved one, or 

alive in the proxy embodiment of a deceased relative during temple rituals. 

Next, the researcher’s own religious institution may be keen on protecting orthodoxy 

and on upholding a positive public image. Such groups are often suspicious of outside 

researchers who would detect and publicize weaknesses and problems. For the same 

reason, insider researchers may face pressure from superiors in the organization to not 

investigate controversial issues and not publish findings deemed unorthodox or 

derogatory. Such has been the case of Mormon researchers, in particular those who work 

on certain topics in church history and on gender issues. It has prompted conflicts over 

academic freedom (Lindholm 2011; Mauss 2015; Jones 2010). Moreover, being an “insider 

scholar” can lead to another form of marginalization: within the broader academic world, 

some of these researchers, if they cautiously conform to the institutional expectations, 

may be considered as insufficiently objective and critical. Beals, Kidman, and Funaki 

(2020, 593) noted that “researchers from marginalized communities often struggle to 

occupy the etic space of the academy and the emic space of their research.”  

The contrast between insider and outsider thus informs an epistemological debate on 

the nature of social enquiry. Insiders are said to be bent on interpretation based on 

personal involvement. For them, “to know the world of human action is to understand the 

subjective meanings of that action to the actors.” The outsider perspective, in contrast, 

“argues that knowledge of the social world consists in causal explanations of human 

behavior. The social world (much like the natural world) can (and should) be viewed with 

a spectator’s detachment” (Schwandt 2007, 152).  

 
6.5.1.2. Compound perspectives 

Quite a few scholars have analyzed how thorny the insider/outsider relation can be in 

qualitative research.  

Continuum and dynamism. DeLyser (2001) stated that “in every research project we 

navigate complex and multi-faceted insider/outsider issues” (p. 442). A clear-cut 

separation between the roles does not seem possible. Hodkinson (2005) argued that the 

insider/outsider polarity should be seen as a continuum, rather than as an either/or 

contrast (see also Breen 2007; Hellawell 2006). Speaking of the controversies that oppose 
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proponents of either insider’s or outsider’s approaches, Suzuki et al. (2007) concluded 

that “one need not be either an insider or an outsider; one may be both an insider and an 

outsider.” They underlined the complex identities—”gender, class, sexuality, color, caste, 

and religion that shape subjectivity and influence interpersonal dynamics” (p. 300). In 

that compound perspective there is an unavoidable interplay between the insider’s and 

outsider’s roles. From their research experience in studying parent groups, Dwyer and 

Buckle (2009) drew attention to the dynamism between their insider and outsider roles 

and concluded about “the space between” both roles: “We may be closer to the insider 

position or closer to the outsider position, but because our perspective is shaped by our 

position as a researcher (which includes having read much literature on the research 

topic), we cannot fully occupy one or the other of those positions” (p. 61). 

Role levels. What adds to the complexity is that each role can have different levels. 

Adler and Adler (1987) categorized insider researchers according to their level of 

engagement: (1) the peripheral member who is familiar with the group but is not an active 

participant (any more) of the group’s life; (2) the participant member who remains 

involved with the group’s central activities but is not fully committed to the group’s 

values and objectives; and (3) the fully-involved participant. Adler and Adler reviewed 

the advantages and disadvantages of each level of involvement. By the same token also 

avowed outsiders can represent various levels of more closeness or more alienation 

according to age, gender, research experience, familiarity with the topic or with similar 

settings, methodological options, and ideological convictions—a diversity Hellawell 

(2006) scrutinized in the analysis of his doctoral students’ qualitative research. 

 
 
6.5.2. Identifying my insider/outsider position 

The various facets and concerns mentioned in the literature encouraged me to reflect on 

my own position within the dynamics of my research involvement.  

In the Preface I wrote an “autoethnographical disclosure” to clarify my background. In 

summary, I grew up as the only child in a Flemish, Mormon family. We were “liberal”—

observant as to basic principles of Mormonism, but far from obsessive, and open to 

critical voices about social aspects in the church. My extended family and friends were all 

non-Mormon. At the same time, I experienced the various facets of church life, first in 

the Mormon minority position in Belgium and next in the most conservative, 100 percent 

Mormon corner of Utah County (in the State of Utah), where large families are the norm. 

For my academic studies, I focused on gender issues, with special attention to LGBT facets. 

By the time I obtained my master’s degree I had disengaged from formal church activity 

in a non-conflictual way, became a so-called “less active” church member, but remained 

interested in Mormon developments as to gender issues. Since 2014 my college teaching 

on gender issues to a partly Mormon student audience obliged me to keep current on 
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developments within Mormonism and to navigate discussions sensitively. I kept a 

network of both Mormon and non-Mormon friends. Finally, I consider myself quite 

bicultural as a European Belgian and as an American, with dual citizenship.  

How does this background impact my outsider-insider position? Reflection brought me 

to structure it, with an analysis for each trait. 

 

Insider perspectives Outsider perspectives 

Topical: know-how of Mormonism Academic: neutral observation and analysis 

Social: intimacy with respondents Congregational: no ward participation 

Ecclesiastical: church membership Religious: no Mormon conviction, not endowed 

 

 

6.5.2.1. Insider perspectives 

I distinguish three insider perspectives. 

- I am a “topical insider” as to the very object of my research—gender roles in 

Mormonism—considering that for many years I took part in the “lived experience” of 

such roles and could observe them around me. That insider perspective was moreover 

enhanced by the study of Mormon history and doctrine, both from years of in-church 

education and, in particular on gender issues, from academic study. Moreover, from my 

own familial and Belgian background, including many non-Mormon friends and 

acquaintances, I am well aware of gender roles and norms in the non-Mormon society, 

enabling me to see the differences. 

- I felt a “social insider” in my familiarity with most of the respondents. I have known a 

few since my earliest childhood as I attended the Antwerp ward with my parents. A few 

have remained close family friends. A markedly relevant element is that at home, even 

in Utah, our small family remained well informed of the weal and woe of Mormon 

church members in Flanders, through personal emails, social media, and visits during 

our yearly summer stays in Belgium. Tattletale—and sometimes plain gossip—about 

relations, newly married couples, babies, new converts, tensions, conflicts, adultery, 

divorces, and changes in church callings also make up the gist of being a Mormon social 

insider. So I was fairly well informed of the life of most of my respondents. Of a few 

respondents, who had seldom been the object of previous inside conversations, I knew 

much less. 

- I am an “ecclesiastical insider” since I am still a formal member of the church, based on 

its registration system. Within Mormonism, the membership status is well defined 

administratively. The “membership record” is tied to the ward where one lives. Even 

those who have not been attending church for years are counted for the overall 
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membership numbers which the church publishes yearly, per country and worldwide. 

To be excluded from membership, people have to be excommunicated or have to 

formally request to have their name removed from the records. I thus belong to the 

group Adler and Adler (1987) identified as “peripheral insiders”— familiar with the 

group but not an active participant of the group’s life. 

 

6.5.2.2. Outsider perspectives 

I can consider myself an “outsider” also from three perspectives. 

- I am an “academic outsider” from the research perspective, resolved to register 

objectively the insights and opinions of my respondents. In constructing the interview 

guide I tried to steer clear of influencing language. At the same time I felt it justified 

from the research objectives to introduce gendered topics known to have a potential 

for controversy, such as women and the priesthood. During the interviews I basically 

listened (and recorded), with only an occasional unforeseen question for clarification. 

Also, I did not have to worry about interference or warnings from church authorities 

since my research was conducted autonomously. 

- I am a “congregational outsider” for my respondents since I do not attend their ward. 

It had been almost twenty years since I was a regular attendee as a child in the Antwerp 

ward, before our family moved to the US. Afterwards, only during vacations in Belgium 

did I attend a Sunday service occasionally. By the time I interviewed the respondents 

whom I knew personally, I had not seen them for quite some time. Though the reunion 

with some of these old friends was very pleasant, I could not consider myself part of 

their local community. 

- I am a “religious outsider” inasmuch as I do not share the religious convictions of truly 

believing Mormons. During the interviews I meticulously refrained from bringing up 

my own beliefs, even if some of my respondents worded opinions I could well identify 

with and could have confirmed as my own. I am also a religious outsider as to the temple 

experience of the “endowment.” Though I have been to the temple as a teenager to 

participate in proxy baptisms for the dead, I have not been “endowed,” meaning I never 

participated in the ordinances on that higher level. Each of my respondents was an 

endowed member, though not all, according to their own admission, were “temple-

going” anymore. 

 
6.5.2.3. Factors causing variances on the insider/outsider continuum 

As analysts have shown (6.5.1), the compound insider/outsider positions move on a 

continuum or in “the space between.” Hellawell (2006, 492) identified the movements as 

“a series of insider/outsider continua.” I experienced these variances according to 

respondents’ personal traits and comments, but became better aware of the 
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insider/outsider implications only after listening to, transcribing, and reflecting on the 

data. Even so, the analysis did not lead to positioning the various perspectives on a precise 

scale, but they demonstrated that, indeed, a number of factors can impact the shifting 

roles. I list them here. 

- Eagerness and openness to answer. Some respondents showed a high degree of 

involvement with issues raised, using convincing language and providing valuable 

information for the research questions. That approach boosted my topical and social 

insider roles because it engaged me personally, but also my academic outsider role as I 

observed the engagement as providing valuable information. 

- Personal relationship. The few respondents who had not known me or my parents well, 

made it much easier for me to listen to them as an academic, social, congregational, and 

religious outsider, while I remained a topical and an ecclesiastical insider at the same time. 

The more a respondent had known me, and especially my parents, the more their 

comments bolstered my social insider’s position. They talked to me as if I was “one of 

them” and had remained so even after years of physical absence. However, it 

sometimes also extended into religious insiderness, as some of them assumed I was still 

an active, believing member. That situation could raise the ethical question: should I 

have revealed my religious status at the onset of the interview? I don’t think it would 

have made a difference. From past experiences, I know that church members in 

Flanders are quite open to talk about their faith and their doubts, even with less or not 

active members. The interviews confirmed that openness. 

- Referencing local members and events. Whenever respondents mentioned other church 

members by name or recalled local events, they clearly presumed that I was familiar 

with them. Such exchanges made me feel like a close congregational insider, but at the 

same time I had to admit to myself that such an intimacy was undeserved and therefore 

strained. 

- Familiarity with church history and doctrine. The more a respondent knew about church 

history and doctrine, visibly related to her educational level, the more I felt my role as 

a topical insider listening to a peer. Conversely, when the respondent displayed little 

background, answered narrowly, or even misrepresented facts, it reinforced my 

listening as an overall outsider. 

- Familiarity with current controversies. One respondent was well aware of the polemics 

surrounding the “Ordain Women”  movement and feminist personalities such as Gina 

Colvin and Jana Riess. Expressed quite brazenly, her opinions displayed an owned 

insider status on gender debates. Sometimes it felt as if she was trying to conduct an 

academic debate with me from a similar academic outsider’s role. 

- Civil status. Of my respondents, eight are married, three divorced, and two single. Being 

unmarried myself, I wondered if it had an impact on feeling closer to the singles. The 
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age of the singles, however, was quite divergent, one a few years younger than myself, 

and one in her sixties. But even with the respondent in my age bracket, I did not feel 

that it substantially enhanced my perspective as a social insider. As to the married and 

divorced respondents, there could have been a certain awkwardness since, as an 

unmarried, relatively young woman, I asked questions dealing with marital situations 

and thus reinforced my outsider status. I did not feel that was the case. The other factors 

have more influence on the insider/outsider dynamics. 

- Critical attitude. Some of my respondents were, at certain moments, quite critical of 

certain church aspects, seemingly convinced that I would share their resentment or 

indignation. In such cases I adopted a facial expression of friendly comprehension, but 

without showing approval. Such instances made me feel uncomfortable, reinforcing my 

outsider position. 

- Age of the respondent. Except for two, all respondents were older than myself, ranging 

from 49 to 93. The age factor did not have influence on my insider or outsider roles. The 

other traits listed here were dominant over age. 

- Activity rate. All respondents were “engaged” with the church, but differed in terms of 

being involved in callings, attending church every Sunday, and going to the temple. 

Most respondents were quite open to mention these aspects. Since I knew about most 

of these variables in advance (6.6.3 to 6.6.5), they did not come as a surprise. Some 

respondents talked openly about their level of activity and related challenges. It 

confirmed my social insiderness but also tilted my position toward congregational 

insiderness. 

 
As a final note on the insider/outsider perspective, my topographical position was 

comparable to Kydd-William’s insider/outsider experience (2019). As a qualitative 

researcher studying parents of children with learning disabilities in Grenada, she was an 

insider due to her Grenadian heritage and citizenship, but an outsider as she was living 

in the U.K. and only returned to Grenada for her fieldwork. She claimed the benefits for 

researchers of “conducting research outside of their country of residence but within a 

culture to which they are closely related,” as the latter enhances understanding and 

empathy, while the former allows to retain sufficient distance. That matches my overall 

experience. In a similar context of revisiting a familiar place for research, Perryman 

(2011) speaks of “the return of the native” along the “blurred boundaries” of the 

insider/outsider position. 

 
6.5.3. Identifying my respondents’ perception of me: some ethical considerations 

I did not query how my respondents perceived me and my objectives. Such an outlook 

could convey interesting information as to the way respondents’ own perceptions may 
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have influenced replies. Particularly in the investigation of cultural of religious minorities 

which tend to be perceived as outlandish or misrepresented in the media, respondents 

may well be stimulated to dodge problematic aspects or to embellish their situation. On 

the other hand, if they trust the researcher as “one of their own,” they may impart 

information they would not normally share with an outsider. Therefore, I found it 

worthwhile to at least reflect on this quandary and some ethical implications as to a 

potentially deceptive staging to my respondents. I reiterate the perspectives, but now 

seen through the eyes of the respondent as they may have perceived me: 

 

Insider perspectives Outsider perspectives 

topical: know-how of Mormonism academic: neutral observation and analysis 

social: intimacy with respondents congregational: no ward participation 

ecclesiastical: church membership religious: no Mormon conviction, not endowed 

 

On a number of perspectives I can safely say that my respondents’ presumed 

perception of me matched my own.  

- All must have seen me as a topical insider because of the way I approached them, 

informed them of my research, and formulated my interview items (6.7). 

- The same reasons apply for me being perceived as an academic outsider, additionally 

through the explicit introduction at the onset of the interview and the explanation of 

my academic objectives.  

- I am also quite sure all considered me to be an ecclesiastical insider, meaning a member 

of the church, because of my childhood, my parents, my topical expertise, my BYU 

background, and the way the respondents were contacted (6.7.2). Technically seen, 

however, I could have been an excommunicated member or a member who had 

resigned. If the latter had been the case, it would have been unethical not to mention 

it to the respondents. The question remains, however, if some respondents would have 

been as open as they were, if they had known I was an “inactive member.” This situation 

pertains to the religious insider- or outsiderness, discussed next. 

Other presumed respondents’ perspectives did not or may not have matched my own. 

- Although I am a congregational outsider, I felt that a few of my respondents who have 

known me since childhood naturally continued to view me as a member of the 

congregation. They referred to my parents, to other members of the ward, and to ward 

events, even recent ones, as if I were still part of the congregation. It facilitated 

confidence and interaction. I do not think that their perception, which I could only 

assume, raised ethical questions. 
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- On social insiderness, the respondents’ perspectives differed substantially from each 

other as far as I can assess. From my perspective, ten of the thirteen respondents were 

well-known to me (see above), but that did not mean they were equally familiar with 

my life since I moved to the US twenty years earlier. A few respondents had never 

known me personally. Only one respondent, who has kept close contact with my 

parents over the years, was fairly well aware of the major episodes of my life in the US. 

The discrepancy between my respondents’ knowledge about me and my knowledge 

about most of them created a peculiar situation with at least two respondents. I knew 

life events about them—such as faith crisis, marital problems, adultery, 

excommunication, rebaptism, remarriage in the temple—while they may have been 

unaware that I knew these facts. I obviously kept that knowledge to myself and did not 

let it influence the choice of the questions I asked. I don’t think such as situation was 

liable to ethical concern. 

- A more composite aspect is the religious insider- or outsiderness. For Mormonism, I am 

now a religious outsider as I do not share the basic convictions of the “restoration” 

anymore. I may assume, however, that most respondents perceived me as a religious 

insider who shared the same beliefs— consistent with their perception of me as a topical 

and an ecclesiastical insider. Would some have been as open as they were, had they 

known my religious outsiderness? The matter branches out in various mitigating 

considerations.  

- First, I could still very well understand a respondent if she spoke from a perspective 

of deep religiousness—having experienced such feelings myself earlier in life and 

having observed and even felt them numerous times in others’ public testimonies. 

So when a respondent saw a religious insider in me, and spoke to me from that 

perspective, I could relate to it without feeling deceiving.  

- Second, such an interaction between a very religious and a less or little-religious 

church member is quite normal in the church: all members stand somewhere on the 

continuum of faith and those differences do not impede sincere exchanges (4.6.2).  

- Third, even if respondents considered me a faithful religious insider, it did not refrain 

some of them from disclosing their own difficult faith journey and their present 

doubts. An interesting exchange happened during the introduction when I casually 

asked what callings the respondent had fulfilled in the church and which one she has 

now. For the latter item, one respondent answered “none” and added tongue-in-

cheek: “Are you now angry with me?” as a way to excuse herself for not having a 

calling. But, all in all, even in my position of religious outsiderness, which 

respondents could not perceive, I felt confident no ethical norms of deception were 

breached. 
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- Fourth, some respondents assumed I was an “endowed” member. Some mentioned 

the temple quite frequently in relation to temple marriage. They referred 

occasionally to the gender equality that prevailed during the endowment session 

(which is no secret) and to recent changes that reinforced the role of Eve in the 

enactment of the Garden scene (which is no secret either, as it was discussed in 

general terms in Mormon media). No details were brought up, however. At one point, 

a respondent asked me, “Have you already seen the latest changes?”, clearly 

assuming I was a temple-attending member. I simply answered “no” and the 

conversation went on. 

 

This analysis of the insider/outsider positions confirms the compound perspectives when 

various roles are being played out in interaction. The religious realm makes the analysis 

particularly interesting because multiple variables affect the interaction. I feel I navigated 

adequately through the various perspectives. None of my respondents signaled 

uneasiness, on the contrary, whatever their perception was of me. 

 
 

6.6. Sampling  

The optimal selection of respondents is meant to guarantee the validity, reliability, and 

accuracy of conclusions related to a larger population. In other words, in the case of my 

research, does the sample of Mormon women in Flanders being interviewed reasonably 

represent the totality of them? This subchapter describes the five steps taken to 

constitute the sample: the choice of the sampling technique (6.6.1), the listing of factors 

to be considered (6.6.2), the establishment of a potential list of respondents (6.6.3), the 

determination of the sample size for saturation (6.6.4), and the make-up of the final 

sample (6.6.5). 

 

6.6.1. Choosing the sampling technique 

The choice for a sampling technique in qualitative research depends on quite a few 

factors. In terms of sampling, I consulted Daniel (2011), Hibberts, Johnson, and Hudson 

(2012), Remler and Van Ryzin (2014), and Robinson (2014), besides some specialized 

studies mentioned later. Considering my research objectives, the specific Mormon 

context in Flanders, and the feasibility of interviews, I opted for nonprobability, 

purposive, and maximum variation sampling. 

 
6.6.1.1. Nonprobability sampling 

My choice for nonprobability sampling first derives from the quasi impossibility to 

organize a probability sample. The latter would require that every Mormon woman in 
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Flanders has an equal, probable chance of being selected for an interview. I would need 

access to a complete membership list and then select at random a number of names. 

However, the ecclesiastical restrictions on membership lists, moreover subject to 

European privacy regulations, prohibit that approach. Second, even if a fairly complete 

list could be composed through personal contacts and snowballing, it would not solve the 

issue of representativeness: since only a dozen interviews are needed and feasible (6.6.4), 

randomization for such a small number entails a significant risk of getting outliers, 

mentally unsuitable respondents, or recent converts. Third, randomization would also 

yield respondents not familiar with the researcher as an insider, which would hinder 

approachability in terms of informal access and trust.  

In nonprobability sampling, on the other hand, a reasoned assessment decides which 

respondents will be included in the sample, even if others do not get an equal chance to 

be heard. Nonprobability sampling does not require the scrutiny of the whole population, 

can reduce the sample size, and allows the selection of approachable subjects. Even so, 

safeguards for representativeness need to be put in place, which brings us to the next 

step. 

 
6.6.1.2. Purposive sampling 

Within nonprobability sampling a standard distinction is made between convenience and 

purposive sampling. Convenience sampling would have been the simplest: I could have 

addressed myself to a few of my closest acquaintances among Mormon women in 

Flanders, and have them also involve some of their friends by additional network referral 

sampling. However, a main objection to convenience sampling is that it is easily biased as 

it groups subjects together with the same or similar traits and outlooks. The 

representativeness of the sample would likely be undermined. 

I opted for purposive sampling, a technique when the researcher “knows the 

characteristics of the target population and then seeks out specific individuals who have 

those characteristics to include in the sample” (Hibberts, Johnson, and Hudson 2012, 67). 

“The purposive sampling technique, also called judgment sampling, is the deliberate 

choice of a participant due to the qualities the participant possesses” (Etikan, Musa, and 

Alkassim 2016, 2).  

The shared characteristics of the target population can be defined as the common 

profile: an adult woman, member of the Mormon church, with substantial experience of 

involvement in the church in Flanders, and still active as a regular attendee at Sunday 

meetings. I hesitated on the criterion of continued activity: about 70 to 80 percent of 

registered members are “inactive” and thus represent a significant part of Mormon 

women in Flanders, at least considered from the administrative membership listing 

(1.2.6). Some may have had such negative experiences with gender roles in the church 

that it became the reason for their non-practicing. However, the inclusion of such 

respondents (provided it would even be possible to involve some of them) would 
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complicate the approach and the subsequent analysis beyond the research objectives. 

Still, “inactivity” among Mormon women in Flanders and their reasons for 

disengagement would form another interesting topic to analyze, complementing the 

many studies on disengagement from organized religion. 

 
6.6.1.3. Maximum variation sampling  

Although the common profile warrants the overall homogeneity of the sample, the next 

step is to ensure sufficient internal variation. “The rationale for employing a purposive 

strategy is that the researcher assumes, based on their a-priori theoretical understanding 

of the topic being studied, that certain categories of individuals may have a unique, 

different or important perspective on the phenomenon in question and their presence in 

the sample should be ensured” (Robinson 2014, 32). Since research with interviews is 

bound to work with a small sample pool to keep it feasible, maximum variation sampling 

guarantees that all categories are included: all factors considered potentially relevant for 

differing opinions are to be covered in the sample. The validation of maximum variation 

sampling “is to look at a subject from all available angles, thereby achieving a greater 

understanding . . . it involves selecting candidates across a broad spectrum relating to the 

topic of study” (Etikan, Musa, and Alkassim 2016, 3). To incorporate such diversity of 

respondents, a preliminary listing of salient factors is needed.  

 

6.6.2. Listing the factors for purposive and maximum variation sampling 

Within the context of involved Mormon women in Flanders, I identified the following 

factors that can impact perceptions of gender roles. The first and largest group of factors 

lists objective ones (from F1 to F8), a second group of factors (F9 and F10) gauges more 

subjective traits related to religiousness and church.  

F1 - Age range. A wide age range, starting from adulthood, permits different 

generational perspectives. Younger members have probably grown up in a sphere of 

more gender equality, while older members may have experienced the persuasive gender 

role socialization of church programs of decades past. Age range is also often connected 

with church membership type, as the oldest members are usually converts, each having 

joined the church at a different age in life, and consequently carrying an extensive non-

Mormon background. 

F2 - Civil status. Though marriage and family take center stage in Mormonism, every 

congregation counts single women, not yet married or never married, as well as widows 

and divorcees. Marital experiences, or the lack thereof, impact gender role perceptions. 

The sample should at least comprise an adequate ratio of singles of different types. 

F3 - Race and sociocultural background. Mormon congregations in Flanders usually 

include a minority of immigrants, 10 to 20 percent, and some of these individuals or 
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families have been part of the local community for one to two decades. My research 

project is not limited to “Flemish women” but encompasses “Mormon women in 

Flanders.” It was therefore advisable to include a comparable ratio of immigrants with a 

long presence and full integration in Flanders. 

F4 - Sexual orientation. Inasmuch as sexual orientation is known, the inclusion of at 

least one LGBT individual would enter the LGBT perspective into the discussion of gender 

roles. 

F5 - Church membership type. Here the distinction is made between convert and 

lifelong member. The latter is often referred to as “born in the church,” or “grew up in 

the faith,” or, colloquially, as “lifer.” Lifers, in most cases, have experienced a strong 

gender role socialization within their family and in the church. In Flanders they would 

also have experienced the gender role structures of the surrounding society. Converts, 

on the other hand, have diverse backgrounds but overall they would have integrated the 

social norms of their education and environment before joining the church. In Mormon 

congregations in Flanders about half of all members are presently converts, many from 

decades ago when they joined the church as teenagers, college students, or young 

couples. The other approximate half consists of second- to fourth-generation Mormons. 

The sample should reflect that ratio. 

F6 - Family size. The implementation of traditional Mormon gender roles normally 

leads to larger families. Respondents from families with varied sizes would help balance 

the sample. 

F7 - Employment. Since female employment is often considered an important sign of 

emancipation from the stay-at-home mother, the sample should reflect the approximate 

ratio of Mormon women in the workforce. 

F8 - Educational level. In quantitative surveys it is usual to include an identity item 

asking for the educational level of the respondent. The variable is next exploited to 

correlate with results and may be revealing for conclusions. In qualitative research, 

however, subjects are often chosen with their educational level already known. When 

determining the sample the researcher should resist the preference to involve “too many 

respondents with an above average level of education” (Sjöberg 2000, 407). That bias 

stems from the expectation to obtain better reasoned arguments from higher educated 

participants. Though such a benefit can be valuable, higher educated respondents can 

increase the more liberal viewpoints and distort the sample by weighing in 

disproportionally. The sample should eschew such partiality. On the other hand, the 

church is known to encourage education, also for women.  

F9 - Religious attitude. Overall, within a congregation, some members are known to be 

very compliant, even fundamentalist. Their conservatism is displayed in their church 

talks and in their participation in lessons. Discussions on what is allowed on Sunday or 
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not, or whether one is allowed to cook with wine, or whether primary age girls should 

cover their shoulders, and other such religious quibbling, have been at times notorious 

in some congregations. At the other end are the much more lenient “liberals,” but who 

tend to keep their opinions limited to an inner circle. For the sample, maximum variation 

should try to include voices from and in between the extremes. 

F10 - Church involvement. Some women are much more involved than others in the 

workings of the church organization, either on the ward or stake level. These women, 

especially those in auxiliary presidencies where they meet in councils with the 

priesthood, have much more interaction with male leaders and are more cognizant of the 

implied gender roles. Other women are less involved and may view the gendered dealings 

in the church hierarchy differently.  

Each of the ten factors can be valued on a range, some widely (for example, age or 

family size), others more narrowly (for example, educational level or religious attitude), 

and some only as binary (for example, gender or membership type). The various factors 

buttress the sample design: every respondent can be identified by her value on each factor, 

but all respondents should not share the same factor value. In other words, not all could 

be around fifty years of age, or married, or very liberal. A sample grid was used to display 

a balanced spread of the factor values over all respondents (6.6.5). 

The next step was the identification of subjects that fell within the range of the above-

mentioned factors.  

 
 
6.6.3. Establishing a potential list with a key Informant 

At the onset of the research project I had a number of potential respondents in mind, 

based on a long familiarity with them in Antwerp and a few other cities. However, as the 

theoretical framework took shape and the issue of sampling came up, steps had to be 

taken to apply the criteria for purposive and maximum variation sampling. How to 

choose them? Though my family was well aware of the overall situation of the church in 

Flanders, and in particular the ups and downs of a number of long-acquainted church 

members, there were many women I did not know well, or not at all, and I missed a 

comprehensive view of local congregation developments over the past two decades.  

This is where a key Informant became invaluable. My father contacted one of our 

closest friends in Flanders, a Mormon woman who was well aware of the situation of the 

church. She was born into a strict Mormon family, but over several decades had learned 

to enrich and diversify her viewpoints through a wide network of church members of 

different degrees of religiousness and church involvement. She had held numerous 

church positions on ward and stake levels and was still a pivotal figure in the church in 

Flanders. Holding a college degree, being an educator by profession, and well familiar 

with gender discussions in the worldwide church, she immediately understood the value 
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of the project. We agreed on strict discretion as to her role. Informed of the criteria for 

sampling, she was eager to help in identifying potential respondents. In several meetings 

with her she suggested names of thirty-two women, making allowances for maximum 

variation as determined in the sample design. From her knowledge of these women, she 

was convinced each of them would agree to being interviewed, on condition of an 

appropriate introduction. 

 
 
6.6.4. Determining the sample size for saturation 

Interviewing thirty-two women was not feasible, also considering the length of the 

interview guide. It would also have led to analytical overload. How many would be 

adequate? The topic of sample size for qualitative research has been debated rather 

extensively since the 1990s. Qualitative researchers who do not pay attention to this 

aspect may see their work invalidated. In 2006 Guest, Bunce, and Johnson (2006) reviewed 

the then already substantial literature on sample size for qualitative interview-based 

research and concluded: 

Guidelines for determining nonprobabilistic sample sizes are virtually nonexistent. 

Purposive samples are the most commonly used form of nonprobabilistic sampling, 

and their size typically relies on the concept of “saturation,” or the point at which 

no new information or themes are observed in the data. Although the idea of 

saturation is helpful at the conceptual level, it provides little practical guidance for 

estimating sample sizes, prior to data collection, necessary for conducting quality 

research. (p. 59) 

The main question is indeed whether it is possible to determine a sample size prior to 

data collection or if saturation can only be validly determined during the process of 

interviewing, i.e., “by continuing to sample until no new substantive information is 

acquired” (Etikan, Musa, and Alkassim 2016, 4). The latter may be ideal but is often 

problematic because of planning constraints, institutional requirements, and the need for 

analysis after each new interview to assess whether more interviews are required or not. 

Baker and Edwards (2012) asked the question “How many qualitative interviews is 

enough?” to fourteen renowned social scientists. The recurring answer is that “it 

depends” on the nature and purpose of the research: it depends “whether the focus of the 

objectives and of analysis is on commonality or difference or uniqueness or complexity 

or comparison or instances” (p. 42). 

In their critical assessment of the need for saturation, O’Reilly and Parker (2013) 

remarked that the concept of theoretical saturation was originally developed within 

grounded theory. In that type of research saturation is much more complex to achieve 

because emergent data in interviews are potentially limitless. O’Reilly and Parker worried 

that saturation norms for grounded theory research are being imposed on other types of 
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qualitative research where the same need is less compelling: researchers “who have a 

focused idea have a related research agenda, and, thus, this guides the direction of the 

data collection. In this way parameters are created and particular areas of interest 

pursued within which saturation can be achieved” (p. 194). 

Completed research projects with a subsequent saturation analysis can be indicative 

for the minimal sample size of a planned project with the same characteristics. I found 

the following applicable to my own research, in chronological order and with size results 

underlined: 

- Guest, Bunce, and Johnson (2006) considered by many as a landmark study, reflected 

on sample size and saturation after their research with semi-structured, open-ended 

interviews on the topic how women talk about sex. Their empirical conclusion was that 

“data saturation had for the most part occurred by the time we had analyzed twelve 

interviews” (p. 74).  

- Francis et al. (2010) examined their semi-structured interviews with patients as to 

intentions and behaviors in a study “where conceptual categories are pre-established 

by existing theory.” They concluded that data saturation was achieved after fifteen 

interviews. 

- Ando, Cousins, and Young (2014) analyzed their interviews dealing with the quality of 

life in different neurological conditions. In a first phase they developed a codebook 

from six transcripts using thematic analysis and next applied it to an additional thirty-

three interviews. The results “showed that 12 interviews provided all the themes and 

92.2% of codes; thus 12 should be a sufficient sample size for thematic analysis where 

higher level concepts are concerned” (p. 7). 

- Hagaman and Wutich (2017) reviewed their analyzed data from semi-structured 

interviews on water supplies. They found that sixteen interviews or fewer were enough 

when working with relatively homogeneous groups. 

Consequently, setting my sample target at twelve to fourteen respondents seemed 

adequate. Even if that figure is based on other projects, Sim et al. (2018, 630) ended their 

examination of sample sizes with this reassurance: 

Although there is clearly a need to make a decision on the number of participants 

in a study by one means or another – whether through a priori determination or a 

more adaptive approach such as saturation – there is also a need to ensure that the 

whole issue of sample size does not assume a disproportionate prominence and 

overshadow other essential elements within the process of qualitative data 

collection and analysis. As Emmel (2013, p. 154) reminds us, ‘it is not the number of 

cases that matters, it is what you do with them that counts’.  
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6.6.5. Stratifying the final sample for maximum variation 

6.6.5.1. Constitution of the sample grid 

For the composition of the final sample, I stratified the potential sample in order to 

ensure maximum variation. “In a stratified sample, the researcher first selects the 

particular categories or groups of cases that he/she considers should be purposively 

included in the final sample. The sample is then divided up or ‘stratified’ according to 

these categories” (Robinson 2014, 33). The stratification led to the following cross-

tabulated table or sample grid, visualizing the sample design. A satisfactory variation was 

obtained by selecting thirteen respondents, which number would also ensure saturation 

(6.6.4).  

In each row the factor values have been spread if numerical and grouped if textual. 

The colors have been added for easier discernment of the textual values in each row. To 

eliminate the potential for identification and protect anonymity the columns do not 

represent a specific person. 

 

Factor              

F1 – Age 28 30 49 50 53 54 60 60 63 63 65 68 93 

F2 – Civil status M M M M M M M M S S D D D 

F3 – Race B MR W W W W W W W W W W W 

F4 – Sexual orientation LE HE HE HE HE HE HE HE HE HE ? ? ? 

F5 – Member type C C C C C C C L L L L L L 

F6 – Family size 1 1 3 3 3 4 4 4 5 5 5 7 8 

F7 – Employment ED ED ED ED EM EM EM HE HE HE HE HE SE 

F8 – Education HS BA BA BA BA BA MA MA MA MA MA PhD PhD 

F9 – Religious attitude CO CO CO CO CO CO-c CO-c LI LI LI LI LI LI 

F10 – Church involv. H H H H H M M M M L L L L 

 
Explanation of the codes: 

F2 = Married, Single, Divorced  

F3 = Black, Mixed-race, White 

F4 = Lesbian, presumed Heterosexual, ? for unknown 

F5 = Convert, Lifer 

F6 = Number of members in the nuclear family, 3 meaning 2 parents and 1 child 

F7 = Education, Employee, Health worker, Service worker 

F8 = High School, Bachelor, Masters, PhD 

F9 = Conservative, Conservative but critical, Liberal 

F10 – High, Medium, Low 
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Five potential respondents got priority inclusion: 

- On race, two non-whites as the only ones on the potential list.  

- On gender, there was only one known to be lesbian.  

- On age, the youngest and the oldest. 

 
Commentary (style of figures: here I use arabic numerals for coherence, per Chicago 
norms) 

F1 - Age range. From 28 years of age to 93—mean 56.62, median 60, and range 65. The 

93-year old is the obvious outlier, but she was retained for her long experience and her 

still very clear insights. The preponderance of women in their fifties and sixties is 

compensated by the wide variety in the other factors. The later analysis indeed showed 

that age had little bearing on viewpoints. 

F2 - Civil status. The range reflects the overall marital composition of a congregation. 

Eight are married (of whom 3 remarried after a divorce), 2 single, and 3 divorced. Each of 

the 8 married women is wed to a member of the church, but not all husbands are equally 

active in the church. Of the 3 divorcees, 2 were married to a church member. Of the 2 

singles, one is around 30, the other in her sixties and never married. 

F3 - Race and sociocultural background. Considering that 10 to 20 percent of a 

congregation consists of non-white immigrants, the final sample of 13 includes 2 women 

of color—1 black, and 1 mixed-race.  

F4 - Sexual orientation. As mentioned, the one known lesbian got priority inclusion in 

order to represent that group. Of the twelve remaining individuals, the sexual preference 

could not be determined and was not asked during the interviews. From responses on the 

topic of homosexuality, it could be deduced that most were heterosexual, but I indicated 

the uncertainty by marking three cases with a question mark.  

F5 - Church membership type. The range is well proportioned and reflects 

congregational reality: 7 converts and 6 lifers. The number of membership years in the 

church guarantees ample experience with the perception of gender roles: 

 

 range of experience mean median 

7 converts from 10 to 45 years 32.4 years 39 years 

6 lifers from birth 46 years 51 years 

 
Of the converts, two joined as teenagers and the others at different adult ages, with a 

mean of 32.4 years of church membership when I interviewed them. Their socio-

ideological backgrounds before joining the church were also divergent, from Catholic to 

agnostic and atheist. The six lifers also represent significant dissimilarities as to the ways 

they were raised, either in more conservative or more liberal families, as to their parents’ 
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Mormon experience and status, and as to the intensity of their interaction with non-

Mormon society. The criterion of maximum variation subsequently extends to more 

layers than just the distinction between converts and lifers. 

F6 - Family size. Both the mean and the median are 4, reflecting the standard nuclear 

family of parents with two children The range is actually wide, with three parents having 

only one child, and two families having respectively 5 and 6 children, though the latter is 

a recomposed family with 2 and 4 children from either parent. 

F7 - Employment. We could not identify a single Mormon woman who had been a stay-

at-home mom for long periods, let alone her whole adult life. There were a few who had 

opted for temporary suspensions of employment when their children were small, but 

they had returned to employment as soon as feasible. So already the selection for 

sampling disclosed an aspect of gender roles for Mormon women in Flanders: 

employment was a steady feature of their lives, in line with rest of society. The 

predominance of “female occupations” reflected societal patterns: 4 are educators (1 in 

elementary school, 1 in high school, 2 at college level), 5 are in the health sector, 3 

secretarial employees, and 1 in the service sector. Two of the women were retired. 

F8 - Educational level. Except for one, all women have college degrees, meant as some 

form of post-secondary education. I have identified them on the traditional range of BA, 

MA, and PhD, but since most women obtained their degree decades ago, the items marked 

as BA are more diverse, ranging from one to four years of post-secondary education. Of 

the two PhD’s, one was actually close to completing her degree, but I felt her educational 

level warranted the count. 

F9 - Religious attitude. Identifying individuals as conservative or liberal is based on 

observation and on interaction with them. Within the local membership, it is usually well-

known who is more conservative and who more liberal (6.6.2, F9). However, I added the 

nuance of a “conservative but critical” category: these are individuals who stress strict 

obedience to commandments, but at the same time do not hesitate to critique some 

procedures and policies or to question decisions by local leaders. With 5 conservatives, 2 

conservatives but critical, and 6 liberal, the range of the factor is well covered. 

F10 - Church involvement. All selected women are “active” in the church but in 

different degrees of involvement and visibility. Three values are used—high, medium, and 

low—but they rather represent a continuum. Highly active are those with one demanding 

calling (like Relief Society president) or with several callings (like teacher in Sunday 

School, organist, and Family History representative). Medium activity would imply 

regular attendance at Sunday meetings and perhaps one “minor” calling. Low activity 

would mean no callings and less regular church attendance. With 5 respondents marked 

as high, 4 as medium, and 4 as low, also this range is well covered.  
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6.6.5.2. Note on intersectionality and race 

Though the grid uses various factors, including race, I did not use intersectionality in the 

sense of a specific methodological approach. In my teaching on race and ethnicity in the 

US, intersectionality has its place, but defined as the combination of inequalities within a 

power system, the way Kimberlé Crenshaw proposed the term—how multiple social, 

economic, and political categories create an interlocking system of discrimination and 

privilege. With such a small and novel case study among a minority Christian religious 

community in Flanders, my study of Mormon women in Flanders did not start from a 

premise of inquiring into serious inequalities or discrimination, nor of exceptional 

privilege. Of course there were differences in positionality and visible identity markers 

among my respondents. Two of my respondents were non-white which in terms of ratio 

corresponded with the multicultural composition of a Mormon congregation in Flanders 

or in Europe in general (1.2.6 and 6.6.5.1, F3).  

In the American realm, experiences related to racial or ethnic background in 

Mormonism have been studied extensively in view of the past racist policy of the church 

to not ordain black men to the priesthood. The policy was lifted in 1978, but remains a 

historical issue that black church members, even today, often have to come to terms with. 

However, within the framework of this thesis, I did not focus on the issue since in the 

interviews it was not part of my primary objectives on the perception of gender roles, 

although intersectional issues in the Belgian and European context would certainly be 

interesting for future study.    

 
6.6.6. Assuring privacy and anonymity 

The localized Flemish setting of my research among a group of women who all knew each 

other presented a challenge to privacy and anonymity. Many of these women know each 

other, certainly in their own congregation or “ward” where they cooperate extensively. 

They also know many others in any of the four Flemish congregations—Antwerp, 

Brussels, Ghent, and Sint Niklaas—because of joined activities on multi-congregational 

level from youth age on, extended families with members in several congregations, 

church positions that bring women to visit various congregations, and twice a year stake 

conferences with plenty of socialization. Moreover, most of them are friends on 

Facebook. 

Second, within the group of about 200 active women, a “natural selection” reduced the 

potential of interviewable women. For the validity of the research they needed to be 

known for their reliability, church experience, openness, and mental stability. Moreover, 

they must be approachable: as explained in the determination of the sample (6.6.3), they 

belonged to the limited network that an insider could rather easily contact. 

Third, to ascertain representativeness in the sample, personal characteristics such as 

age, social and educational level, civil status, native origin, and race needed to be 
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mentioned in the description of the sample. Even if such characteristics are never tied to 

specific names, people well familiar with the make-up of the Mormon community in 

Flanders may infer from the intersection of characteristics the potential identity of one 

or more women. 

These various concerns for anonymity were properly mitigated by each respondent’s 

signed agreement that stated: “I understand that the researcher will not identify me by 

name in any report that uses my information. However, I realize that data such as age, 

race, civil status, or something specific could possibly identify me. I have no objection to 

that possibility” (see Appendix 1). Consequently I relied on respondents’ own informed 

agreement that they could be identified. 

Still, even with that overall safeguard of agreement, care was taken to change each 

first name, to never identify the Flemish congregation to which a respondent belonged, 

and to avoid tying rather unique characteristics to a specific name.  

 
 

6.7. Contacting and informing respondents 

I took special care that the step of contacting and informing respondents would well 

remain outside the physical church realm and would be in conformity with overall 

privacy rules. I first briefly review the general challenge to access members for research 

purposes (6.7.1), next I describe how my respondents were contacted (6.7.2), and finally 

how I prepared them a few days before the interview (6.7.3). 

 
6.7.1. Accessing church members  

6.7.1.1. Working towards allowable private interviews 

Although I am an insider (6.5.2), it is useful to briefly reflect on some thresholds an outside 

researcher would have to overcome in order to access church members for interviews. 

Alder (2018) noted for religions like Mormonism, which experience faith in tight-knit 

communities, “the challenge for scholars is to get inside those groups.” Obtaining 

permission from church leaders to do research within a congregation is cumbersome, 

with little chance of success (6.2.1). However, there are no church guidelines that would 

discourage individual members to participate in surveys or talk to researchers outside 

the church and in a private capacity. Therefore most research dealing with Mormons 

proceeds independently from the church. Still, such church members need to be reached. 

For quantitative research in the US, researchers can use social and demographic datasets 

that include the variable of religious affiliation, for example from the Pew Research 

Center. The same can be done on other scales, for example in regional surveys where the 

population includes a sufficient number of Mormons. Such methods will, however, never 

yield the kind of detail that qualitative research with individuals could provide. So, for 
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the latter, and in particular at the level of individual narratives, personal contact with 

Mormon subjects is needed.  

It is not difficult to start attending a Mormon congregation (everyone is welcome) and 

be considered an “investigator” interested in Mormon Sunday worship, doctrine, and 

congregational life. Members will welcome any visitor and missionaries will be eager to 

teach. It would, however, not be allowed if the visitor, even after being well integrated, 

asked permission to proceed to formal research. Using attendance to build up 

connections and next shift to research interviews within the congregational context 

would not only be impractical, but also unethical since it would be a way to elude the 

formal permission procedure.  

One possible step for an outsider is to develop a personal relation with an insider who 

would next help in contacting volunteers for research outside the congregational 

context. Creswell (2013, 93) noted that for some groups, in particular if they are somehow 

marginalized “access may require finding one or more individuals in the group who will 

allow the researcher in—a gatekeeper or key informant (or participants).” Much 

ethnographical research proceeds that way, but building a relation with such a 

gatekeeper requires patience and has hurdles to overcome. Since many Mormons feel 

that they are often misrepresented or derided in the media, they would tend to be 

suspicious, in particular if the research topic is somewhat contentious, or sensitive such 

as on gender roles, conversion and retention rates, or temple worship. 

The perspective changes if the research is initiated by a known and trusted insider and 

conducted outside the congregation. From the approximately fifty dissertations and 

theses on Mormon women of the past few decades, it appears that each researcher was a 

long-term insider who could benefit from a network of trusting personal contacts.  

 
6.7.1.2. Considering other sources for data gathering  

Besides private interviews, research can be enriched by additional sources.  

I considered social media and especially blogs where feminist discussions take place, 

but it turned out that hardly any Mormon woman in Flanders is engaged in that area. 

Many are on Facebook as friends but there are no exchanges that would relate to gender 

roles (just birthday wishes, family pictures and quotes from church leaders).  

What about participant observation? First, I have attended plenty of Sunday school 

classes and Relief Society meetings to know the limits for my research. In such meetings, 

at least in Flanders, the orthodox discourse prevails and the kind of open and candid 

information that I could obtain from my respondents privately is not heard in church. As 

a general pattern in these classes, the conservative members are the ones who are giving 

standard answers, while the more liberal are cautious not to cause debate or contention, 

or not to compromise themselves. Moreover, when would gender roles be discussed? It 

would have been improper for me, as a visitor, to try to bring up topics related to my 

dissertation. 
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Second, a major concern with participant observation is ethical: the church does not 

allow to conduct research in the church without permission, and to obtain permission is 

quasi impossible. To observe members for the purpose of research, taking notes or 

recording what they say without proper permission and agreement of the participants 

could not be done. 

Still, I included some participant observation from public meetings. In the introduction 

to my dissertation I described a sacrament meeting and presented the talk one of the girls 

gave—quite literally. I did not mention the location and changed the name of the girl, but 

Mormon readers familiar with that ward will probably recall who it was. I don’t think I 

trespassed the norms of privacy since I simply described what any visitor would observe, 

but I think we already come close to the ethical limits. I also reported the gist of various 

talks by women and girls as I could follow weekly “Sunday devotionals” over the internet 

during the Corona pandemic (4.7).  

I also considered having a meeting with a group of participants and had it as a 

possibility in the planning, with the names of four or five who would be willing to 

participate, including my thesis director. It didn’t go through because there was a train 

strike at the time. But it was also interesting to note that one of the potential participants 

mentioned to me: if this person will take part, she will take over most of the conversation 

and others will not dare to speak out. Moreover, more liberal church members may feel 

refrained in the presence of conservative members in order not to offend them. The 

private interviews turned out to be best for optimal information. 

 
6.7.2. Implementing steps for a smooth acceptance 

Though I am insider, my position was not so that I had regular or recent contact with each 

of the thirteen women on the final sample list. It was obviously important to get in touch 

with them in such a way that they would immediately be willing to cooperate so there 

would be no need to identify alternatives and reevaluate the sample design. I had 

concerns over privacy rules in obtaining contact information and over some respondents’ 

possible hesitancy to be interviewed over a topic like gender—known to be controversial 

in the church. 

I did not use the key Informant to contact respondents. First, since she was still in 

visible church callings, she could have been perceived as a church intermediator, which 

could muddle the strict separation between my work and the official church realm. If 

anything went awry afterwards, she could have been blamed for initiating the contact. 

Second, respondents were not supposed to know of the involvement of other local 

members in order to preserve the self-determination of each respondent separately as 

well as her anonymity. Third, it was not certain the key Informant would be the ideal 

person to obtain agreements on my behalf from each of the selected respondents. 

However, nearly all of the thirteen respondents have been close to my parents. Three 

of them were so close they had been invited to the intimate “family only” funeral service 
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of my mother in May 2018. Eight of the thirteen had known me as a child in the church, 

but that was now 20 years ago. Though I could contact the ones who were closest and of 

whom I had contact information, the same approach for all would be the most coherent. 

I probably could have obtained the telephone numbers and email addresses of most 

respondents, but did not want to run the risk of a negative reaction if a respondent felt 

her privacy had been breached. 

A facilitator or gatekeeper can be key to initiate contacts (King and Horrocks 2010, 30–

32; Kydd-Williams (2019, 426–427). I felt that an introduction by someone the women 

knew well and could trust would set the tone and ensure a positive reaction from the 

onset. I asked my father to step in to initiate the first contact. Except for one, he knew the 

individuals personally and also had their email addresses from personal or from group 

emails. There was no privacy issue involved in him contacting them. Moreover, as a 

university professor and as a former church leader for the whole of Flanders he enjoyed 

a position of trust and respect. He was not anymore in a church leadership position, so 

his contacting potential respondents could not be interpreted as a leaders’ request. 

In April 2019 he sent each of the women a personally worded email, adapted to the 

level of familiarity he had with each. The core of the message was simple: “I have a favor 

to ask on behalf of my daughter Ellen. For this initial contact I help as an intermediary. 

Ellen is working on a PhD on perceptions of the role of women in the church. She would 

particularly appreciate it if she could also have a conversation with you. Below you will 

find her email with more explanation. Thank you very much for a positive response.” 

Below that text was my own message (see Appendix 2), in which I introduced myself 

as a graduate from BYU and a PhD student at the University of Ghent. I mentioned the 

topic of the research project—”how Flemish and Dutch women, members of the Church 

of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, regard their role as women. Much research has 

already been done on this subject among American women, but very little in other 

countries.” I mentioned my supervisor, professor Longman. I also added some detail so 

that respondents would feel already sufficiently informed at this stage and predisposed 

to cooperation: 

I would love to hear about your insights and experiences as well. In general, it 

concerns the following: 

- Reflections on the role of women in the family, church and professional life. 

- Reflections on the role of women in the plan of salvation. 

- Reflections on changes in the role of women in the church. 

I work with an open questionnaire and also examples of situations that can be 

commented on. As an “informant” you can choose what you want to pay more (or 

no) attention to. Responses remain strictly anonymous unless you would like to be 

mentioned as an informant. To this end, I will ask you to sign a statement required 

by the ethics committee of Ghent University. 
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The email ended with a “thank you for your willingness to participate” and a fill-out 

part to indicate times of non-availability on a calendar and preference of location, either 

at my home or at the home of the participant. I thus sidestepped an extra exchange, first 

on willingness to participate, and next another email for the practical arrangements. This 

strategy worked well. Almost immediately each of them responded positively and gave 

the necessary indications so I could plan the appointments to take place in May 2019.  

 
 
6.7.3. Preparing each respondent through a focused email 

A few days before each interview I emailed each respondent a reminder of the 

appointment (see Appendix 3). The email announced the aspect of audio recording (“It 

helps me a lot if I could record the conversation ...”), so it would not come as a surprise 

and have a respondent retreat. It also mentioned that the recording would be deleted 

after transcription. I next mentioned that “most participants would like to know about 

topics in advance” and I indicated the following general points for discussion: 

How did you become a member of the church? 

What is the value of the church specifically for women? 

How do you see the relationship between women and the priesthood? 

How do you see the relationship between family life and working outside the home? 

How do you see the role of women in the plan of salvation? 

 I also gave an example of a vignette, so the respondent would be aware of the kind of 

ambivalent situations which I would submit for her assessment. I ended the email with a 

reassurance: “There are many such situations that church members face. However, there 

are no “correct” or “incorrect” answers. My research simply wants to gain insight into 

individual insights and experiences.” The email also had the consent form attached so the 

respondent could read it in advance and not feel rushed to sign at the beginning of the 

interview (see Appendix 1).  

I think this preparatory strategy helped, not only as a reminder of the appointment, 

but also to have the respondent feel more at ease and reflect beforehand on some of the 

issues. From what I could assess, about half of my respondents took time to ponder the 

information I sent as they referred to it during the interview.  
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6.8. Conducting the interviews 

This subchapter reports on the practical steps and the experience of the interviews.  
 
6.8.1. Location, timing, and language 

The interviews took place in Flanders in May 2019. 

Location. Each respondent was free to chose the interview location. Ten respondents 

preferred to remain in their own home, three came to my home (or rather the parental 

home where I stay during my visits to Belgium). From those three, one did it in order not 

be disturbed by her baby (her husband taking care of the child at her place), two to spare 

me the travel to their location which was at some distance from my place. All interviews 

were private, without any other persons present in the room. In the two cases where the 

husband was at home, there was not a hint of control or suspicion. 

Timing. Tradition and experience in social studies set the average time for a qualitative 

interview at approximately 90 minutes (Irvine, Drew, and Sainsbury 2013; Seidman 2006). 

As Seidman put it: “An hour carries with it the consciousness of a standard unit of time 

that can have participants ‘watching the clock.’ Two hours seems too long to sit at one 

time” (p. 26). Seidman recommended to mention the expected time before the interview 

begins: it lifts uncertainty and signals to respondents that “they are being taken 

seriously.” It is telling that the first interview I conducted took the longest, two hours and 

a half (156 minutes). It should be said that I dealt with a very talkative respondent, but I 

realized that for the next interviews I had to shorten my introduction and be more 

selective when it came to partially overlapping questions around the same issue or to less 

salient items. As I became more experienced in subsequent interviews, I learned to 

navigate the choice of items more effectively. The shortest interview took 76 minutes, but 

that was with the 93-year old whom I did not want to exhaust. The average was 1 hour 

and 53 minutes, or 23 minutes longer than the “recommended” 90 minutes. 

Language. All interviews were conducted in Dutch, except for one in English. It 

concerned one of the non-European immigrants. Although she had been living in 

Flanders for many years and understood and spoke Dutch quite well, for ease of 

expression she preferred to have the conversation in English. 

 

6.8.2. Preamble to the interview  

The preamble consisted of five steps. 

Small talk and chocolate. This item may seem trivial but I felt it important to mention 

because it is part of the tone-setting for the interview. Since in all cases except one there 

was a previous personal connection between me and the respondent, the first few 

minutes were spent in asking about each other’s well-being and recollecting things like 
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the last time we saw each other. For each respondent I visited, I had a box of Belgian 

chocolates—a typical gift when coming for an invited visit. For those coming to my home, 

I had chocolates and cookies on the table as well as a selection of herbal teas. I believe it 

helped create a sphere of intimacy conducive to openness. 

Clarifying the objectives. With a “let’s get to the interview,” I first repeated the 

objectives as already stated in the two emails each respondent had received. “My study 

topic is about how women in the church regard their role as women.” I further identified 

the research as part of study projects on religious women, such as measuring their impact 

on the family, in politics, or in education. “One area of study concerns the role of women 

in our church and how women see that role themselves. This varies according to the 

upbringing, the place where you live or local customs. By examining such topics, we get 

a better view of the diversity in the church and the cultural differences.” 

Pending the interest and background of the respondent, I also clarified briefly how 

research proceeds: on the one hand, there are the theories or models about the role of 

women in society, and in particular religious women within their religion; on the other 

hand, the practical “fieldwork,” namely interviewing women to learn from their 

experiences and insights, in order to see if the theories or models are valid or need to be 

adjusted.  

Signing the consent form. A few days before the interview I had sent to each 

respondent an email with the consent form attached, so it could be read in advance 

(Appendix 2). The consent form functioned also as an information sheet, as the university 

ethics committee had required, “to tell the participants what the research project is 

about.” It also contained the required provision that “participants can withdraw from 

participation without giving a reason.” I had two printed copies of the consent form, one 

to sign and one as copy for the respondent. I asked if the respondent had read the form 

beforehand, which each of them confirmed. I gave the respondent the time to read the 

printed consent form again, but most signed immediately. 

Providing a copy of the interview guide. I next gave the respondent a copy of the 

interview guide (16 pages), identical to mine, with the table of contents and all the 

numbered questions. I showed in the table of contents the two major parts we would be 

covering, first the religious focus, and second the social side. Though I could not find 

precedent in the literature about this strategy, I deemed it helpful that the respondent 

would have a copy of the interview guide during the conversation. I felt it would build 

trust and place the respondent on a kind of equal footing with the researcher, rather than 

her feeling “interrogated” by the one holding the monopoly of the text or having her 

wonder what “classified” information about her my text might contain. Moreover, I felt 

that the table of contents with a clear repartition of the main parts and the numbering of 

the questions would help identify the subsequent emphases of the conversation and 

provide reference points to show the progression of the interview. In fact, during the 
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interviews it happened several times that I read a question, and the respondent re-read 

the question herself to make sure she understood what was being asked. 

I clarified that we would not be covering all the possible questions in detail because of 

time constraints, but that we would certainly focus on the main items and on items the 

respondent found interesting. “Also, if you think you cannot or do not want to say 

anything about a question, we will simply skip the question.” When I felt it appropriate, I 

also added: “It is important to answer as honestly as possible. We want to hear how you 

feel about certain things, not necessarily what we would say to a non-member when we 

introduce them to the church.” 

Requesting permission to record. Each respondent had already been informed by email 

of my wish to record the conversation. I clarified again that a recording would be very 

helpful to make sure I got the information right, and, as I already indicated in the email 

confirming the appointment, that the recording would be deleted after transcription. No 

respondent objected. I also mentioned I would use two recording devices in case one 

would not function properly. 

 
 
6.8.3. Interaction patterns  

The following remarks mainly result from transcribing the recordings, re-listening to 

them, and reflecting on the experience. I distinguish formal and content aspects. 

 

6.8.3.1. Formal aspects 

Structural flow. Each time the conversation shifted to a new topic, issue, or interview 

item, I mentioned it, with reference to the page and location in the interview guide. Some 

respondents followed the guide page by page, in which case I read the interview item 

verbatim. Some did not, which gave me some latitude to paraphrase the item in more 

conversational speech.  

No note-taking. I did not take any notes during the interview. I felt that writing while 

the respondent was speaking could distract her by wondering what I wrote. I trusted the 

audio-recordings. 

My own incentives to stimulate the conversation. In terms of conversational 

dominance, when listening to the recordings, I was surprised to hear how little I spoke 

during the interview. I read the questions from the interview guide, sometimes slightly 

paraphrasing to make them less rigid, but once the respondent was talking, my voice only 

uttered “ja” (“yes”), quite repetitively, at the short pauses the respondent took, or 

sometimes overlapping. The tone adopted in that affirmation was one of a neutral signal 

of understanding and of encouragement to go on. I never interrupted the respondent. 

Only on a few occasions, when the respondent had drifted into peripheral comments and 
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not really answered the question, did I refocus on the issue at stake and reformulate the 

question. I refrained from asking supplemental questions, conscious of the risk to steer 

the conversation and “lead” the respondent to “desired” answers. Since most 

respondents were very talkative, I felt confident the data would amply suffice for the 

research objectives. 

Completion and continuation. Ending an interview can be rather quick and informal, 

which happened in most cases with my interviews. In a few other cases I experienced the 

phenomenon that Seidman (2006, 26) described —”participants continue to talk after the 

interview is concluded and the recording device is turned off . . . because the participants 

seem suddenly willing to discuss matters heretofore avoided.” I am not sure the 

respondents in such a case were deliberately choosing to talk outside the recording. It 

was more that they were eager to add things that they felt important to mention and that 

had not yet come up or insufficiently been addressed. In fact, in two such cases I asked if 

I could restart the recording and there was no objection. But it is certainly true, as 

Seidman also pointed out, that by the end of an interview “what is being discussed at that 

point is of considerable interest.” Confidence has been built up and respondents may feel 

they have a final message to convey or to balance some of the things they said earlier. 

One of the most striking examples came when one of the women of color started talking 

about racism after the interview had been concluded. 

 

6.8.3.2. Content aspects 

Numerous instances of insider-only-comprehension. It was only when trying to read the 

responses from an outsider’s perspective that I realized how many passages would be 

unintelligible without numerous clarifications. Even then, an outsider would seldom be 

able to properly visualize the various situations. Due to my insider’s position and 

familiarity with most of the respondents (6.5.2), we immediately adopted an intimate 

register of communication, including the tacit perception of mutual insiderness. Also, the 

more colloquial or dialectal a respondent began to speak, the blunter or wittier her 

remarks became in the choice of certain words. I was glad I had kept my Flemish dialect 

well up-to-date. In all such discourse, even at the highest speech rate and with numerous 

innuendos, I never experienced incomprehension.  

I can distinguish the following types of instances: 

- The jargon of “Mormonspeak.” I give some examples in Dutch, which also illustrates 

the intrusion of English as lingua franca: “Nu geef ik les bij de javo’s.” “In een goede wijk 

heeft elk zijn sleutelen.” “Dat was zo de eerste zending van die sister leaders.” “Dat was 

op EFY en ik was counselor.” “Ik heb het gevoel, en dat is mij persoonlijk, dat ik de waves 

heb gemist.” “Ze ondersteunen sinds eergisteren de pathway programma.” 
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- Policies and procedures. Examples: “Another change, at a baby’s blessing, is that the 

mother can sit on a chair.” “Here a sister is never asked for the closing talk.” “And then, 

with baptism for the dead, only a man can check the data cards, but I did it once for a 

whole session.” “I was the Relief Society president at the bishopric meeting, well the 

PEC, but that was abolished, it changes all the time.”  

- Doctrinal knowledge. In the following instance, told quite unevenly, one must also be 

familiar with rules pertaining to temple sealings after divorce or death of the spouse: 

Tonja: “One discrimination that I forgot to mention, is because a man can take more 

women to the temple, and be sealed, and a woman can’t do that again. Just once. I 

just think, come on, we should also be given that right. If you married your husband, 

and you are sealed together in the temple, and then things go wrong, it’s like you’re 

blaming me then, because then I don’t have the opportunity.” 

- References to recent Mormon news in the US, although marginal, with the respondent 

presuming I would know. Example:  

Sigrid: “I recently listened to another podcast by John Dehlin with my husband 

about a woman who was once a Mormon, married in the temple, divorced, and now 

she’s the third woman in a plural marriage. But she lives on her own in the city, and 

no one knows that she secretly married him. Did you listen to that one?” 

- References to past events, sometimes presented in a highly compact mode. In the 

following example, I had asked the respondent about her feelings concerning personal 

revelation. After explaining she felt it was an issue of common sense, circumstances, 

and asking God, she suddenly applied it to church leaders.  

Irma: “So to go back to church leaders, I think the ship is turning. Because if you 

don’t ask, you won’t get an answer. So if you as a person do not see a problem with 

women in the church, for example, because you still live in the past, then you are 

not going to think about it and then you are not going to pray about it. And then I 

think about Greg Prince’s book, about David O. McKay, how he started that years 

before, about the priesthood for everyone and when you read that, he struggles 

with that and he thinks about it, but he does not get all the people look in one 

direction yet. And Kimball, he was there and said nothing. And then comes the one 

after him who was absolutely against that, and then nothing happens. And then you 

see how after that Kimball becomes a prophet, and then, yes. Of course you had the 

charity status, that could all be true, but then the question is, he might have thought 

about it, and the church was going to lose its charity status, maybe I should just go 

and ask the Lord. Yes, how does revelation work? And if you have prophets who are 

very old and [whispering] maybe also a bit demented, then things stagnate.” 

To understand the preceding passage one must be quite familiar with the episodes 

preceding the 1978 decision to lift the racist priesthood ban, the presumed attitudes of 
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subsequent church presidents, the documentation in Prince’s landmark book, and 

moreover understand the implications related to women and the priesthood. 

Occasional leaps to later issues. Occasionally a respondent, when answering one item, 

moved ahead to an issue that appeared later in the interview guide. Some items lent 

themselves to such leaping. For example, Q.R.15 on the meaning of gender as an “essential 

characteristic” in the “Proclamation on the family” immediately signified, for all 

respondents, the issue of homosexuality and transgenderism, although that issue came 

much later in the interview guide. Such leaps did not often occur, but I had to remember 

which items had already been suitably broached in order to omit later scheduled items. 

In some cases, when we came to an item that had already been covered, I would refer to 

the previous exchange. It also happened a few times that the respondent herself would 

either refer to her previous comments or add new ones.  

Unlimited respondents’ commenting. Some respondents were so involved with some 

issues that they expanded their responses into larger self-narratives to illustrate their 

point. It impacted the timing, obliging me to skip some less salient items to make sure all 

key items would be covered. However, I was careful to never signal that we needed to 

move on to another item if the respondent continued to comment on one item. Some of 

the most relevant material emerged as the respondent was “carried away” in her personal 

account, seemingly oblivious of the interview context that required moving on at some 

point. 

Phenomenological bonds. In a general sense, one could claim that nearly all of my 

interviews had a phenomenological dimension: they mostly dealt with “lived 

experiences” which I could well understand and identify with from my insider position. 

But in a stricter sense, there were a few occurrences where my own background strongly 

converged with the lived experience of a respondent, pulling me into the conversation as 

a partner or a close associate. With one respondent I shared the same indignation when 

she talked about the church “Policy” related to same-sex couples and the treatment of 

gay children by their parents in Utah. With another the bonding happened when she 

expressed her frustration over self-congratulatory “hallelujah talks” in church meetings. 

I naturally confirmed my own feelings about it, remembering the same frustration. 

 
6.8.4. Assessment 

On the whole, conducting the interviews was an instructive and enriching experience. 

From some stumbles in the first interviews I quickly learned to shorten the introduction 

to essentials and to navigate the choice between less and more salient items during next 

interviews. In the interest of time and to guarantee the handling of the key interview 

items, I systematically dropped a number of less salient issues that did not directly include 

structured ambivalence related to gender (such as Q.R.29 on praying for trivial items; 
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Q.R.34 on the need for more spiritual experiences; or Q.R.43 on how to do missionary 

work). I also noted how, with a certain routine setting in asking the questions, I became 

more attentive to relevant details related to structured ambivalence, since quite a few 

respondents answered in the same vein.  

Perhaps the most striking aspect of the interviews was the candidness, and even 

eagerness of most of the respondents to share their opinions and experiences. I realize I 

was exceptionally well positioned, from my insider’s status and the benefit of my parents’ 

connections, to be trusted and allowed to enter areas of the inner world of these women.  

Looking back at the respondents’ openness, I wondered if I could have planned some 

more delicate questions on issues such as IVF, artificial insemination, surrogacy, and 

abortion, to probe if their opinions would differ from church standpoints. Such issues are 

likely to create structured ambivalence, in particular if women knew of real instances 

that confronted them with male leaders. A few respondents hinted at some of these issues 

but I did not pursue them as they were not foreseen in the interview guide. Also, these 

are the type of topics that may be more appropriate to ask in anonymous questionnaires.  

 
 

6.9. Proceeding to analysis 

6.9.1. Transcribing the recordings 

The recordings totaled almost 25 hours.  

Corpus. I transcribed all the recordings word for word—twelve in Dutch and one in 

English. After finishing all, I listened again twice for corrections and completions. It 

resulted in a corpus of almost 120,000 words. The number of words was determined from 

the MS word transcription, which also included the shortened text of the interview items. 

The length of each interview, taken from the start till the end of the recording, also 

includes small talk and occasional non-relevant digressions which I did not transcribe. 

The speech rate can therefore not be deduced from these figures, but was determined 

from specific excerpts as part of the discussion of personalities (see chapter 7). 
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Name length of 
interview (min) 

words in 
transcript 

Didi 76 6,379 

Vera 88 6,920 

Tonja  91 8,038 

Lucia  97 7,419 

Renée 98 7,193 

Daphne  110 8,566 

Stella  112 9,771 

Anna 117 8,433 

Lisette 120 9,039 

Judith 122 11,203 

Saskia  132 8,953 

Sigrid 152 15,892 

Irma 156 11,560 

Total 1471= 24.5 hrs. 119,366 

 
 

Modifications. I substituted the colloquial and orally used Flemish “ge” and “gij” by the 

standard Dutch “je / jij.” I noticed I did this almost mechanically as the standard for 

written language.  

In narrating experiences, respondents often referred to their family members 

(husband, children) with their first names since they knew I was familiar with them. To 

avoid identification in the citation of excerpts, I replaced these first names with “my 

husband” or “my son / daughter.” In case they referred to other church members by 

name, I substituted those names and anonymized other identifiers. 

Material for other studies. While transcribing and re-listening, I noted various 

peripheral features which may be relevant for separate publications, such as conversion 

rationales, exploration of spiritual experiences, expressions of faith and doubt, and 

evolution of religiousness. 

 
6.9.2. Collating the data in an itemized transcript 

For analysis I reordered the various respondents’ answers, which were transcribed per 

respondent, into a new document where all the answers to each interview item would be 

listed one after the other. In this itemized transcript the thirteen answers (or fewer if not 

all respondents answered that item) could be viewed together. Besides the hierarchical 

heading styles given to each topic and each item, I also added a lower heading style to the 
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name of each respondent. Moreover, I summarized each respondent’s viewpoint and 

argument on that heading level, with special attention to expressions of structured 

ambivalence. It resulted in a helpful overview in the navigation pane.  

For example, for the topic of marriage and the issue of optimal marriage age, the 

navigation pane (as well as the table of contents) would show: 

1.4. Social focus 

 1.4.1. Marriage – Q.S.01–06  

  1.4.1.1. Q.S.01 = Best age to marry? 

   Anna: better not rush - if they want to, OK, but postpone children 

   Daphne: compares with Utah – but law of chastity – failed marriages 

   Didi: postpone because societal norm – but law of chastity 

   Irma: compares with Utah – marry young = enormous stress 

   Judith: counseled my sons not to marry soon – compares with US “black hole” 

   Lisette: first your studies – compares with Utah 

   Lucia: wait a year or a year and a half – respect the girl’s wish 

   Renée: both options have advantages and disadvantages 

   Saskia: I married young but after waiting two years – but law of chastity 

   Stella: you can never tell when – marriage is a roulette 

   Sigrid: rejects early marriage – societal norms - but law of chastity  

   Tonja: understands both sides – trust God – He knows what’s best 

   Vera: compares with Utah - have faith = prayer and personal revelation 

I gave precedence to the key items (6.4.4). Next I reviewed all the items in preceding 

chapters where I had noted “relevance for my research” in order to connect the data with 

the literature and proceed with analysis. At the end of this long process to secure valid 

and reliable input from my respondents, I felt the data were rich and genuine for 

comparison, discussion, and conclusions. 
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Chapter 7 Results and discussion 

This chapter presents and discusses the interview data relevant for the research 

questions. The introduction clarifies the procedure to report and analyze the data, as well 

as the phenomenological dimension generated by narration and symbolic interaction 

(7.1). The respondents’ global perceptions of women’s positions form a second subchapter 

(7.2). The next subchapters present and discuss the perception of gender roles related to 

each of the five constructs of the framework—gender, religiousness, church, family, and 

society (7.3–7.7). The chapter ends with an assessment of factor importance in the sample 

stratification (7.8) and with a comparison to parallel research within Mormonism and in 

other religions (7.9). The overall conclusion is worded in chapter 8. 

 
 

7.1. Introduction 

7.1.1. Brief reminder: theory, objectives, and framework 

From the theory of structured ambivalence (SA), this research studies how Mormon 

women in Flanders perceive gender roles. It proceeds from the hypothesis that Mormon 

women can encounter various tensions and contradictions in and between the constructs 

in which they function. The framework uses five constructs, two being conceptual—

gender and religiousness—and three social—church, family, and society. Results of interviews 

should reveal to what extent respondents, with gender roles as focal point, identify 

tensions and contradictions in and between the constructs and how they handle the 

probable occurrences of SA. 

  

7.1.2. Structuring of the results 

The interview guide covered 79 potential items. The order of the items reflected to a 

certain extent the five constructs. The more religious items came first, followed by more 

church-oriented issues. The focus then changed to social topics, with questions on 

familial and societal issues. However, for the sake of item variation key items alternated 

with less vital ones. More sensitive items came later in the interview. Moreover, the guide 

mixed salient and non-salient items in order to avoid the impression that the interview 

was aiming only at controversial issues that would trigger SA (6.4.3). Subsequently, the 
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structure of the interview guide was not sufficiently rigorous to present the results in the 

same order. 

For the clarity of presentation in this chapter, items have been reordered and 

sometimes combined in order for the constructs to take precedence. After a subchapter 

on global perspectives, five subchapters are labeled according to the main focus on each 

construct—gender, religiousness, church, family, and society. Twenty-five key items 

relevant for gender role perception have been retained. An important caveat remains: 

most interview items, even as they belong primarily to one construct, include an explicit 

or implicit reference to one or more other constructs since ambivalence mostly occurs 

when the exigencies of one construct conflict with those of another. For example, 

motherhood belongs to the family construct but the tension over outside employment 

for a mother comes from church recommendations set against societal needs. Another 

example: the belief in a Heavenly Mother belongs to the construct of religiousness but 

may come into conflict with doctrinal restrictions imposed by the church. 

 

Each subchapter dealing with the interview items is structured in a similar way: 

- The key issues are listed one after another, with references to the codes in the 

interview guide. 

- Each key issue is presented in five numbered steps: 

- Background: I summarize previously handled analysis with references to the various 

parts in the dissertation where the issue is discussed, including its potential for SA.  

- Question(s): the specific question or questions in the interview guide related to the 

issue. 

- Results: here I list, where relevant, the number of respondents, the average length of 

comments, and the groupings according to manifest characteristics. 

- Discussion: I categorize and structure the arguments and, where applicable, the 

strategies to cope with structured ambivalence, with quotations from respondents. 

- Summary: this step recaps the main points of the issue, with special attention to SA. 

 

The last subchapters handle factor importance in the sample stratification and 

comparisons to parallel research. 

 
 
7.1.3. Handling of the data 

The data, in the form of the itemized transcript of the interviews (see 6.9.2), provided a 

wealth of information. Every answer was reviewed for relevance. I worked with a system 

of highlighting in different colors to mark similar arguments, in particular when they 
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showed SA. Some respondents’ answers contained also remarks that had relevance for 

other issues and these were copied under the appropriate subheadings. 

 
Importance of direct quotation. In their analysis of the narrative in social work, 

Riessman and Quinney (2005, 398) insisted on the importance of direct quotation of 

interview discourse instead of summarizing and thus losing much information, the 

personal style, the engagement, and the authenticity of participants: 

Data reduction is a task that confronts all qualitative investigators: journals do not 

allow us to present the “whole story”; narrative accounts are typically long, some 

selection is absolutely necessary. The challenge for narrative research is not to 

mimic positivist science in modes of data reduction. 

It is telling that Riessman and Quinney’s analysis of the narrative drew on doctoral 

dissertations. In contrast to journal articles or book chapters, dissertations allow more 

direct quotations, providing more details and preserving more of the style and 

personality of the respondents. Extensive quotations are apt to render the speech style, 

the line of thought, and the intellectual level of respondents. Still missing in transcript 

are of course the tone and the speech rate. Where particularly relevant, I have added an 

identifier to characterize the tone of some utterances, such as “whispering” or 

“shouting.” 

 
Translation from Dutch. Except for one respondent who choose to converse in English, 

all interviews were conducted and transcribed in Dutch. My own mastery of spoken Dutch 

(and of Flemish dialectal expressions) was of course very helpful. To render the direct 

quotations in English, I found that Google Translate is now yielding overall excellent 

translations for the kind of spoken language in the interviews. Particularly surprising was 

the faultless translation of Mormon terms in context, with the system transposing even 

Dutch abbreviations such as ZHV into Relief Society, and unique Mormon words such as 

bisschap into bishopric. It greatly facilitated the translation of quotations. Each 

transposition was checked and corrected in cases of obvious errors. Still, the flow and 

sometimes incoherence of spoken language was preserved. 

 
 
7.1.4. Phenomenology, narration, and symbolic interaction 

Though all respondents referred to concrete situations in their life, two groups could be 

discerned: 

- The “reflexive group”: for seven respondents, the references to life situations were 

limited to one or two sentences in a generalizing manner, such as “I was in the same 

position a year and a half ago, and I really balked at the calling as Relief Society 

president, but I accepted it as the will of the Lord” or “I myself grew up in an 
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environment where there was equality between men and women. My dad also did the 

laundry.” Overall these respondents maintained their answers in a reflexive mode on 

the conceptual level. 

- The “narrative group”:  six respondents easily switched to a narrative mode when the 

topic induced them to such a detour. They transposed the question to a temporal and 

spatial setting where they felt that the interview item was being acted out. Some may 

have turned to the narrative mode because it compensated for the difficulty of 

formulating a more analytic opinion. The switch was also clearly tied to the energetic 

and engaged personality of the respondent. Here a phenomenological dimension 

entered into the data because of the narration of “lived experiences” to illustrate 

viewpoints. Soliciting stories was not part of my methodological approach: the 

interview items were geared at obtaining opinions, eventually supported by references 

to brief experiences. The emergence of detailed stories was unexpected. They proved 

to be a rich source of information and deserve some analysis. 

 

Characteristics. In the context of my interviews, the narrative belongs to the category 

of “small stories,” which analysts may disparage as lacking the richness and validity of 

the longer autoethnographical stories. However, these small stories are embedded in a 

broader frame of argumentation since they are used to illustrate a specific interview item. 

For qualitative social research they are defined as “a discrete unit of discourse: an answer 

to a single question, topically-centered and temporally-organized” (Riessman and 

Quinney 2005, 394). The following characteristics could be observed. 

- All the stories were spontaneous. 

- All the stories were temporally and spatially identified. By telling where and when the 

incidents happened, respondents provided cues to certify the truthfulness of their 

narrative. At the same time, as an insider I was already aware of most of these stories. 

For some “famous” cases my respondents knew I had to be aware of them but they 

enjoyed retelling them. 

- Each story affirmed identity and agency: the narrator played a crucial role in the story 

and acted to confront a situation. The opportunity to tell one’s story clearly contributed 

to a stronger self-image. 

- The sequence in the narrative was always outcome-oriented: respondents narrated 

coherently in order to reach the point where an answer to the interview item was 

provided. 

- Quite a few stories were conflictual and involved tensions with American priesthood 

leaders—a mission president, a temple president, or a branch president. Women felt 

frustrated over incidents which a male protagonist had caused or left unresolved. At 
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the same time, the animated telling, almost as a therapeutic device, also provided relief 

and closure. 

- A few stories were individually-oriented. The respondent was facing the situation 

alone, such as Daphne or Sigrid in their individual experiences in the temple (7.5.1.4). 

Other stories were socially-oriented. Irma’s clash with priesthood authority brought 

the three members of the Relief Society presidency in opposition to a branch president 

(7.5.1.4). Lisette’s story showed almost the whole ward Relief Society rebuke the 

mission president (7.5.1.4). 

- Narrative styles differed substantially, reflecting the various personalities. Judith told 

some of her stories in theatrical fashion, playing her role and the interlocutor’s role in 

conversational direct speech. Sigrid got often very animated, still reeling from some of 

her experiences. Irma loved to tell her stories in a victorious mode. A whispering tone 

for a word or sentence was sometimes used to indicate the matter was kind of 

confidential “between us.” 

  
Symbolic interactionism. A decisive factor in the triggering of the narratives was my 

insider’s position (6.5.2). Respondents knew I was familiar not only with the temporal and 

spatial cues but especially, from long experience, with the peculiar Mormon world. In 

that sense we shared a frame of reference inherent to symbolic interaction—connecting 

the realm of meanings or symbols with verbal interaction. In qualitative research with 

interviews, the application of symbolic interactionism requires a high degree of 

intersubjective trust (Au 2019)—which I clearly had with the respondents I had known for 

years. The Mormon sphere in which we interacted did not only pertain to the physical 

realities of the church construct, but also to the ethereal realities common in Mormonism 

as respondents spoke of pre-existence, Eve, Heavenly Mother, or celestial family 

relations. The unique Mormon concepts and idioms which we shared were pivotal for 

such understanding.  

Moreover, within their own narratives, respondents revealed how their own attitudes 

and behavior had modified as a result of interactions with others—another application of 

symbolic interaction within the Mormon realm. Their own Mormon social world is a 

dynamic realm where individuals construct meaning via the communication process. The 

stories exemplified it numerous times with direct impact on the perception of gender 

roles (7.5.1.4). Daphne’s experience in the temple, when a new temple president changed 

the rules for service of single women, had a devastating effect on her commitment to 

serve in the temple and on her perception of male prerogatives (7.5.1.4). Sigrid had a more 

trivial temple experience around gender roles but it still affected her deeply for future 

participation (7.5.1.6). She also mentioned several times how her more liberal Mormon 

husband was conducive in her untying from the more conservative tenets her own 

parents had instilled in her during childhood. Both Irma and Lisette gained from their 
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interactions with male leaders a measure of empowerment on which they leaned for later 

interactions. Nearly all respondents mentioned how their faith and their viewpoints had 

evolved over the years, usually from strictness to more leniency. 

Another illustration of symbolic interactionism in the lives of respondents was their 

avowal of changing roles according to context. Commenting on the relation with 

priesthood leadership, several respondents stated that everything depends on the person 

holding the priesthood. They subsequently adapt to the person. Irma: “With some leaders 

I keep quiet, and with other leaders I tell them the truth” (7.5.1.4). The verbal part of 

interactionism gave an outlet to viewing things differently by attributing other meanings 

to terms such as presiding (7.6.4.4) and gender (7.3.1.4). Even larger in scope could be the 

different role performances a person would adopt either within the Mormon realm or 

within the Flemish host society. However, it is precisely in the comparison between those 

two realms that respondents seemed to let the Flemish societal gender roles prevail over 

any restrictive Mormon role. The data discussed in this chapter further demonstrate that 

aspect. 

 
 

7.2. Global perceptions of women’s positions 

The first questions of the interview guide gave room for respondents to express 

themselves freely regarding gender roles in the church. Some interview items at later 

places in the interview guide proved also suitable to express general perspectives and 

have been added for analysis here. 

 
7.2.1. Q.G.01 – General opinion of gender roles in the church 

7.2.1.1. Background 

Awareness of gender roles is embedded in Mormon doctrine and practice (Chapter 5). At 

the same time women’s equality is a core societal concern. How much had issues related 

to gender roles and equality been on the mind of respondents prior to my contacting 

them? Answers could reveal if respondents were suspicious of the topic out of concern it 

would be critical of the church, or were already involved in feminist reflections or 

initiatives, or had such an outspoken viewpoint that they would share it from the onset. 

Of course, a lack of reaction would not prove a lack of prior involvement, but respondents 

who answered overtly and substantially would give an early orientation which would 

help me emphasize certain questions during the rest of the interview.  

 

7.2.1.2. Question 

The first interview item on gender roles asked a straightforward, open question:  
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Q.G.01 - (Before we proceed to the specific questions) would you like to explain 

yourself how you feel about the role of women in the church? I have a lot of specific 

questions, but perhaps you can first tell how you see women’s position in the 

church. 

 

7.2.1.3. Results  

Four groups could be discerned: 

1 Three respondents reacted briefly and neutrally, with hardly a hint of involvement 

on gender issues.  

2 Four respondents immediately understood the question as pertaining to the issue of 

equality, but gave a positive assessment of women’s roles in the church.  

3 Four respondents also understood the item as an issue on equality, but acknowledged 

gendered tensions, not within their own Flemish church circle, but with Americans.  

4 Two respondents had a critical, even negative view on women’s position in the 

church.  

 
7.2.1.4. Discussion 

The divergent answers, in particular from the respondents in groups 2, 3, and 4, 

confirmed from the onset that the sampling represented the expected diversity. 

 

1 In group 1, Judith and Vera simply answered: “No, nothing special.” Stella reacted 

similarly, but also mentioned her awareness of the traditional views on women’s roles 

in the church. However, she explicitly stopped herself to say more in order to avoid 

“typical church answers.” Later interview items would show all three respondents had 

clear opinions on gender roles in the church. 

 

2 The four respondents in group 2 immediately understood the question as pertaining 

to the issue of equality, but gave a positive assessment. Didi, Lucia, and Tonja 

mentioned they felt fully equal in the church. Both Lucia and Tonja referred to their 

ward leadership positions as women and their participation in the ward council where 

they cooperate with the bishop. Lisette confirmed a similar equality, but by 

downplaying the male-female contrast: “I don’t like the boxes man-woman, so, for 

added value, I see it more as valid for each person, not exactly more for a woman than 

for a man.” 

 

3 The four respondents in group 3 also understood the item as an issue of equality. They 

viewed themselves as fully equal, but also acknowledged tensions, not within their own 
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social circles, but with Utah-Americans. Irma, one of the highly educated respondents, 

mentioned from the onset this issue she would come back to during the interview with 

narratives of conflict: 

In general, I have no problem with the role of women in the church, but I have to 

say that I don’t know if that would be the case if I lived in Utah. I feel free and 

appreciated here and most of the clashes over gender are mostly with Americans. 

Daphne, after briefly mentioning her own leadership positions in the church to assert 

her woman’s position, found that she can “tolerate” gender roles, but is critical of some 

male leaders who tend to belittle women. Her later narratives in the interview showed it 

had to do with American priesthood leaders. Anna stressed her positive experience with 

gender equality, but expressed the tension with Americans in subjective terms: 

I know some people want to emphasize the role of women, but I myself grew up in 

an environment where there was equality between men and women. My dad also 

did the laundry and if I wanted ponytails in my hair I went to my dad and he did 

that. I didn’t grow up with such typical mother-wife things. Nowadays, because I 

work in shifts, when I’m not at home, my husband prepares the food. So I am not in 

that classic role pattern. And so when they talk about “the Brethren” at the top, I 

think how old-fashioned. It’s a man’s world out there, but maybe because I’m not at 

that level, it doesn’t frustrate me.  

Renée answered the question with a single incident. When she was baptized as a 

convert, her married surname had to be used, not her maiden name, as in the American 

tradition:  

I thought it very strange that I was baptized under my husband’s name. I was like, 

he has nothing to do with that. That is typical of the church, without me being asked 

if it was okay with me. That was what my first male / female confrontation in the 

church was like. 

4 The two respondents in group 4 took a critical, even negative view. Saskia, answering 

the question how she saw women’s position in the church: 

I have a lot to say about that. But I find it difficult to tell that briefly. In general, I 

have the feeling that very often, I don’t know if this is the right word, but we always 

are a little boastful about “the women in the church,” as if they have some 

responsibility, as if they have something to say, while it doesn’t always feel that way 

to me personally. And that has to do with a number of things, but I know we are 

going to discuss a lot of those things here. 

Sigrid was more blunt: “The role of women is being oppressed in the church.” She gave 

no further explanation at this point, but sneered at the way American top church leaders 

looked in their business suits and ties at general conference. She even sneered at the 
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American general women presidencies for looking all alike “with their little pearl 

earrings” and sitting in a secondary position compared to the men at general conference. 

So also here, as in group 3, a subjective aversion of American church leaders, and even of 

their wives, affected an overall perception of gender roles. 

 
7.2.1.5. Summary 

Answers to the initial, broad question how respondents felt about the role of women in 

the church revealed divergent opinions. Comments varied from positive to negative, with 

more on the positive side. Several respondents made an immediate contrast between 

their Flemish background and their perception of Mormon American culture, which is to 

be understood in the context of a continued presence of (mainly Utah) Americans in 

Flemish congregations (see 1.2.6). It represented an early signal that cultural differences, 

or at least the perception of such differences, would color the assessment of gender roles. 

In that sense, SA can occur within the church construct (in Flanders versus in Utah) and 

is informed by Flemish (or European) societal norms. 

 
 
7.2.2. Q.R.02 – The church and added value for women 

7.2.2.1. Background 

The emphasis on women’s value is part of the social construction of gender in 

Mormonism (5.4). Since the 1970s gendered tensions and controversies have questioned 

this value in a church perceived as androcentric (3.4). Overall, the valorization or 

devalorization of women and the issue of agency is a core topic in Mormon studies (2.2.2, 

2.3.2, 2.4.2, and 2.5.2).  

 

7.2.2.2. Question 

This interview item continued to explore an initial perspective, but invited more 

explicitly to mention valuable aspects for women in their church affiliation. The item 

took a positive outlook by asking about the added value of church membership for 

women. In that sense the item was slightly biased but it also sent an early message that 

the research did not aim at feminist criticism of the church. 

Q.R.02 - This is a general question that can go in any direction: what can be the 

added value for a woman to be a member of our church? Or, put differently: 

compared to other churches, what would make our church more valuable to 

women? 
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7.2.2.3. Results 

Eleven respondents focused on a single issue, two hinted also at other aspects, but I group 

them here according to each respondent’s main focus. 

1 Three respondents immediately highlighted the religious and especially the 

eschatological dimension of Mormonism: the plan of salvation and the continuation of 

family life in the hereafter for which a woman is indispensable. 

2 Four respondents focused on the opportunities the church provided for them as 

women for personal development and leadership training. 

 
The rest of the respondents understood the question as an assessment of their position 

in relation to men within the church organization. 

3 Three respondents noted positive developments, compared to a few decades ago: 

women were now more involved in council meetings and listened to. 

4 Three respondents took a critical position, stating that women are still subordinate to 

final decisions taken by men; that female impact is much dependent on the type of 

local leaders one has to deal with; and that the increased voice given to women is more 

window-dressing. 

 
7.2.2.4. Discussion 

The repartition of the answers again confirmed the expected variation among the 

respondents: each has her own emphasis. It was also revealing to distinguish quite 

different mindsets among individuals.  

1 In group 1 two constructs took full precedence: religiousness and family. As Daphne 

expressed it: 

I think the plan of salvation is the added value. That’s the whole picture, and that’s 

what you’re doing it for, to make progress in eternity, and for the purpose of being 

sealed, being sealed in a family, and being sealed to parents, to grandparents. 

Judith compared her position as a Mormon with her Catholic parents and ancestors 

who, she felt, were compelled to obey. She strongly insisted on her agency as a woman to 

choose her own path as part of the plan of salvation, with a religious admonition: “You 

know that our Heavenly Father’s plan is to bring as many of his spirit children to earth as 

possible.” Lucia confirmed: “I feel my role as a mother is appreciated. With the plan of 

salvation you know that that is your role and I am grateful for that.” 

 

2 In group 2 the four respondents focused on the positive effect of their church 

membership on their place in society. Sigrid recognized that what she became in real 

life—an educator, a pianist, and an organizer—she owed it to the church setting that 
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had challenged her with tasks since childhood: “So part of my personality and what I 

became, I owe it to my church upbringing.” Lucia, also a lifer, similarly looked back at 

the effect of the church on her life in society:  

I notice that I have developed many talents as a result. At work [in my profession as 

a health worker], for example, we have work meetings and they asked who wanted 

to be the chairman, and nobody wanted to do that out of anxiety, and then I said “I 

will.” I know how to handle it, and then everyone says, “You can do all that!” And 

then I say “I owe that to my functions in the church.” So I do think that as a woman 

[in church] you grow enormously and develop talents that I would never have 

started myself. 

While the respondents of groups 1 and 2 ignored the outlook of the church as a place 

of male-female relations, for the others it was their immediate focus. 

 
3 The three respondents in group 3 spoke from their decades-long experience in the 

church. They observed how the organizational interaction has changed with more 

structural involvement of women in council meetings on different levels. That 

experience corresponds with changes church leaders have been implementing (3.4.6). 

Vera: 

In the twenty years that I have been a member of the church it has evolved. In the 

beginning I didn’t have that feeling, then we as women were a little less important. 

At present, in the leadership meetings where I participate in, I do have that feeling—

not with everyone, every leader is different—but we are heard a lot more and we 

too become much more involved. 

4 In group 4 the critiques addressing inequality in the church decision-making process 

were stern, but the three respondents also looked at an ongoing process which would 

ultimately result in more female influence and thus to added value. Irma: “I generally 

think the church is still in the fifties with most things. I often compare the church as a 

huge oil tanker turning, but it goes terribly slowly.” Renée remarked that doctrinal 

equality in the religious realm does not match organizational equality: “In our church 

a woman does get, in theory at least, an equal place next to the man, doctrinally. They 

want to make it seem like it is. But in practice we’re not there quite yet.” Saskia phrased 

the quandary in practical terms: 

It also depends on who is the bishop of the ward. With some people you can raise a 

lot of things and they listen and do something with it, but I often still have the 

feeling that our role is limited to being able to assert things, but not always being 

able to make decisions for themselves because the ultimate responsibility rests with 

the men and the priesthood holders. So consultation is important, but if you can 

make decisions without the explicit permission of a priesthood holder, I think that 

in itself might feel good for many women.  
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7.2.2.5. Summary 

Each respondent perceived the added value of Mormonism for women from different 

constructs. Religiousness and family provide transcendental added value, as individual 

women are indispensable to actuate the plan of salvation and reach exaltation through a 

celestial marriage. For their place in society, respondents recognized that church 

involvement and tasks from childhood on bolster their capacities and talents. Within the 

church itself as organization, the added value for women is more controversial and prone 

to create SA. Though some respondents recognized improvements that increase their 

leadership influence, others observed the ongoing inferiority of women under male 

authority. 

 

 

7.3. Focus on gender: essentialism, relativism, and homosexuality 

Gender is already an inherent part of the preceding and the next subchapters. Gender is, 

in my research, the constant around which the constructs of religiousness, church, 

family, and society revolve. However, the focus in those constructs is on male/female 

gender roles. Homosexuality deserved proper attention as a major issue in the perception 

of gender roles. 

The interview guide foresaw only at the end two questions related to homosexuality 

(Q.S.30-31) However, quite early in the interview one question probed each respondent’s 

opinion on gender essentialism as worded in the 1995 Proclamation on the family (Q.R.15). 

Though the Proclamation strongly affirmed gender as the biological male/female binary, 

all respondents related the issue to homosexuality and its impact on the perception of 

gender roles, which is to be explained by the increased attention to same-sex marriage in 

the church (3.4.4 and 5.2.1.4). For some respondents, the later questions on 

homosexuality in the interview guide were already answered by their previous responses. 

For others, these later questions provided ample opportunity to expand on the topic. 

 
 
7.3.1. Q.R.15 – Gender as “essential characteristic” 

7.3.1.1. Background 

Since the assertion in the 1995 Proclamation on the family that “gender is an essential 

characteristic of individual premortal, mortal, and eternal identity and purpose,” the 

concept of gender essentialism has been strongly reaffirmed in Mormon doctrine (5.1). 

Gender, understood as biological sex, is essential to the “plan of salvation” which sees 

male and female individuals on a journey from pre-existence to exaltation, with 
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heterosexual marriage as condition to reach perfection (5.2). With the church’s intense 

involvement against same-sex marriage in the two decades after 1995, it became clear to 

many members that the Proclamation, and its outlook on gender and gender roles, served 

not only to uphold the traditional family, but also to weaponize action against same-sex 

marriage (3.4.4). As attitudes toward homosexuality were changing (5.2.1.4), the church’s 

view on gender essentialism and its presumed effect on suicides among Mormon LGBT 

youth became more and more problematic (5.4.2.9).  

How would respondents, in view of those developments and the overall pro-LGBT 

attitudes in Flanders (7.3.2), understand gender essentialism as stated in the 

Proclamation? To what extent would they connect gender essentialism to LGBT issues 

and, if so, be leaning toward a relativism that accepts and even supports sexual diversity? 

SA between church norms and societal norms was likely to appear. 

 

7.3.1.2. Question 

To avoid any hint to sexual and gender diversity and subsequently “lead” the discussion 

to such issues, the interview item phrased the topic quite neutrally: 

Q.R.15 – The Proclamation on the Family says that every person – male or female – 

is created in the image of God, as a son or daughter of our heavenly parents. The 

text also says, “Gender is an essential characteristic of one’s premortal, mortal, and 

eternal identity and purpose.” What do you think of this doctrine for our time? 

 
7.3.1.3. Results 

Since I could not anticipate how much attention item Q.R.15 would draw to 

homosexuality, the later interview items Q.S.30 and 31 were foreseen to query the 

respondents’ opinions explicitly on homosexuality. However, all reactions to Q.R.15 

already referred to homosexuality and other aspects of gender diversity, confirming how 

much that one sentence in the Proclamation is now tied to the controversies over LGBT 

issues and therefore apt to trigger structured ambivalence. 

Four groups could be discerned, more in terms of intensity of the responses than in 

substantial difference of opinion. 

1 Three respondents gave brief answers, siding with the doctrine: homosexuality does 

not square with the plan of salvation. They did not express homophobia, but at this 

early point in the interview they did not indicate empathy for LGBT individuals 

either.  

2 Two respondents also answered rather briefly. They expressed their uneasiness with 

the Proclamation’s sentence about gender and empathized with the difficult situation 

of LGBT individuals in the church.  
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3 Two respondents answered more lengthily, one with speculations on the origin of a 

different sexuality, the other with broader attention to all those who have no 

heterosexual marriage or remain childless. Both expressed much sympathy for the 

plight of those who struggle and expressed confidence that it would be “solved” in 

the hereafter.  

4 Six respondents gave longer answers (average of 360 words each), ranging from 

thoughtful analysis to blunt criticism of the church position, with various arguments 

to resolve the ambivalence between the Proclamation’s gender essentialism and their 

own strong pro-LGBT stance. 

 
7.3.1.4. Discussion 

The two groups on the extremes match the presumed religious profile of the respondents. 

The three respondents of the first group, Daphne, Lucia, and Tonja, belonged to the 

conservative, religiously orthodox side. They clearly wanted to be cautious in their 

responses. The six in the last group, who strongly reasoned their way out of the 

ambivalence, had been identified beforehand as part of the more liberal group. They were 

immediately quite outspoken. I focus the discussion here on them and on the four 

respondents of groups 2 and 3, ten in total—a significant majority of the sample. They all 

struggled with the tension between gender essentialism and relativism. They mentioned 

the following strategies to cope with the ambivalence, some respondents using more than 

one strategy. 

 

By defining gender as different from biological sex. In October 2019, church leader 

Oaks had clarified that the term gender in the Proclamation was to be understood as 

biological sex (5.1). However, that information came after I had conducted my interviews 

in May (and that information is still not widely emphasized). Of note is that the official 

Dutch translation of the Proclamation mentions: “Het geslacht is een essentieel kenmerk 

van iemands voorsterfelijke, sterfelijke en eeuwige identiteit en doel.” Geslacht, in Dutch, 

refers to the biological meaning. For several respondents, the discrepancy in translation 

offered a way to reinterpret the Proclamation’s sentence since it did not speak of sex, but 

of the more flexible gender. Saskia, responding to the question what geslacht as essential 

characteristic meant for our time, stated:  

That is something I have struggled with for a long time. Especially because sex 

[geslacht] is linked to who you are, what you have to do and what role you have to 

play. Then someone told me: ‘You should read the text in English. It does not say 

sex [geslacht], but gender.’ For me that has a completely different connotation, 

because it is about someone real, about someone’s intrinsic qualities and 

personality, and the role that is associated with it, rather than sex . . . So the fact 

that you link a biological characteristic to how you should be, and how you should 
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behave, I find that very difficult. But if you then take the English text, and you talk 

about gender, you are talking about something completely different from 

someone’s physical characteristics. And then I can be at peace with that. Because I 

do believe that who we are deep down, you can’t just change that. And whether that 

is reflected in a male body or in a female body, that is less important to me. 

Renée expressed the same argument, contrasting sexual intercourse with “doing 

gender”: 

It depends on how it is interpreted . . . Indeed, sex as an essential characteristic has 

a special meaning when interpreted in the context of “marriage is only between 

man and woman” and things like that. But that’s not what it says. It says “gender is 

an essential characteristic.” What you do with gender is something else. 

Stella was slightly irritated by the question and, as a Millennial, showed the 

perceptions of her generation: 

I really don’t understand what the issue is here. I think that sex [geslacht] indeed 

determines what your role is in society and who you are. You cannot ignore the fact 

that women can become mothers and that this is a natural part of your identity. I 

think that’s normal, so the “essential characteristic” is true in that way. But if they 

then refer to it as a 0-1 relationship, and that everyone is 100 percent female, or 100 

percent male, no. I think that it is much more complex, that it has to do with your 

body, with the way you think, the way that one identifies as a woman herself, or as 

a man himself, and whom you fall in love with, either a man or a woman.  

Remarkably, at the other end of the age spectrum, 93-year old Didi was equally 

perceptive and supportive of LGBT individuals: 

Yes, gender is important, of course, but so many other things play a role. I am a 

woman and my husband is a man and there are also women who are attracted to 

other women and vice versa. If it were a disease, we could cure it, but we know 

that’s not true. So if it’s inborn, you can’t punish those people for what they are. 

 

By accepting the presumption of “wrong body ensoulment.” The doctrine of 

preexisting spirits teaches that at some point, somewhere between conception and birth, 

an individual spirit is sent to join the body—the “ensoulment” or “embodiment” (5.2.1.3). 

A male spirit is going to a male body, a female spirit to a female body. But such a gendered 

spirit could erroneously be assigned to a wrong body. That presumption offers an escape 

route to gender essentialism (5.2.1.4).  

Four respondents mentioned this religious argument. Lisette referred to friends of 

hers whose daughter opted for sex reassignment surgery at age 19. She stated, quite 

emphatically: 



 
 

299 
 

Her mother really supported her. That was fantastic! Here you have the 

characteristic of someone’s premortal identity, but you don’t know what her 

identity was there . . . I like the first part most, that every person – male or female 

– is created in the image of God, as a son or daughter of our heavenly parents. Voilà! 

For the rest, what is a person’s essential characteristic of premortal identity? Some 

people may have to learn that or find out until they are here on earth, they may be 

in the wrong body, we can’t know that, voilà. 

Saskia chose the same interpretation from her work as a therapist:  

I also come across people who were born male or female, but who actually feel like 

they are someone of the opposite sex, and who also go through that process to have 

their gender changed, and who really believe that they were born in the wrong 

body. 

Stella saw sexual diversity as part of the “fall of Adam” which enabled spirits to come 

to earth. Speaking of transgender people, she believed “that in those people their spirit 

has a different kind of identity than their body. If you believe in the fall, I think that’s a 

very logical explanation.” Sigrid broadened the scope of the phenomenon: 

I know that a lot of people are born in the wrong body, or you are bisexual. There is 

a certain place on earth where this is common, that you first become a boy then 

become a girl, or vice versa. You may end up in another body, so it is not that it is 

all so predetermined in pre-existence, it is not well orchestrated actually. When we 

are sent to Earth, we are going to have a body here and experience things that can 

help us develop, that applies to everyone. And yes, you will be faced with challenges 

because you are in the wrong body, or that your body is different from what you 

would actually like or whatever, we should not blame one for it. We have to help as 

it creates problems for such a person.  

By personalizing the issue as between God and the individual. Here respondents also 

called upon their religious conviction to solve the quandary. For two respondents, it was 

an additional argument, coming at the end of their intervention. Lisette: “Christ would 

never reject these souls. The grace of Christ is for all.” Anna used the language of the 

Proclamation itself: 

I think Heavenly Father created us as the daughter or son of Heavenly Parents. So 

in my eyes, God has given us that body with love, and how that body feels is between 

Heavenly Father and yourself. 

For two other respondents, personalizing the issue was the only answer they could 

provide. Irma answered rather frustrated with the issue, and referred to the hereafter as 

the place where it had to be resolved: 
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We live in a fallen world, so I can well imagine things could go wrong. In the sense 

of: you might as well be born with one chromosome too much and you have Down 

syndrome and maybe something can go wrong so that you do indeed think that you 

are a boy and you enter a woman’s body. Then I’m like: I throw my hands up because 

I don’t know. The person has to find out for himself . . . . I can imagine that for such 

a case, it will also be resolved on the other side. 

Judith was strongly compassionate: 

I think for some people it is hard work for their testimonies to see themselves 

included in the plan of salvation. Because I am convinced that everyone definitely 

has a place in his great plan which we know nothing about. Our Heavenly Father 

loves all of his children just as much and gives them equal attention. 

By questioning the validity of the Proclamation. The 1995 Proclamation was originally 

hailed as one of the most significant documents issued by the First Presidency, frequently 

cited in general conferences, and framed to hang in many members’ hall or living room. 

Since then, the document has lost some of its aura, especially in the wake of the battles 

over same-sex marriage in the 2000s (3.4.4). The phrase in the Proclamation that the 

father is to “preside” over his family is becoming increasingly outmoded. In 2010 some 

controversy erupted over the failed attempt by an influential apostle to call the 

Proclamation “a revelation” in general conference. His text was revised in the published 

version, exposing internal division as to the Proclamation’s exact nature (Anderson 2017). 

Consequently, to question the validity of the Proclamation becomes one way to weaken 

its statement on gender essentialism. For Renée: 

First of all, I think that the family proclamation, you are expected to support it as 

revelation, but it is not in the Doctrine and Covenants, it is ambiguous . . . I think 

the Proclamation is one of the things that will be quietly hushed up in a hundred 

years, if it takes a hundred years. 

Stella saw the issue in cultural contrast: 

I am not going to hang the Proclamation on the wall. If you see it in the European 

context, that sentence [about gender as an essential characteristic] has a much 

broader meaning for us, while perhaps someone from Provo says: “See, that means 

that women have to take care of the family and that men have to take care of 

providing.” But it doesn’t mean that to me. 

Sigrid was the most blunt: “The proclamation? Baloney. It doesn’t make sense, I don’t 

want anything to do with it.” 

 
By calling for new revelation. This approach ties in with questioning the Proclamation 

as a still valid document. It also ties in with another church statement: “Not every 

statement made by a church leader, past or present, necessarily constitutes doctrine . . . 
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In addition, the church does not preclude future additions or changes to its teachings or 

practices” (1.4.1). Both the constructs of religiousness and church enter into play here.  

Stella used the argument in connection with homosexuality and transgenderism: 

Church leaders should acknowledge they don’t know anything about it. Because we 

actually have no revelation about it. And what do they do now? They try to explain 

it based on something that was revealed 50 or 60 years ago. While, actually, if we 

believe in a modern-day church, with modern-day revelations, we are entitled to 

revelations for now.  

Stella then referred to a well-known story in the Book of Mormon, where the brother 

of Jared is discovering the real identity of the Lord—not an immaterial spirit, but a 

corporeal presence.1 She used it to illustrate a process of coming out: 

At one point, he sees the Lord, he sees the appearance of the Lord, and he is 

astonished because “Oh, my God, that’s his real identity!” and I think that’s the case 

here too. And that just shows that we don’t know everything, so we shouldn’t keep 

stubbornly going on and thinking we’re still in the fifties. 

 

7.3.1.5. Summary 

All respondents immediately deducted from the sentence on gender essentialism that the 

real issue was homosexuality and the fate of LGBT individuals in a religion with 

heterosexual marriage at its doctrinal core. SA was omnipresent. No respondent 

expressed homophobia. Most respondents tried to resolve the disconnect between the 

doctrine of gender essentialism and their own convictions. Several constructs entered 

into play. 

First, their pro-LGBT attitudes reflect the overall societal acceptance of homosexuality 

in Flanders. Several respondents were well aware of the distinction between sex and 

gender and made a judicious use of the word gender in the Proclamation’s own text.  

Second, from a religious point of view, respondents found mitigating elements in the 

doctrines themselves. The presumption of wrong body ensoulment allowed them to 

uphold a kind of reversed gender essentialism: a female spirit can land in a male body and 

vice-versa, explaining homosexual feelings and transgenderism. Religiousness also 

provided the claim that a loving God will reject none.  

Third, a few respondents made the construct of the church their target, on the one 

hand by questioning the validity of an older and presumably non-canonical text, on the 

other hand by calling for new revelation, which the church leaders claim to be able to 

receive for changing circumstances. 

                                                      
1 Ether 3. 
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Of particular note is the steady religious conviction of all respondents as it pertains to 

the plan of salvation. The interview item referred to “one’s premortal, mortal, and eternal 

identity and purpose.” No respondent raised a critical question about these three phases. 

All answered from a perspective of the reality of pre-existence and hereafter—as real as 

life on earth for each person. Those who pursued solutions for LGBT individuals saw them 

as real people on an eternal journey: each is an individual, pre-existent spirit sent to an 

earthly body and for whom the hereafter would be as tangible as life on earth. Even the 

most critical respondent did not voice any doubt about that journey. 

 

7.3.2. Q.S.30-31 – Attitudes toward LGBT 

The two interview items pertaining to LGBT issues came toward the end of the interview. 

Since homosexuality is a specific and sensitive topic, I did not want to bring it up to soon 

in the conversation. However, the question on gender essentialism, which came up much 

earlier (Q.R.15), already had shown that respondents did not shy from talking about the 

issue themselves. 

 
7.3.2.1. Background 

Church leaders now recognize the inherent nature of same-sex attraction, which they do 

not consider sinful. Homosexual behavior, however, is condemned as sinful (5.2.1.4). The 

only acceptable gender roles are those that conform to the male/female binary with an 

eye to heterosexual marriage (5.2.2.2). For more church background, see the previous 

item (7.3.1.1). SA between the church’s position on homosexual relations and societal 

norms is the obvious constant in this issue. 

Particularly important for this topic is the Belgian background. Belgium was among 

the first countries to introduce anti-discrimination legislation pertaining to 

homosexuality. In 2003, it became the second country in the world to legalize same-sex 

marriage (after its neighbor, the Netherlands, in 2001). Belgian media and school 

programs explicitly sustain efforts to confirm the normalcy of homosexuality. Well-

known LGBT individuals hold public positions. It is social suicide for an organization to 

display any form of anti-LGBT sentiment. Challenges remain, but overall Belgium prides 

itself in being a very LGBT-friendly country.  

For the church, this overall Belgian societal acceptance of LGBT individuals is so 

encompassing that the church’s historic struggle with homosexuality and its rejection of 

same-sex marriage is a liability that undermines the church’s credibility. Moreover, the 

topic of attitudes toward homosexuality was of particular interest in May 2019 when I was 

conducting the interviews: only a few weeks before, church leaders had rescinded what 

had become known as “the policy of exclusion” or “PoX.” This policy had been instituted 

in November 2015 in the wake of the legalization of same-sex marriage in the United 

States in July 2015. It labeled married same-sex couples as apostates and generally barred 
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their children from baby blessings and baptisms. It had created a church-wide turmoil 

(3.4.4.2). Several years of continued attention to the plight of Mormon LGBT individuals 

followed, in particular related to the high suicide rate among teenagers in Utah (5.4.2.9). 

The rescinding of the policy in April 2019 was widely commented on by church members, 

also in Flanders. It is within that context that emotions were still running high among my 

respondents. 

 
7.3.2.2. Questions 

In its preparatory versions the interview guide did not yet include these questions, but 

the ongoing events with LGBT issues in the church made the topic highly relevant for the 

discussion of gender roles. 

Q.S.75 – About homosexuality. What is your attitude toward LGBT church members? 

 

Q.S.76 – The church recently rescinded the policy whereby married same-sex 

couples would be considered apostates and their children would not be allowed to 

be baptized until the age of 18. What is your opinion about this? 

 
7.3.2.3. Results 

Since all respondents already had shared opinions on homosexuality in response to 

Q.R.15, I limited the questions to eight respondents. It gave a chance to those who had 

been more restrained in answering Q.R.15 to clarify their position and to others who had 

indicated a specific interest in LGBT issues to expand their comments.  

With 440 words on average per respondent, it is clear the issue was strongly on the 

mind of the respondents. Except for one, all shared the same pro-LGBT viewpoints. The 

intensity of engagement differed from one respondent to another—from empathy for 

LGBT individuals to combative comments. Overall, these comments at the end of the 

interview, when fatigue combined with heightened confidentiality, yielded some 

genuinely engaged responses. 

 

7.3.2.4. Discussion 

Probably no other topic confronted respondents more with SA than did societal norms 

and the church’s position on homosexual relations. Respondents mentioned the following 

strategies to cope with the ambivalence, some respondents using more than one strategy. 

By expressing unease over church policy and sympathy for LGBT individuals. 

Expressions of both unease and sympathy were already given by various respondents 

when they answered Q.R.15. Lucia, known to be quite conservative, had minimized the 

issue then, but now stated about same-sex couples: 
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If they form a couple, why not? There are very nice people among them, they are 

no different from anyone else. A cousin of mine is gay and we went to their wedding. 

They are very nice people. But, yes, in our church a man cannot marry a man and 

stay in the church, that’s a problem for them, and that’s sad. I find that difficult for 

them. They are just as nice people as everyone else. 

Daphne admitted that there are probably more gays and lesbians among the local 

members than is assumed since they may not come out. “But I don’t see why we should 

judge. You cannot judge why someone has certain feelings, made certain choices, does 

certain things.” Lisette expressed sadness and anger for having seen married LGBT 

individuals excommunicated: “Those people come out for it, while others have a bad 

record on all kinds of things, but what they do remains invisible.” 

By mentioning their own struggle over church membership. A few respondents coped 

with the ambivalence by referring to their own struggle over church membership: could 

they remain members in good standing of a church that denies full rights to LGBT 

individuals? This reflection over leaving the church or turning in their temple 

recommend served as a kind of apology since it showed the seriousness of their concern. 

Sigrid remembered the moment when she heard about “the policy of exclusion”: 

That policy should never have been there. I was fuming when that policy came out. 

I wanted to turn in my temple recommend, and if my bishop had accepted it then, 

I would have become inactive. My bishop did not accept it, so I continued to attend 

the temple. And now that the policy has been rolled back, I’m like, “Hey, hey, I’m 

glad they got smarter.” But they never apologized for their mistake. 

Anna referred to a lesbian wedding party to which she had been invited and had 

enjoyed thoroughly—”it was super, awesome.” But reflecting on church history and 

policy, she worried what her lesbian friends would say if they found out she was a 

Mormon: “Do I still want to belong to the church then? I really had to deal with those 

feelings.” So Anna could well identify with Dan Reynolds who struggled over his church 

membership: 1 

And then I thought that was very brave of Dan Reynolds, it was very difficult for 

him at one point, like, “Yes, what am I going to do, am I going to leave the church 

now? But I will achieve more if I do not disaffiliate, but instead try to do something 

together.” I think that we should certainly show our support to people who are 

hurting in this situation, and that we should say that we do not agree with it. 

By claiming the right to sexual relations for same-sex couples. Church rules allow 

sexual relations only within the bonds of marriage. The 2015 policy made it clear that this 

                                                      
1 American singer, member of the church and lead vocalist of the group “Imagine Dragons.” He organizes 

the charity festivals LOVELOUD in Utah to draw attention to LGBT teen suicide and encourage acceptance 
of LGBTQ youth. 
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principle does not apply to legally wedded same-sex couples and that such a wedding 

would imply excommunication for apostasy. The rescinding of the policy in 2019 

eliminated the apostasy clause, but still considered such a marriage to be a “serious 

transgression.” Stella disagreed and could even envision an opening for same-sex couples 

in the hereafter: 

For my part, and I know that may not match with the doctrine, homosexuals just 

follow the same rules as I do, and when they get married, they can express 

themselves sexually, as I should be able to express myself sexually. I don’t 

understand what the difference is if they love each other. Doctrinally, you can say 

things about that, like that they cannot have eternal offspring, but what does that 

mean, “eternal offspring”? We don’t really know.  

Irma reacted to the common argument, used by church leaders, that also unmarried 

heterosexuals have to keep the law of chastity: “If you apply that rule to LGBT members, 

it means they should never have a sexual relationship. But a warm sexual relationship is 

a basic human right. It’s part of life.” Sigrid criticized the unequal treatment of legally 

married couples in the church’s disciplinary system: 

If you are in a homosexual relationship and you are not married, then it’s like being 

in a heterosexual relationship with someone else, and you are disciplined for that. 

That’s how it is done, without sticking the word gay on it. However, if you are 

married, then you are actually engaged in marital sex. But if it’s a woman married 

to a woman, it is not tolerated. The church is stuck with the basic doctrine of eternal 

offspring, that’s where it all hangs on. That’s difficult. But I don’t condemn them. 

By appealing to Christ’s love and the gospel on behalf of LGBT individuals. Anna judged 

that church leaders “got it wrong in the past” and that church guidelines were not in line 

with the gospel: “Christ says we must love our neighbor, we must make an effort to 

understand our neighbors. Everyone deserves respect, everyone deserves to be happy. 

There is still a lot of work to do there.” Lisette declared similarly: “I don’t think Christ 

pushes those people away either. I don’t think we should. That should be the policy of the 

church, that we can let those people be what they are. I love diversity, and they are also 

part of it.” Irma affirmed that “discrimination has no place in the church of Christ” and 

drew on the difference between rules from the institutional church and the principles of 

the gospel: 

A religion must of course also have its self-determinations, but if those self-

determinations go as far as discrimination, then I start to have a very difficult time. 

I don’t think you can just write off a whole group of people [such as LGBT 

individuals]. I separate the institution from the gospel. You can’t separate it 

completely, one needs the other, but if your testimony is based on the gospel, then 

what the institution does, you can shake your head like, “What are they doing 
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now?” and then you can speak up against the institution, without jeopardizing your 

testimony.  

By reflecting critically on revelation. Some respondents, as they did on other 

controversial issues, questioned the correctness of revelation as source of doctrine or 

policies. Stella remarked that homosexuality had finally become accepted in Western 

society while it had been repressed culturally in the past: “But I think it is hypocritical to 

think you can solve this issue with old revelations from a culture of repression. We don’t 

have an answer from there. So we don’t know yet how these people will fit into the plan 

of salvation.”  

Irma reflected critically on the claims of revelation related to the institution of the 

“policy of exclusion” in 2015 and its rescinding in 2019. For both instances, church leaders 

claimed revelation. It could be argued that church leaders themselves created SA within 

the church construct by changing their positions abruptly in a relatively short period. 

Irma had an own way to resolve that quandary: 

I am very happy that the policy has been reversed. But then I have my question: it 

should have been left as a policy in the first place. You can easily change policies, 

but suddenly they called it a revelation. And now it has suddenly changed again. 

Did it change because of the backlash, I don’t know. I can also imagine, and there 

comes that moment of revelation, that it [the 2015 policy] was done because they 

originally thought that way in their human mind that God thought that way, and 

that later on there was so much sorrow about it that the Lord has hit the table with 

his fist and said, “Now this mess is over.” I can imagine that something like this 

happens when you really believe there is revelation. So I think leaders can make 

mistakes and that later on the Lord will intervene. That’s a thought that came to 

my mind with the whole policy. You will never find out what happened. 

One dissenting voice. Tonja, a sub-Saharan immigrant, expressed her feelings about 

homosexuality, most probably from her cultural background: 

I believe it is a mental problem, I believe there are people who are gay, and there 

are people who are just experimenting, and it’s every bad for them. But I do not 

believe that they should be given a position in the church. I also believe that they 

should not even be allowed to come into the church holding hands. It’s like 

imagining a Magic Woman priest, and then imagining homosexuality also coming 

to church and flashing it in our face. Don’t force it on the church, unless there is a 

revelation, but I don’t think that God takes his words back. What he said yesterday, 

is going the be same today, tomorrow and forever.  
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7.3.2.5. Summary 

Except for one outlier with a different cultural background, respondents’ attitudes 

toward homosexuality and same-sex marriage revealed how much the Flemish societal 

norms of full acceptance of homosexuality supersede the restrictions and reservations 

that church leaders have advanced in the past and continue to hold. To reduce this SA 

between the constructs of society and church, respondents use various strategies. These 

are overwhelmingly aimed at justifying their pro-LGBT sentiments and sapping the 

church position: by mentioning their struggle to remain in the church over the issue; by 

claiming the right to sexual relations for same-sex couples; by appealing to Christ’s love 

and the gospel on behalf of LGBT individuals; and by reflecting critically on church 

leaders’ revelations that hurt people.  

 

 

7.4. Focus on religiousness: Eve, Heavenly Mother, ideality, and 
spirituality 

7.4.1. Q.R.16-17 – Eve and gender role perception 

7.4.1.1. Background 

Eve is an important figure for Mormon doctrine (5.2.2.1). The plan of salvation would not 

have been possible without her deliberate choice to transgress by taking of the fruit and 

having Adam partake too, thus both becoming mortal and allowing pre-existent spirits to 

be born on earth (5.2.1.1). Mormons are well familiar with the episode in the Garden as it 

is enacted in the temple ceremony of the endowment (4.1.2). The Mormon exegesis of the 

biblical story thus stands in stark contrast to the overall Christian judgement of Eve as 

the one responsible for the fall and thus of human misery on this earth as a vale of tears. 

The positive significance of Eve for the Mormon perception of gender roles is well 

documented (5.2.2.1). Would the respondents view her significance similarly or 

experience SA over certain aspects?  

 

7.4.1.2. Question 

After the announcement in the interview that we would be talking about the plan of 

salvation (5.2.1.1), the first item dealt with Eve, presented as a direct question, followed 

by an indented paragraph in case the respondent needed more background: 

Q.R.16. How do you see the role of Eve in the plan of salvation? 

Q.R.17. Eve occupies an important place for the doctrine of the church because she 

took the first step to make earthly probation possible. Is that something that should 

be important for women? Why? 
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7.4.1.3. Results 

The question was asked to only six respondents as each responded similarly and 

saturation was evident at the sixth. It was interesting to note that Lisette added herself 

as a seventh respondent when she noticed from reading the interview guide that I had 

skipped the question. She still gave her opinion, which confirmed the others.  

 

7.4.1.4. Discussion 

The respondents were unanimous in their positive assessment. A few statements can 

suffice to illustrate the perspective taken. Didi immediately related Eve to women in 

general in the church: 

She is the one who set everything in motion, it is Eve who started the plan of 

salvation by eating the fruit. In that sense she is a very important person, and I 

think the role of women in the church is very important. 

Also Daphne applied Eve’s destiny to “us”: 

Eve actually started everything. It is not Adam who set everything in motion, it is 

Eve. She is the mother of everyone who lives, has lived, and will live. She deserves 

the credit because otherwise we wouldn’t have been there. Then the whole plan of 

salvation had fallen to pieces. And she was destined for that, so she made choices, 

and she used her free will, she made the choice that she was destined for. Perhaps 

we also make choices in our life that we are destined for, that we do not realize. 

Saskia highlighted Eve’s engagement and applied it to herself: 

I think that the fact that Eve makes that decision [of partaking of the fruit], it shows 

a certain vision, and a certain eagerness too, maybe also a yearning for the 

challenge, maybe I identify with that myself. Because she knew that it would not be 

easy to enter a life where there was going to be a lot of duality, and pain and 

suffering, but also other things. I think it’s great that she took that first step, and 

that she was able to convince her husband that it was important to be able to do 

that, and him to do it with her. 

Vera, a convert, found the Mormon view on Eve an answer to detractors: 

Eve is important to me, because many people say that the role of women in our 

church is not important. But there has not been a more important role than Eve’s. 

For me she is really on a pedestal. Really. It is so the opposite of what we normally 

see in the world. Eve is the cause of all the troubles, but through her we actually 

have our opportunity to be here and progress with the Lord.  
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Noteworthy is the sense of reality when respondents spoke of Eve. While in other 

Abrahamic religions Eve’s figure is usually seen as part of an ancient scriptural, perhaps 

even mythological story, these Mormon women spoke of her as a genuine person with 

whom they felt a kinship. However, it is difficult to say to what extent each respondent 

perceived that reality as transcendental, prototypical, or even symbolic rather than 

historical. The closeness they feel with Eve is obviously bolstered by the temple ceremony 

during which the woman staging the role of Eve represents all women present. It was 

striking that the respondents often used the present tense when talking about Eve. Also, 

since organic evolution is widely accepted among Mormons, and not creationism, the 

respondents were clearly able to disconnect the Garden story from such scientific 

considerations as if these two realms, religion and science, could perfectly co-exist. No 

respondent mentioned this aspect. 

Though all respondents saw Eve in a positive light, comments revealed a discrepancy 

between lifers and converts. Since lifers grew up in a Mormon family and had been 

attending church Sunday classes where only the Mormon interpretation of Eve’s actions 

is highlighted, they had naturally internalized the positive view of Eve. Anna, a lifer, told 

of her surprise when in a conversation with a Jehovah’s Witness she heard her blaming 

Eve for the pain of bearing children: “I had never seen it like that. And only then did I 

realize that other religions might see it differently.” Conversely, the four converts who 

responded reflected on the contrast with the overall Christian tradition as they had to 

learn to push back against their former negative perceptions. In Vera’s words:  

It’s completely different, because in the Catholic Church we learned that because of 

her sin we are here now, in our church we actually learn that thanks to her we are 

here. So for me that was a very important revelation, something that I learned. 

7.4.1.5. Summary 

The figure of Eve is for all respondents a source of satisfaction for their own gender role. 

They approached Eve less as a character in the biblical story, but as a key figure surpassing 

a local and temporal setting. They saw her on the one hand in an eternal perspective as 

instrumental for the plan of salvation, on the other hand as a female role model of agency, 

courage, and persuasiveness toward Adam. No respondent expressed ambivalence over 

her existence and meaning. 

 

7.4.2. Q.R.45 – Heavenly mother  

7.4.2.1. Background 

The presence of a Heavenly Mother as part of the Godhead is acknowledged in the 1995 

Proclamation on the family, as each human being is “a beloved spirit son or daughter of 

heavenly parents” (1.4.2). The concept grew out of Joseph Smith’s projection of eternal 
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marriage tied to godhood, but did not develop into a major theological part of official 

Mormon theology (5.2.1.2). When some Mormon feminists explored her nature in order 

to valorize the feminine in the divine, they tested the boundaries of orthodoxy, which 

resulted in church leaders rebuffing such efforts (3.4.3.2). While some consider the 

concept of a Heavenly Mother as a symbol of empowerment, others remark her secondary 

position in the patriarchal order and her tributary role as one whose only function is to 

bear children in eternity (5.2.3.2). Finally, the belief in a Heavenly Mother can also be 

related to some women’s search for outside spirituality (2.3.2.3).  

What makes this topic peculiar is that the restrictive and even punitive reactions of 

church leaders created SA for women within their realm of religiousness. 

 
7.4.2.2. Question 

The topic led to only one question, at the very end of the questions focusing on religion: 

Q.R.45 – The restored gospel believes in a Heavenly Father but also in a Heavenly 

Mother. Yet little is said about her. The Proclamation on the family speaks of 

“heavenly parents.” Is a Heavenly mother an active part of your faith in the 

Godhead? If yes, how so? 

 

7.4.2.3. Result 

Two groups could be clearly discerned. 

- Uninterested: nine respondents admitted the existence of a Heavenly Mother, some 

briefly adding either a neutral, positive, or negative comment. They indicated no 

further interest in the topic. The answers were short, with an average of 89 words per 

response. 

- Interested: four respondents not only accepted her existence, but were very much 

engaged with the topic, such as discovering her identity or communicating with her. 

Their answers averaged 380 words per respondent.  

 
7.4.2.4. Discussion 

The sharp disparity between the two groups revealed quite different attitudes in 

religiousness and in obedience to church leaders’ admonition. Though all respondents 

could be identified as believers, as was apparent from many other responses, the majority 

expressed no need for a deepening of religious insights and ignored the concept’s value 

for feminist interpretation. The church leaders’ reproof of feminist interest in Heavenly 

Mother is a most probable reason. In opposition, a minority relished theological 

exploration, the implication for gender roles, and new forms of spirituality. Both groups 

had their way to confront SA. 
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By expressing disinterest. The standard answer in this group was, “I’m not really 

occupied with the topic.” Anna agreed that the existence of a Heavenly Mother was 

logical but knew of the argument not to talk about her “out of respect.” Daphne said the 

same but added, perhaps from a Catholic tradition: “I hope she mediates for me, but one 

doesn’t pray to Heavenly Mother.” Vera also accepted the logic and placed it in the 

framework of the plan of salvation as also applicable to us: “If there is a Heavenly Father, 

then there is a Heavenly Mother. It is a very logical thing, because also for us the goal is 

to return and form a family together.” Didi made a corrective comment: “I am already 

happy with a Heavenly Father. But in fact, Jesus Christ has a great importance for us. He 

is our Savior.” Lucia was more analytic to explain her disinterest: 

Yes, I am aware that I have a Heavenly Mother, but because I do not speak to her, 

she remains a vague figure. I don’t know how else to put it. I know she’s there, but 

because she doesn’t have a name, it gets more difficult. I have no feelings for her 

because we don’t know what to learn from her, but the concept is there.  

Renée, an avowed feminist, was critical about the way some people used arguments to 

protect Heavenly Mother:  

I find the ideas around her quite paternalistic: “Yes, nothing is said about her 

because Heavenly Father has too much respect for Heavenly Mother.” Then I think, 

it looks like she can’t even fend for herself. 

The nine respondents of the uninterested group comprised the seven considered 

conservative but also two from the liberal side. 

 
By expressing reasoned interest. The four respondents in this group stressed the 

importance of a Heavenly Mother, but each with their own emphasis on certain aspects. 

Irma called Heavenly Mother her “pet project.” Quite knowledgeable of ancient 

cultures and Hebrew, she gave me a brief introduction about mother-god traditions in 

Antiquity and about original biblical words. Her theological conclusion: 

And so you have God the Father, and the Son, and [whispering] the Spirit. And 

somewhere out there I feel like it’s her. The Doctrine and Covenants teaches that 

the Holy Ghost is a person of spirit. And then you have Joseph Smith saying, “If 

people knew what I knew.” Yes, of course you are not allowed to fantasize about 

everything, but look what Christ says in the Bible that he sends a Comforter. Look 

at the role of the Holy Ghost and look at the traditional roles of a woman and a 

mother. 

While thus attributing a traditional gender role of the “comforting mother” to 

Heavenly Mother, Irma still felt that the identification of a “female god” in the Trinity 

“would be very good for some sisters, and especially for some girls to have role models.” 

Irma was convinced that if Joseph Smith had lived longer, he would have developed the 
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concept further and would have given women the priesthood based on the divine status 

of Heavenly Mother. For Irma, it was Brigham Young who stopped it all. She also referred 

to Fiona Givens1 and to the “Finding Heavenly Mother Project,”2 confirming her intense 

intellectual involvement with the topic. 

Also Sigrid was convinced of the identification of Heavenly Mother with the Holy 

Ghost, but not in an intellectual mode such as Irma phrased it. For Sigrid, the conviction 

was deeply emotional as two mothers who can speak to her spiritually: 

I believe that Heavenly Mother can be the Holy Spirit. And without having read 

anything about it, or knowing anything about it, I think that is a very nice feeling, 

a very nice idea. And I can also link to her, because when I go through my daily life, 

I still regularly hear my mother in my head. She raised me, and my mother has said 

a number of things to me, and they will come back to me, so what I hear in my mind, 

it is always my mother. So it is only natural that also my mother in pre-existence 

speaks within me when I need it, whether it is my guiding principle, or helping me 

to get certain things right. So the feeling that my Heavenly Mother is the Holy Spirit 

is an incredibly nice feeling, a very nice idea, and I really want to believe that. 

Because I love it so much, “Daddy, Mommy, baby.” 

Saskia, a Millennial, saw Heavenly Mother as a token of equality in the divine, which 

helped her in the maturing of her religiousness: 

Yeah, she’s being shielded. I believe that the divine consists of two forces that 

complement each other, a male and a female aspect. So in that respect Heavenly 

Mother takes a very important place for me, she is simply necessary for that unity. 

She is just as important as Heavenly Father. Perhaps she is also more accessible, 

since I am a woman myself, we identify more easily with her. She has become more 

important as I have grown older. As a child and in Primary and in the Young 

Women, you always hear about God the Father, but Mother is not mentioned. But 

over time she has become more important as you realize that she has an equally 

important role as the Father in the whole plan. 

Lisette was similarly engaged in the topic but found no satisfaction in speculations or 

in evading answers. She sounded almost desperate in her quest, motivated by a spiritual 

desire: 

Why is so little said about our Heavenly Mother? Why? You hardly find anything 

about her, but in the celestial realm she must have a place. I wish God would give a 

revelation on her, so that we really know something about her. You get those 

                                                      
1 Mormon female author, producer of books, articles, lectures, and podcasts on topics of faith, including on 

Heavenly Mother. 
2  “Finding Heavenly Mother Project,” is a private Facebook group exploring the nature of Heavenly Mother. 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/467349696664222/ I am also a member of that group to follow 
discussions occasionally, but I am not an active participant. 
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explanations, “He wants to protect her.” Then I think, “Why would he?” I find it 

very frustrating that we know nothing about her. Who is she? What is her role? Is 

she just being a mother, what else is she doing?  

All four respondents of the interested group had been identified as liberal-leaning. 

However, their pursuing an understanding of Heavenly Mother did not seem driven by 

an explicit feminist motivation. Irma and Sigrid saw her actually in a traditional, motherly 

role, though highly spiritual. Only Saskia spoke of equality, but not in a vindictive mode. 

I conclude that the gender equality, which my respondents seem to experience overall, 

does not create the need for a feminist projection in Heavenly Mother. 

 
7.4.2.5. Summary 

The Mormon concept of heavenly parents includes a Heavenly Mother of whom the 

doctrine, however, says nothing. Though her existence has given an impetus to Mormon 

feminists, the majority of my respondents showed little to no interest in her. Even the 

four respondents who were genuinely interested in her did not use her as a platform for 

women’s empowerment, but as a way to enhance their spirituality. In that sense both 

groups of respondents, each in their own way, seemed to solve the SA created by church 

leaders’ restrictions on the topic of Heavenly Mother. 

 
 
7.4.3. Q.R.09 – The tension between womanhood ideality and reality 

7.4.3.1. Background 

The projection of the “ideal Mormon woman”  has been developed in church lessons and 

sermons since the 1920s (3.3.2). It became pervasive in the second half of the twentieth 

century (3.3.3). In the present social construction of gender in Mormonism, the 

expectations of the perfect “Molly Mormon” continue to determine the ideal (5.4.2). But, 

as Beaman (2001) noted, the Molly Mormon stereotype “fits no woman because there’s 

always some kind of place where she feels a disjuncture, a place where she knows her 

feelings aren’t working with what she’s told she ought to be or ought to do” (p. 69). This 

disjuncture can cause stress and depression (2.2.2 and 2.4.2.5).  

By its very nature of inherent tensions, the issue lends itself to SA. 

 

7.4.3.2. Question 

The following interview item explored this possible disjuncture between ideality and 

reality and the ways respondents would handle ambivalence. 

Q.R.09 - Church lessons and talks often speak of perfection. It creates an image of 

the ideal woman in the church. Is that something which is feasible for women, or 

just helpful, or sometimes rather depressing? 
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7.4.3.3. Results 

Respondents were incited to choose between feasible, helpful, and depressing. 

- Six of the thirteen respondents answered “depressing.” One respondent could be 

added to that group by her assessment of the ideal as “not helpful,” thus making a 

majority with a negative-only perspective. 

- Five respondents moderated their choice as “it depends.” They referred to differences 

in personal attitudes, to the ability to adapt, and to the perspective of progression to 

perfection during life. 

- Only one respondent, the older never-married single, deemed the goal “feasible” for a 

woman in the “standard Mormon family.” However, she expressed concern for 

singles, divorcees, and widows who could become depressed for not being able to 

respond to the ideal—which she deemed attained when one has been married in the 

temple. 

 
7.4.3.4. Discussion 

The respondents immediately understood what the item meant. None asked for 

clarification and each started commenting without hesitation. The focus of each 

respondent’s comments went in different directions. Some kept it brief on a general level, 

others concentrated on one aspect: perfection related to motherhood, home-making, 

moral behavior, emotional traits, faith, social relations, or physical appearance. To cope 

with the ambivalence between ideality and reality, women mentioned the strategies 

below. Some mentioned more than one. Some strategies intersect. 

By accepting imperfection and valorizing agency. Five respondents choose this path, 

each with a different emphasis. Three focused on family and motherhood.  

Already as a teenager Saskia had decided to reject the motherhood ideal, but 

recognized its usefulness for others: 

I remember as a teenager that the ideal was really pushed, and I was like, “yes, but 

I don’t want to be that kind of woman. I have other goals in life than being a mom.” 

I didn’t even know if I ever wanted to be a mom. I felt little recognition as a person 

and I found that depressing. For other women, I think that it is sometimes useful to 

get clear guidelines, that is safe, that gives structure, sometimes you should not 

think too much about things, but for me I did not think that was so great. 

Anna remarked that over time the church seemed to have relaxed the ideals:  

There was a time when those requirements were very high. Because you had to 

develop yourself, and you had to have a perfect house, and you had to be home for 
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the children, and you had to ... and then I think, “yes, that’s not possible.” That is a 

bit unrealistic. 

Renée assessed the imperfection in both an individual and a Flemish societal 

perspective:  

I think it depends on how you deal with it yourself as a woman. Ultimately, faith, 

and also the relationship with Christ, is very individual. Sure, the church projects 

an ideal, but I can imagine that this is not the right path for everyone. My 

experience, with the people I see around me in the church, is that we are quite 

flexible with it. There are people who opt for a large family, that’s fine, and there 

are people who opt for one child or two, or maybe none, but who have a career, and 

that’s okay here in Flanders. The ideal of motherhood, I think it plays less of a role 

here. 

Two respondents focused on morality and character. Didi: “I’ll never be ideal. I can’t, 

so I just try to live as best as I can, but when they talk too much about that ideal, I say it 

won’t work.” Lucia found a similar justification in church teachings , but with a positive 

outlook: 

For me it is not depressing because there is also much preaching that you will not 

reach perfection in this life, that it is only a means. If you keep the perfect image in 

mind, it doesn’t matter if you don’t achieve it. I am quite a short-tempered person, 

I can really get angry with someone, but by knowing the ideal, I have changed that 

over the years and am much calmer now. I’m not saying I never have it again, but 

it is decreasing. 

By doubting the validity of the ideal. This strategy is close to the preceding, but the 

related attitude is harsher, in line with the personalities of the two respondents who 

frequently questioned the absolute character of what the church expects. However, they 

used a surrogate to ease the justification. Irma referred to a talk a mission president’s wife 

once gave, in which this leader humorously slammed the depiction of ideal women by 

talking about her own family “with jelly on the ceiling and kids all over the place.” Irma 

was 15 at the time:  

I will never forget it. That was her message to us: you have to take all those stories 

with a grain of salt. That was very refreshing. It came down to saying that half of 

our lessons just don’t match reality. 

Sigrid too referred to a talk given by a local sister that left a deep impression on her, 

even after many years. She also stressed her agency: 

Just how she told about her struggle, I just hung on every word while she told all 

that, because look, I do not have to be perfect, because she is also struggling with 



 

316 
 

things, and she does it very wisely, she grew up in the church, but she’s doing it her 

own way, and I want to do it my own way too. 

By comparing oneself with someone who failed. Two respondents, Anna and Lisette, 

found a solution in individual comparisons. They referred to an “ideal woman” they had 

known and looked up to, but of whom they later witnessed the failure. It reassured them 

about their own weaknesses. In Lisette’s words: 

I find ideals very dangerous. Everyone is struggling with their life, with their 

problems. I once really looked up to someone, and she failed in such a way that I 

thought I should not feel so bad. If I see someone as ideal, no, I have put that away 

from me. I don’t think that’s necessary for women. 

By constricting the issue to Mormon America. Two respondents narrowed the issue to 

differences between Flanders and Mormon America, discarding the guidelines as only 

valid for Mormons in the United States. Renée, as already mentioned above, focused on 

family, career, and the number of children. For her the Flemish societal norms allowed 

her to discard the ideal of a mother with a large family. Stella limited the issue of ideal 

womanhood to physical attributes: “I think that whole ideal has to do with physical 

appearance, about your hair, about the length of your skirt.” According to her, in the 

worldwide church magazine Liahona, “all these women are dressed the same, just copies 

from each other. And that is contradictory, because most women don’t fit in that mold. 

And that is American culture.” She felt that such representation “excludes people, or 

makes people rebel.” 

 
7.4.3.5. Summary 

Only one respondent considered perfection for women “feasible,” but saw it in the limited 

scope of “having a temple marriage.” The majority found the emphasis on perfection 

“depressing,” but none asserted she felt depressed. They all found ways to circumvent 

the strain of SA and retain a balanced outlook on their life— by accepting imperfection 

and valorizing agency; by doubting the validity of the ideal; by comparing oneself with 

someone who failed; and by constricting the issue to a feature of Mormon-American 

media depiction. 

 
 
7.4.4. Q.R.06 – Gender related to spirituality and personal revelation 

7.4.4.1. Background 

Spirituality and personal revelation are a frequent topic in church sermons and lessons 

(4.3). The message is that each individual member, including women, can rely on “the 

Spirit” to receive guidance to come to decisions. The very basis for the conviction of the 

truthfulness of the church is a “testimony” received by the Holy Spirit (4.2.3). Compared 
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to men who hold the priesthood, the question can be asked if Mormon women feel they 

have equal access to personal revelation (4.3). Another aspect entails agency: research 

indicates that personal revelation can allow Mormon women to ignore doctrine and 

practices they disagree with (2.4.2.7). Finally, the question has also been raised if women 

find enough spirituality in a strongly organized church with no place for New Age 

spiritual beliefs (2.3.2.3). All in all, the personal character of testimony and revelation 

makes that church members can have quite different opinions on the nature and the 

frequency of such experiences. Potential for SA is situated mainly between the constructs 

of religiousness and church, but can also occur when non-Mormon religiousness 

competes with what the church can offer. 

 
7.4.4.2. Questions 

Two questions inquired after the opinions of respondents on spirituality and personal 

revelation. They were worded as gendered issues: 

Q.R.06 – A frequently asked question in research is whether men and women 

experience religion in different ways, in particular if women would be more 

spiritually inclined and can develop greater faith. What do you think about that? 

 

Q.R.31 – Personal revelation is an important part of our faith. Compared to a man 

who holds the priesthood, does a woman have the same right to personal 

revelation?  

 
7.4.4.3. Results 

I curtailed the number of respondents for these two interview items because saturation 

was achieved by identical answers of more than half of the first respondents. The seven 

respondents for Q.R.06 all estimated that men and women as a group could be equally 

spiritually inclined and that differences were individual. The nine respondents for Q.R.31 

all stated that women have the same right to personal revelation as men, even if those 

men hold the priesthood. All thirteen respondents had a chance to weigh in for at least 

one of the two questions. Notwithstanding the similar responses to the core of the two 

questions, some comments contained interesting additions.  

 
7.4.4.4. Discussion 

Saskia, responding to the idea that women would be more spiritual, expressed what all 

other respondents shared: 

I think that idea is rather blunt. Everyone is different, isn’t it? And everyone fulfills 

their spirituality in a different way. I know men, both inside and outside the church, 

who are very engaged with the spiritual. While others are more practical. And vice 
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versa as far as women are concerned. I think a lot is related to your personality, and 

how you want to give religion or spirituality a place in daily life. Some find it more 

important to fall back on their own development, others attach more importance 

to what the church says as an institution. I think that is very personal, and does not 

depend on whether you are a man or a woman. 

A few respondents added as nuance that, overall, women can be more sensitive, more 

emotional, and that such could explain why women are initially more open to 

proselytism. Lucia: 

I think a woman is more likely to listen to the message than a man. I also saw that 

with my mother. I think a woman is different. I think we are more likely to listen to 

the message, but the final result I think it will be the same, because I also know a lot 

of deeply religious men and I don’t think a woman necessarily has more faith. 

Stella added another gendered distinction in what people are looking for in a 

communal religion: “I think that appreciation is something that men look for in a religion, 

or in a community in general, while a woman might be looking for a sense of security.” In 

response to Q.R.36 on the priesthood, Renée expressed a similar opinion: men find in the 

Mormon priesthood offices the satisfaction of hierarchical positions, while women seem 

less interested in that part of a religion. 

For Q.R.31, the question on women’s equal right to receive personal revelation, all 

respondents answered with a clear “yes, of course.” Some respondents clarified the scope, 

whether revelation was received for an individual issue, or for the family, or for an 

organizational unit. Daphne: “A woman has an equal right to personal revelation, in her 

field. I mean, as a Relief Society president, you cannot receive revelation for the whole 

ward. But you can receive revelation for the sisters.” Anna moderated even further: “I can 

accept that the bishop has a revelation for the ward, but I still get to make my own 

personal decision to do or not to do some things [he would ask]. 

 

7.4.4.5. Summary 

When it comes to women’s spirituality and the right to personal revelation, all 

respondents unequivocally asserted their full equality with men. Precisely this conviction 

can address SA when women use their claim to personal revelation in conflictual 

situations. 
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7.5. Focus on church: priesthood, agency, and obedience 

7.5.1. Q.R.35-38 – The relation between women and the priesthood 

7.5.1.1. Background 

The relation between women and the priesthood is an essential part of the topic of gender 

roles (5.5). Only men can “hold” the priesthood, defined as the authority to act in the 

name of God. They receive it by the laying of hands and are “ordained” to one of the 

offices in the priesthood, such as deacon, priest, or elder. Each worthy male receives the 

priesthood from age twelve on. The priesthood gives the authority to perform ordinances 

such as baptism, confirmation, and giving blessings by the laying on of hands (1.3). In that 

sense it belongs to the construct of religiousness. 

In the home, the priesthood functions with the father “presiding” and being the usual 

male to perform ordinances for his family members, such as baptizing and giving 

blessings. The system is based on an ancient patriarchal order (5.3). In the institutional 

church the priesthood is needed for the hierarchical, decision-making functions, from the 

First Presidency down to the local bishop and priesthood quorums—groups of boys or 

men holding the same priesthood office. Presidencies on the various levels consist of the 

presiding person and two counselors (1.3). In that context the priesthood belongs to the 

church construct. 

Founder Joseph Smith seems to have intended women’s participation in the priesthood 

in a similar structure (3.2.1.2) and nineteenth-century Mormonism enabled women’s 

public spiritual and ritual engagement (3.2.2.2 and 3.2.3). However, from the 1900s on 

church leaders limited that engagement and emphasized domesticity as the woman’s 

realm (3.3). “Motherhood” was presented as the female equivalent of priesthood (3.3.2.2). 

Nowadays, though women cannot hold the priesthood, they can be called to numerous 

positions in the auxiliary organizations. They bear a major part of teaching and service in 

the congregation, but always under priesthood supervision (4.4.3).  

Since the 1970s feminist voices have critiqued the male priesthood prerogative. 

Church leaders decried such criticism as threatening, fought against the ERA, and 

excommunicated prominent feminists (3.4.1–3.4.3). With the advent of social media, 

Mormon feminist blogs have proliferated (3.4.3.4). However, the movement to “ordain 

women” did not become significant. The vast majority of Mormon women are not asking 

for the priesthood (3.4.5.2). Church leaders have continued to stress motherhood as 

woman’s main role (5.4.2.4). At the same time they have implemented pro-women 

changes in small, incremental steps (3.4.6). In the 2010s they tempered the priesthood 

exclusion of women by drawing a difference between “priesthood authority” as a male 

prerogative and “priesthood power” as a domain also women can participate in (5.5.2). 

Few topics reflect so much potential for SA as the relation between women and the 

priesthood. Religiousness requires obedience of women within the church construct 
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where frustrations can grow over the imposed gender roles. Societal norms expect full 

equality between men and women. 

 

7.5.1.2. Questions 

The interview guide foresaw three direct questions about women and the priesthood with 

an intended focus on the construct of religiousness. These questions form a gradation, 

from general feelings about the relation between the two, to the more specific issue of 

male privilege, and finally to the projection of women ever receiving the priesthood. 

Q.R.35 - The priesthood is a very important element in the church. Based on your 

faith and experience, how do you feel as a woman about the relationship with the 

priesthood? 

 

Q.R.36 - The priesthood is only granted to men and only men are ordained to offices 

in the priesthood. Some women find that difficult. What are your feelings about it? 

 

Q.R.38 - Do you think that church leaders will one day also give the priesthood to 

women?1 

Q.R.35 to Q.R.38 were part of the section in the guide with a “religious focus” (6.4.3). 

The section with a more “social focus” contained questions about the more social 

interaction between men and women in the church, in particular as it concerned 

leadership relations, among which the following: 

Q.S.18 - In the church, women are heavily involved through service and church 

callings, such as in Relief Society and Primary, and as teachers in Sunday school, 

seminary, or institute. But the actual leadership belongs only to men: the First 

Presidency, the Apostles, the stake presidency, the bishopric. Some believe that 

women should also be able to stand in those leadership positions, first at the ward 

and stake level. What is your opinion on this? 

 

Q.S.19 –In the church, decisions regarding callings and policies are in principle 

made by men. In the ward, it is the bishopric who decides. Do you like the way 

things are going now, do you think women can already participate enough in 

leadership, or should they have more say? 

 

                                                      
1 I skipped Q.R.37 which probed how one would answer a girl asking why she doesn’t get the priesthood. I 

had it prepared in case the answers to Q.R.35 and 36 would be too limited. Q.R.37 made the matter more 
concrete. However, with plenty of reactions to the two previous questions, Q.R.37 turned out to be 
unnecessary. 
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Q.S.20 - Have you ever experienced that priesthood leaders, in the ward or stake, 

make decisions that did not take women into account and that tensions arose over 

it? 

It turned out that most respondents covered these three questions with their answers 

to Q.R.35 to Q.R.38. Therefore, during the interview, I skipped Q.S.18, 19, or 20 for some 

respondents if they had covered the issue adequately before. Relevant answers to Q.S.18 

to Q.S.20 are included in the discussion below. 

 
7.5.1.3. Results 

With an average of 605 words per respondent for Q.R35 to Q.R.38, the topic prompted 

plenty of comments, both from those identified as liberal as from those considered 

conservative.  

For Q.R.35, several respondents asked for clarification: does the question relate to the 

priesthood as God’s authority or to the men who hold the priesthood? It showed they 

were well aware of the difference. I answered they could approach it either way, or on 

both aspects. In fact all respondents distinguished between the two perspectives. 

Overall, in response to one question, respondents voiced opinions that straddled the 

issue in the other two questions. In the following synopsis for each of the three questions, 

information from other responses is included.  

- Q.R.35 - Relationship with the priesthood. Respondents adopted various 

perspectives—priesthood for ordinances and blessings, priesthood in the family, in 

the institutional church, in the temple, and in the hereafter. Seven respondents 

expressed genuine satisfaction about their relation to the priesthood. Six respondents 

expressed ambivalent feelings which had mainly to do with unpleasant experiences 

with leaders, in particular Utah-Americans. 

- Q.R.36 - Desire to have the priesthood. No respondent was really adamant about 

“wanting” the priesthood; most were rather explicit in not wanting it, mainly because 

of the conviction that it helped men, or because temple worship gave them already 

sufficient priesthood perspective, or because of the extra work it would require. A few 

respondents, however, expressed wishes for equal recognition or for partial female 

involvement with priesthood offices on behalf of typical female concerns. 

- Q.R.38 - Future ordination of women. Respondents identified as conservative 

considered future ordination unlikely, but deferred the decision to God. The others 

viewed the question from social, doctrinal, and historical perspectives and did not 

exclude women’s ordination in the future. 

*** 
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I spread the discussion over two parts that reflect two main attitudes: one that views the 

situation as extant and is making SA acceptable (7.5.1.4); one that takes a critical outlook 

where SA is yet to be solved (7.5.1.6). Seven respondents displayed both attitudes. 

 

7.5.1.4. Discussion 1: addressing SA to make the relation with the priesthood acceptable 

Since the term “priesthood” can have various meanings (5.5.2), it is important to discern 

to which meaning respondents referred. The context clarified it in most cases.  

All respondents understood the topic as gendered with its underlying controversy: 

why can’t women have the priesthood? In the Flemish-secular context, or more broadly 

in the West-European context, gender equality is a given, at least in its legal meaning. The 

church’s stance on male-only priesthood thus creates a measure of ambivalence by its 

contrast with societal norms. Respondents sought to resolve this SA by expressing 

mitigating viewpoints. Some used more than one from the following arguments. 

 

By valuing that men have the priesthood. Most respondents were openly supportive 

of only men holding the priesthood, both in the familial and in the institutional context, 

because of the way it fashions their behavior. 

For the familial sphere, overall respondents praised how the system beneficially 

influenced the conduct of husbands (and of fathers, brothers, or sons). Through sermons 

and lessons, boys and men are taught to work on the improvement of familial relations, 

with love and harmony as guiding principles. Vera called the priesthood “a blessing for 

the home.” Renée: “I think there is basically nothing better than having a husband who 

holds the priesthood. I sometimes joke about it, saying, ‘the priesthood is given to men 

because they need to learn what women have known for a long time’.” Didi: “I sometimes 

say to my husband ‘you are a priest, you have the right to act in the name of God, that is 

something very sacred’.” Lisette: 

Priesthood is, of course, a male matter, in our church and in many churches. Do I 

mind? No. The priesthood is given to men when they are 12 years old, and the girls 

get nothing. But is that so? I think men receive it as a responsibility they have to 

bear. Can we as women bear that also? Yes, but I don’t think that’s necessary. I feel 

blessed to have two priesthood holders in my family [husband and son]. I have no 

problem that it is given only to men. 

For the institutional side, a similar satisfaction was voiced for priesthood holders who 

in their ministering service to church members or in their position as local priesthood 

leader provide help and counsel or bestow blessings by the laying on of hands. Sigrid, 

notwithstanding her criticism of all-male leadership at the top of the church: 

I love that there is a power from heaven that our men can humbly use to serve 

others. I love that. It’s like when our home teacher gave me a very beautiful blessing 
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that was really appropriate for me. If a man humbly wants to use his priesthood to 

serve others, that it is very special. I have a lot of respect for that priesthood.  

Stella, perhaps not realizing it herself, evoked a two-way dynamic in which women 

give men the opportunity to use their priesthood—and subsequently serve a woman in 

such a way that she feels empowered: 

I think of the priesthood as really the power that I have experienced. I can think of 

multiple men and multiple situations, where they really supported me and where I 

really felt supported by the priesthood. When men live up to their priesthood, it’s 

just incredible. And then you also feel enormously supported as a woman. Then you 

feel really empowered when a man does that decently. 

Tonja affirmed the same principle from a traditional view on gender roles: 

With the priesthood, I just feel that to whom much is given much is required. Why 

would I want the priesthood then? They have to protect me. Maybe that’s from my 

Muslim way, because I believe the man is supposed to protect the woman, because 

physically they are stronger than me, so that is what they are built for. 

Tonja saw it as an interaction between the male priesthood power and her own faith 

and prayers: 

I believe so much in the power of the priesthood. I have seen it really work for me. 

The first time was about five years after we joined the church. My daughter was 

very sick, and they said she had a kidney problem. They were taking her blood every 

day, every morning. I asked the elders to come over with a church member, because 

my husband wasn’t a member yet, and they blessed her, and they prayed for her. 

And the next morning, the doctor was surprised, she was like “what’s going on here, 

I don’t see any sign anymore.” And I’m like, wow, ok, I know, because I keep praying 

every day, please help me heal my daughter, and we also prayed as a family, and 

she would also pray for herself also. She became better and I do not have any other 

explanation for that other than the blessings she received from the priesthood.  

By claiming sufficient female impact on the local church level. Here the focus changes 

from the priesthood as a religious force and as a ministering function to the priesthood 

as a governing competence in the organization. The reasoning resolves SA by a 

vindication: women really don’t need the priesthood because they have sufficient impact. 

Answers on this point came mostly from Q.S.18. Didi: 

Women are Relief Society presidents, Young Women presidents, Primary 

presidents. Also at the ward and stake levels. And when we meet together, the 

women are listened to. They are involved and what they say is accepted. It’s not like 

the bishop says, “No, that’s how we do it.” Still, I would find it strange if there was 
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a woman in the bishopric. But I don’t feel any less than a man. And when I have an 

opinion, I tell the bishop. And leaders listen to the women. 

Lisette, from years of experience as Relief Society president in the ward, did not 

hesitate to claim that women actually “run the ward”: 

I think that especially at the ward level, Relief Society presidents have very 

important leadership positions. Because in the end the bishop works with her. We 

don’t have the priesthood, it is always under the direction of the priesthood. They 

ultimately make the decision, but I do think that women are really taken into 

account. I have all the experience with it. I really think that sometimes Relief 

Society presidents direct the Church. Only it is not so visible, they are not in the 

front. But I think that behind the scenes the women are in charge. Women do a lot 

of work in the church. I was exhausted after five years as a Relief Society president. 

That takes a lot of energy. I think a lot of women have very strong personalities and 

very often they run the ward.  

Daphne saw female leadership as “part of the bishopric” but made the impact 

dependent on male attitudes: “In a good ward, with good priesthood leadership, the Relief 

Society president, the Young Women president, and the Primary president, they are 

actually part of that bishopric. Each has keys and responsibility. A good ward council 

includes every organization.” Lucia recognized the limit between the local level and the 

higher leadership: “In Primary, you are also a leader, and as a teacher you lead that class, 

you do it in Relief Society, and also in the Young Women. So I do think there are leaders 

among women. Only, of course, not in the First Presidency and Apostles. I have no 

problem with that. Division of tasks.”  

Irma claimed that as Relief Society president she worked with a bishop “who 

considered me as his third counselor, in bishopric meetings.” She also had a long 

narrative about her winning a controversy with a mission president. Against his 

standpoint, she had successfully organized a temple trip for women married to a 

nonmember so they could do proxy baptisms, something that was by tradition reserved 

for the youth: 

We figured it all out, also with the temple president, and we also checked the 

handbook, and nowhere did it say that it was not allowed, it was just not done. The 

question is, wasn’t it done because it wasn’t done in Utah? While here it was an issue 

because we had quite a few sisters married to a nonmember. And then we were not 

allowed to go to the temple by the mission president. And we said to him, it’s not in 

the handbook, you said it’s in the handbook, but it’s not there and blah blah blah. 

And we went anyway and that has been a huge blessing for those sisters. 

Vera extended the perspective to the stake level: 
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With our stake president, we as women are actually very much involved in the stake 

council. For me, it doesn’t necessarily have to be a female stake president, as long 

as we are heard, that there is really a listening ear, and that something is done with 

it. If they would only listen, and then say, “I don’t use it,” I would not accept that. 

By simply complying with the divine order of things. Two respondents, Judith and 

Tonja, already in the sampling identified as most conservative, formulated direct faith in 

the system, with no further need to rationalize the male-only priesthood by mitigating 

arguments. Judith answered Q.S.18 on sole male leadership:  

If our Heavenly father would let his wife, our Heavenly Mother, play that leadership 

role, then it would be no problem. But he doesn’t. And that’s just how our Heavenly 

Father has planned it. Look, it’s Jesus who is the head of the church, and not any 

woman. I wouldn’t have been in Jesus’ place to bear that sacrifice. I feel that a role 

has already been grafted into our own DNA, and our Heavenly Father says, or the 

Savior says, his church is a church of order. If I’m going to say in my own family 

today [shouting], “and today I’m the one who’s going to do it like this and so, and 

tomorrow it’s different again!” Sorry, the church is a church of order. As a new 

member, I first thought, “hmm, it is always those men who sit at the front. Is that 

necessary?” As a new member, I noticed that. Why? Because I didn’t know anything 

yet and then you look at it from a worldly vision. And so it was with me. But we are 

not politicians who call for women to step in. 

Tonja took a similar perspective, while still affirming an own realm where women are 

powerful, but without impact on the highest leadership. 

I don’t believe that women should have anything to do with priesthood offices. I 

don’t think we should need it. I think it’s better for a man, if he has a calling, to see 

that he has a wife who understands that his time [for priesthood duties] is taken, so 

she can nourish the kids while he is away. That is a very important aspect of it also. 

We are the queens. I don’t think we need all those callings. We have a Relief Society, 

and we feel very powerful there. Heavenly Father himself said that his house is a 

house of order. That remains so, until Heavenly Father wants it to be the other way 

around. It’s his kingdom, it’s his rules, and we are just doing fine. We women have 

the most important role. We have more important things to do than to be bothering 

about being in the First Presidency. The Relief Society is the oldest [women’s] 

organization in the world, and we are running it. That’s big enough.  

By equating motherhood with priesthood. Lucia, a lifelong member and mother of 

several children, also referred to the motherhood/priesthood equation (3.3.2.2), but 

extended it to the educational role of women, in both the familial and societal realms.  

Yes, I actually think it works nicely [that men have the priesthood], because the 

woman has motherhood, which is a very big task, whether it is your own children 

or the children in church, parenting or in education, it doesn’t matter, but you have 
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a very big influence. Often even a crucial influence. I think that is a wonderful task, 

and the priesthood is also very important. Personally, I think it is very good that 

this repartition is there, that one does this part, and together it makes a beautiful 

whole. 

In contrast, also Saskia referred to the motherhood/priesthood equation, but she 

rejected it: 

As a teenager I already had a hard time with that explanation, that men receive the 

priesthood, but women who may become mothers, they have motherhood. And 

then I thought to myself, yes, but fathers have fatherhood and for the priesthood 

there is simply no alternative for women. 

By claiming having already too much work. Four respondents took a more mundane 

perspective to elude the ambivalence. To make the argument credible, they limited the 

issue to the institutional functions which only priesthood holders can fulfill. Didi: “As a 

woman I would not like to have the priesthood, we have enough work with our children, 

and then our employment. The priesthood involves far too much work, and I cannot add 

to it.” Irma, in a derisive tone, also referred to the demanding church functions women 

fulfill: “I have no desire to become a bishop. Relief Society president was bad enough!” 

Lucia: 

Not receiving the priesthood here on earth, that’s fine with me, because I’m busy 

enough. I like the division of tasks, because that way you can complement each 

other. When we both have the priesthood, I think the women’s pack will be very 

large. If you have to take care of your children, than a woman does even more than 

a man, and carrying and giving birth to children is also a lot, and then you have to 

be a bishop, well, I really don’t see all that combined. I just don’t think it’s practical. 

By blaming individual males, specifically Utah-Americans. Nine respondents—a fair 

majority—also remarked that the female relation to the priesthood depended on the kind 

of man one has to deal with. For them, the ambivalence is lifted by a simple rule: men can 

have the priesthood as long as they don’t threaten gender equality. Some worded it in 

general terms. Daphne:  

There is a very big difference in how men apply the priesthood. And I hate it when 

they come out like, “I have the priesthood, I am mister priesthood and you are 

nothing. Now you have to be silent because I have decided.” I hate that.  

Others confirmed the issue with an own focus. Renée: “Everything depends on the 

person holding the priesthood. Motherhood is great too, but you also have mother 

bitches. And I have varying experiences with both.” Irma: “Overall, I guess, it kind of 

depends on what leaders you have. With some leaders I keep quiet, and with other leaders 
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I tell them the truth.” Lucia (in Q.S.20): “If you are a dominant man, you will also walk 

over men.” Anna remarked the role of submissive women in the dynamics: 

I think when you’re surrounded by Latter-day Saint men who hold the priesthood 

and who misuse that authority a little bit, it gets hard. But if you are surrounded by 

men who consider the role of a woman as equal to the role of a man, and that you 

complement and help each other, I think that might be less of a problem. Or that 

you have a group of very submissive women, they may not have a problem with it.  

It was striking, however, that when giving specific examples of patriarchal or 

authoritarian behavior, all respondents mentioned only Americans from Utah. They 

brought the incidents in vivid stories, showing how much the narrative component 

informed their attitudes. I had heard several of these stories before as a sort of folk tales 

of assertive Flemish church identity. 

Didi told how in a private conversation with a newly arrived American mission 

president from Provo, Utah, it became clear what kind of patriarchal ideas he had about 

the priesthood in relation to women. According to Didi, she and her husband told him 

that his male-controlled approach would not work in Flanders: “At least, he accepted it 

and never mentioned it again.” Didi also spoke indignantly of another mission president 

from Provo who wanted his missionaries to baptize people after only three lessons: 

“There has been a lot of controversy about this. He was an American, and all had to listen 

to him. Such an American attitude is something we don’t like.”  

Daphne, who is single, had a story about her experience while serving several full-time 

temple missions. During the first one she was allowed to help with the ordinances, 

coordinate, and teach others. She felt valued. During her second mission, an American 

temple president, “an emeritus Seventy,” had taken over and he restricted her work to 

the clothing rental room. Daphne attributed it to the fact that she was a single sister:  

And that was a catastrophe, such an anti-climax, you can’t be serious. I was about 

to give up. I mean, no, those leaders from Salt Lake City don’t get along well with 

single women. He pretended he had been trained under President Packer. So he 

learned that from President Packer. So that’s their attitude. I have a hard time with 

that, because I don’t see why a single sister cannot coordinate the pre-ordinances. 

I don’t see that. And that was not the only thing. 

Daphne went on for several minutes with more details to express her frustration over 

American leaders and discriminating policies that favored married couples to assist in the 

temple. Stella recalled how during her mission the system of “sister leaders” was 

instituted—female missionaries who were called to lead their group. It was part of several 

pro-women developments in the church (3.4.6). Consequently, her American mission 

president had called the first “sister leaders,” American missionaries around 20 years of 

age. Stella asserted that the mission president had selected them for their submissiveness: 
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That was so typical, that was such a mission president and he would call those 

“sister leaders,” and at one point he asked me, “why don’t the sisters say anything 

[in the leadership meetings]?” Yeah, why? Well, he had called such dunces,1 but 

really dunces, who always said yes, and were beautiful, and whatever you want, 

yeah, what do you expect?  

Irma recalled a situation when she lived abroad in another European country where 

their congregation was led by an American branch president—”and that was such a Utah 

power-hungry guy.” She contrasted him to the female group in opposition: “The Relief 

Society president was from the East Coast, and she was a very emancipated woman, I was 

a counselor, and we had another counselor, a Dutch woman.” Irma regaled in telling the 

story “how we put him in his proper place” by opposing a decision he had taken for the 

Relief Society, against the wishes of the sisters. In contrast, Irma mentioned her 

satisfaction with her role as a woman in relation to the priesthood in Flanders, “but I have 

to add that I don’t know if that would be the case if I lived in Utah. I feel free and 

appreciated here and most of the clashes with genders are mostly with Americans.” In 

Q.S.18 Irma again contrasted the type of self-affirming Mormon men “from the Mormon 

Corridor”2 with the situation elsewhere: “I notice a big difference from Mormons who are 

not from the Mormon Corridor.” The projection included a perception of submissive 

women in Utah. Didi, referring to a case of marital conflict she knew about in Utah, 

concluded (in Q.S.18):  

But that bishop took the side of the man, and that woman really suffered. But we 

don’t have that here. I don’t know why that is, we have the feeling that the wives 

there are so docile, that’s the impression they give, but that is absolutely not here 

with our women. 

In Q.S.20 Lisette told a notorious story I was also familiar with. It had somewhat become 

an icon of Flemish female resistance to an American mission president. 

At one point, I was Relief Society president. I had good counselors. And we as 

women had to form a bloc against the mission president. The missionaries were just 

baptizing anyone. At one point there was even a women trafficker they had 

baptized. And one man who had the world record for visiting prostitutes. There was 

even an article in the paper about him. So we told our concerns to the missionaries, 

and then they complained to the mission president. And then he came to our ward 

council: “This must stop here, with those sisters, complaining.” We said it was not 

possible to just baptize everyone, that it was no longer safe, when you bring in 

women traffickers. There was a black woman there that we went to rescue, a 

prostitute. Yes, we sisters had do that. We are not trained for that. People in social 

                                                      
1 “Dutske” in Flemish Dutch. Applied to a female adult: softy, submissive, naïve. 
2 The Mormon Corridor, also referred to as the Mormon culture region, covers Utah and parts of 

surrounding States. 
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work, they do such things. But then that mission president said, “There is no love 

here in the ward, in the Relief Society presidency, and we are taking the 

missionaries away.” So he pulled the missionaries out of our city. Sometimes you 

have that with priesthood leaders that they don’t listen. And then you have to be 

strong. But then when the next mission president came, he said, “I have never seen 

so much love among the sisters here.” Go tell. 

By claiming equal female priesthood power. Two respondents mentioned this 

argument, but in quite different ways, one in a rational, down-to-earth way, the other in 

a spiritual, exalted manner. Saskia, one of the rational Millennials, stated (in Q.R.31): 

To me, the priesthood is just a a jacket that a man puts on, the authority that a 

person gets because it’s determined by the church and by a higher authority. 

Officially, it is the power that you receive from God to serve others. In that regard, 

I think a woman has the same amount of priesthood, but it is simply not labeled 

that way. To me, the priesthood is a position that someone gets, just like someone 

is a police officer or something like that. It’s just a role that you take on. 

A quite different perspective, but still equalizing priesthood for women, was worded 

by Judith, one of the most conservative voices. As a divorcee she still had children at 

home. She reduced the contrast between women and the priesthood by professing her 

ability to draw on God’s power: 

When I am at home, I have experienced it, when I have a child who is sick. I do not 

hold the priesthood in the literal sense that I am not a man with the priesthood, but 

I am endowed with power, including from God. So if I really take my child in my 

arms out of my deep love, from that power, and while praying, that’s just as strong 

to me as what the priest could do with the laying on of hands. 

She next narrated quite vividly how one day a neighbor woman came at her door, 

yelling that her baby wasn’t breathing anymore. She ran with the woman to her place and 

took the baby in her arms, laying her hand on the baby’s heart. “And the child started 

breathing! I am not saying anything, I don’t pretend anything, but that is what 

happened.” She ended the story, with a slow, accentuated phrase: “The priesthood is the 

power of God!” 

By referring to the temple for priesthood participation. In its public descriptions of the 

temple endowment, the church acknowledges that the concept of priests and priestesses 

is part of the ceremony (2.4.2.1). Without needing details, it is known that both men and 

women officiate in some of the temple ordinances and that women can draw from the 

temple rituals an expansive identity related to participation in the priesthood (Cornwall 

1994; Hammond 2016; Kane 2011; 2017; Toscano 1985). In their reaction to the issue of 

“women and the priesthood,” several respondents referred to that temple perspective. 
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Some saw it as an extant prerogative, others as a future one. Judith observed it as an 

extant privilege by using the term power (in Dutch macht, see 5.5.2): 

I do not agree that some sisters believe that we women are far from the priesthood. 

I went to the temple last week, and the priesthood and women, that is exactly the 

topic that interests me. For instance, I was in the pre-ordinances, and I say, “but 

look, when everything revolves around the priesthood and the power, let’s call it 

what it is, the power of God here on earth, those sisters who help me with the 

ordinances here. They have that power from God, otherwise they would not be 

allowed to do this holy work. They have equal authority, that power from God is 

with them.” 

Others saw in the future. Lisette: “I don’t mind that we don’t have the priesthood now 

because a promise has been made in the temple that we will later become priestesses.” 

Still others shuffled between the two perspectives. Lucia distinguished between a partial-

temporary task and the “complete” priesthood: “After all, as women we are not 

completely without priesthood because in the temple we also perform a priesthood task. 

I believe we’ll have it later too, so it’s not like we’ll never get it completely.” Similarly, 

Didi used the phrases “sharing in the priesthood” and “having the priesthood” to express 

the dynamics: “I do not feel disadvantaged because as a woman I share in that priesthood 

and will later also have the priesthood. You learn that in the temple. There you will see 

priests and priestesses.” Daphne, who fulfilled a “temple mission” (serving in the temple 

for up to a year or longer) made this comment: “When I was appointed as a temple 

missionary, the counselor in the temple presidency who set me apart said verbatim, ‘This 

is the only place where you will ever be able to possess the priesthood’.” 

All in all, the temple perspective on the priesthood offered respondents a satisfactory 

answer to their ambivalent relation with the priesthood. This perspective seems to 

resolve the uneasiness that their exclusion from having the priesthood would constitute 

a form of discrimination. In that sense the church construct itself, through the construct 

of religiousness, eases the ambivalence between equality and inequality in an 

eschatological perspective. 

 

Two remarks 

- No respondent described the male-only priesthood explicitly as a societal issue over 

which they had been confronted in their non-Mormon environment. It is of course 

noteworthy that the Mormon priesthood is “invisible,” in contrast to Catholic 

priests, Protestant ministers, Muslim imams, or Jewish rabbis. Since all Mormon boys 

and men hold the priesthood and carry no outward sign of that dignity, they are like 

all other males in a society that expects gender equality. Confronted with the 

questions in the interview guide, which raised the issue of equality, each respondent 

resolved the SA within the constructs of family, church, and religiousness.  
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- Only one respondent remarked that each priesthood leader is also married to a 

church-active wife and that his wife can have a bearing on his viewpoints and even 

decisions. The reason for the reticence to mention this obvious interaction between 

man and wife may be found in the admonition to priesthood leaders that they are 

not supposed to discuss confidential matters with their wife. Various aspects of 

congregational life are, however, not confidential. Vera was the only one to mention 

this aspect: “I often experience that my husband consults me about things that I 

don’t get any revelation about, but which can help, because a woman just reacts 

differently.” 

 

 

7.5.1.5. Summary for discussion 1 

Nearly all respondents used arguments to explain the male-only priesthood in such a way 

that it appeared as non-conflictual with societal norms of gender equality and thus 

reduced or resolved perceived SA: 

- by valuing that men have the priesthood 

- by claiming sufficient female impact on the local church level 

- by simply complying with the divine order of things 

- by equating motherhood with priesthood 

- by claiming already having too much work 

- by blaming individual males, specifically Utah-Americans 

- by claiming equal female priesthood power 

- by referring to the temple for priesthood participation 

 

One can discern two perspectives. 

- Gender-contrastive perspective. Most respondents valued that the priesthood 

stimulates better male conduct, both in the family and in church, which advantage 

would be lost if also women held it. Some viewed it even as empowering for women 

that men had to serve women in a ministering role. Quite a few respondents also 

emphasized the impact they have on church governance on the local level, either 

directly or indirectly. However, the willingness to accept male-only priesthood is 

also contingent on conduct: men can have the priesthood as long as they don’t 

threaten gender equality—a critique directed at priesthood leaders coming from 

Utah, including a perception that their wives are more submissive. Also the 

mundane argument that women already had work enough and could not add 

priesthood duties to it drew from a gender-contrastive perspective. Two 

respondents did not seek to justify the male-only priesthood by arguments geared 

at societal acceptance: for them, the system was divinely instituted and required no 
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further justification. One respondent mentioned the motherhood/priesthood 

distinction as equivalent qualities. 

- Non-contrastive perspective on gender. Here respondents highlighted their sharing in 

the priesthood. In the construct of religiousness, the sharing could be seen either as 

a form of power on earth or as a future co-equal feature confirmed by the temple 

experience. One respondent considered the sharing in a rational way: those who 

serve, including women, function in an equal role, but it’s simply not labeled as 

priesthood. 

 

 
7.5.1.6. Discussion 2: addressing SA yet to be solved 

Though no respondent was really resolute in demanding the priesthood for women, seven 

respondents were also critical and expressed wishes for institutional changes so that 

inequality could be solved in the future. These wishes were couched in quite different 

moods, from frustration to anticipation. 

 
Frustration over male connivance and male dominance. Several respondents recalled 

incidents where they felt that men connive with each other when a conflict related to 

women arises. Aware of an incident over a sexual transgression between a young, 

unmarried couple, Stella claimed that the priesthood leader sided with the man and did 

not give a fair hearing to the woman: “And as a woman you are partly put out and 

disadvantaged. I’m not saying that’s conscious, but men end up closing ranks sometimes. 

And as a woman you cannot intervene.” Another incident involved the situation where a 

woman decided to confess an instance of infidelity to her husband: “And instead of 

discussing it with her, having a conversation with her, his first reaction was to call the 

bishop. I mean, that’s so typical, that’s what men do.” A third incident dealt with 

arrangements at the baptismal font in the temple where teenagers can do proxy baptisms. 

Sigrid (in Q.S.20) said she was furious about the way one man restricted her in helping the 

boys with towels when they came out of the water, since, according to him, only men can 

help the boys, and only women the girls.  

I was boiling, I was so angry. And when everyone was gone, I cried a lot and I applied 

for an interview with someone from the temple presidency. I spoke to him, but 

these men don’t let each other down. The president is always right. 

Respondents also worded the frustration in more general terms. Sigrid: “I think the 

priesthood is a very overrated thing in the church, because it’s a men’s church, a really 

huge men’s church. And that bothers me.” Stella, after much positive assessment about 

the priesthood, added: 



 
 

333 
 

On the other hand, I think that the priesthood, and I mean the organization of men, 

I think sometimes that it is really below the mark. I can think of several moments 

where I did not feel safe, and did not feel understood or supported, and felt more 

dominated, and that it became a men’s club. It’s inherent to the system. 

Renée voiced the issue from the angle of masculinity and ambition. Answering the 

question on some women’s desire to have the priesthood, she stated: 

If they want to have it, they can. I don’t have a hard time with that, but I can imagine 

it being a male thing because of that hierarchy of priesthood offices, and those 

preparation periods to become deacon, teacher, priest—that works for men. I think 

women have less need for that. I don’t know if there are many 12-year old girls who 

want to pass the sacrament, I don’t know. I have no ambition to become a bishop. 

Daphne viewed the male priesthood prerogative as an issue of discrimination, but it 

had to do with her frustration over paid employment in the church, in which she alleged 

that for leading jobs the church was not an equal employer. 

 
Appeal for more female (priesthood) involvement and governance. Several 

respondents also expressed a desire for more female leadership involvement. It went 

from limited involvement for specific needs to a more general call for equality. 

The limited perspective aimed at the practical level of female concerns, sexuality in 

particular. Saskia: 

I think it’s sad that only men have the priesthood because I think: if you had female 

priesthood holders in the church, you could also create a completely different 

atmosphere and setting for young girls in which they might feel much more at ease 

and dare to raise issues that they may not dare to raise with men.  

Stella, when talking about the “sister leaders” on her mission, suggested a “female 

wing” in church governance, but recognized the final preponderance of the male 

priesthood: 

We need women who are able to speak up and who want to do that. That would be 

okay with me, a much more developed female side in the church. A female wing in 

the church, where, for example, I can go to a woman with my sexuality and my 

problems, or where husband and wife can talk with a Relief Society president and a 

bishop, and both are involved in the discussion, and then the priesthood may still 

have the final decision. But it should not always be a conversation between the male 

priesthood leader and a woman. That must be much more developed, that women 

should also have a lot more say. 

Sigrid saw a solution in a bishopric composed of a male president with a male and a 

female counselor, with respective responsibilities when it came to discussing items such 

as sexuality: 
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I would think it very healthy if our bishop had a male counselor and a female 

counselor, for example. They say, “yes, but there is the Relief Society president, 

that’s the female counselor.” But it’s a different context, I don’t think that’s fair. I 

don’t think it’s okay that if you, as a young girl or maybe an older woman, have to 

come to a bishop to talk about your sexual development, or your sexual 

transgressions. I would like to discuss that with a woman, I prefer that than me 

putting that kind of thing on a man’s table. I find that very confronting, and it can 

sometimes even be distasteful. So I feel that our priesthood certainly has its values 

and its use, but it is used for things that it should not be used for.  

Renée made the step to the female bishop from a viewpoint of competence (in Q.S.18): 

I think women are at least as capable as men to fulfill those positions. And it would 

be nice if that could be possible, but in the church it is not considered whether 

someone is capable, but which callings have to be filled. I think you are better with 

a female bishop who is doing her job well than with a male bishop who is not doing 

it well. In the church I’ve never had the ambition, like “I would like to have that 

task.” To me, a bishop is no more important than someone sitting in the nursery. 

But [laughing] I do hope they call me as a bishop and not into the nursery, because 

that wouldn’t be for me! The church is an institution with rules and formalities, and 

[the male leadership] is just one of the structures. 

Sigrid extended her opinion on the inclusion of more women in leadership to the high 

council—the twelve men on stake level who supervise certain groups and are each 

responsible for visiting a local congregation once a month where they usually give the 

final Sunday talk (sermon). Sigrid: 

The high council needs four or five women among the twelve. To give the last talk, 

sometimes women can do that a lot better than the men, because sometimes a man 

is just ranting from the pulpit. So yes, I think there could be more nuance there, 

and I don’t see why a high councilor needs the priesthood. Because you have to 

advise a ward, and you have to give talks, and you have to talk to people, and you 

have to guide and help people, I mean, you don’t have to have the priesthood for 

that. You just need common sense for that, which our high councilors usually don’t 

have. 

Some respondents moved to the higher level of general leadership. Irma critiqued the 

fact that for the women’s session at general conference, “there still is always a man who 

presides.” Daphne, who found that over the years women had received much impact on 

the local level from within their own callings, remarked: “However, if you look at general 

conference, not a single change toward the sisters who sit there. None has received more 

responsibility or more autonomy or more input, at least not up to now.” Saskia questioned 

why women couldn’t be called to presiding positions: 
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Why are women not called? Because ecclesiastically it has been determined that it 

must be a man who must hold the priesthood. But that doesn’t always make sense, 

I think, because women just as well have certain capacities that could be just as well 

suited for that work, or that might do better. To me, the priesthood is just a name. 

We are all children of God, and we are all an expression of that divine. So in my 

experience a woman has as much potential or power as a man to accommodate or 

approach or perform the divine. 

Anna compared the issue to the push for equal representation in civil government:  

Yes, we need more women in church governance. I think that perhaps it should be 

emphasized a bit more, that you notice that the opinion of women is being 

consulted, that would be a movement toward improvement. In politics it has to be 

fifty fifty and I think it should be allowed for women to have more impact. The role 

of women in the church should be significantly raised. 

The comparison with society was also worded by Saskia when she answered Q.S.18:  

I think accessibility and a relationship with leaders in the church would be 

beneficial if women were to be in leadership positions. Not only because women 

there are of a different gender, but also because we sometimes see things differently 

or deal with people in a different way, or can address or more easily address other 

sensitivities. I would love it. And also because it’s more of a reflection of how you 

stand as a woman in society, right? There is a big discrepancy between the church 

and what you as a woman are in working life. 

Hope to revive an idealized past. In the 1970s Mormon women became aware of the 

involvement of their forebears in first-wave feminism (3.4.1.1). Historical research next 

lay bare how Joseph Smith may have intended to involve the women in the order of the 

priesthood (3.2.1.2). Other research revealed how up to the end of the nineteenth century 

Mormon women were involved in spiritual and ritual endeavors (3.2.2.2 and 3.2.3). 

Generalization and embellishment led to the perception of an idealized past that was next 

projected to be revived. To the question “Do you think that church leaders will one day 

also give the priesthood to women?” Saskia answered: 

I hope so. We used to have that vision in the past, we have such a beautiful heritage. 

Sure, there were sometimes difficult things too, plural marriage and so on in the 

past, but we started with such a beautiful vision of what women could and should 

be able to do. I think we would make a lot of women happy with that, and really 

give them the feeling that they are treated equally. So I hope that one day, I hope 

that I can still experience that day, that would be wonderful. 

 

I sometimes wonder, if you read the history of the church, you will also read in the 

early days about women who gave blessings, and that they were allowed to do that. 

Then I just think it’s a shame that we have evolved in the direction we have evolved 
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now, and that we are where we are now. There was so much possible, there was so 

much potential, but that was simply nipped in the bud. I think that is a shame, 

because in that area the church was very visionary in the early days. 

Daphne, who observed how a member of the temple presidency told her that “this is 

the only place where you will ever be able to possess the priesthood,” added: “I’ve always 

had my doubts about that. Doctrinally, when we go to the scriptures, there used to be 

priestesses, there were prophetesses, and they were very faithful women.” Sigrid referred 

to changes in doctrine and policy, specifically the lifting of the racial priesthood ban in 

1978 and the policy change regarding children of LGBT couples in 2018, to infer that 

granting women the priesthood is equally possible. Also for her, the past signaled the 

future as she expressed her understanding of church history: 

By the way, Joseph Smith also gave women the priesthood. Joseph Smith wanted to 

restore a lot. But other men have come with their own ideas and submerged much 

of it. We are now 200 years later, more of those ideas have been added and pushed 

into the church, but originally these were not part of the original foundation.  

In contrast to the temple perspective that effectively ensures women the priesthood, 

the wish to revive an idealized past is tainted by a feeling of “paradise lost” for which men 

after Joseph Smith are held responsible. 

 

7.5.1.7. Summary for discussion 2 

A small majority of respondents—seven out of thirteen—were critical on gender roles in 

the institutional church and expressed their feelings as SA. Their arguments can be listed 

in a gradation from quite negative to positive within the realm of the church as construct, 

with as aim an equality according to societal norms: 

- frustration over male connivance and male dominance 

- appeal for more female (priesthood) involvement and governance 

- hope to revive an idealized past 

Next to a negative view of male connivance and male dominance, based on 

encountered incidents, respondents expressed wishes for more female presence in local 

church governance, in particular to meet typical women’s needs. None, however, 

suggested that women should be called as general authorities, in the rank of apostle or as 

member of the First Presidency. Basing themselves on the perception of an idealized 

Mormon heritage where women had priesthood authority to enjoy spiritual gifts and 

rituals, a few respondents expressed the hope of a revival. They were convinced that the 

present situation is the result of restrictions that later leaders have imposed in deviation 

of the original intentions of founder Joseph Smith.  

 

 



 
 

337 
 

7.5.2. Q.R.10 – Agency and obedience 

7.5.2.1. Background 

Agency  is a core concept in Mormonism, scripturally and theologically based (4.1). A main 

question is to what extent free will can still function in a system that requires strict 

obedience to divine commandments (4.2 and 4.3) and to congregational expectations 

(4.4). SA becomes here a principled issue over agency and obligation. Moreover, Mormons 

living in Flanders may face demands of the host society which may not always be in line 

with church rules, creating additional SA (4.5). Finally, views on obedience may shift with 

time and circumstances, challenging earlier positions and triggering agentic action (4.6).  

 

7.5.2.2. Question 

The following interview item explored how individuals might handle various forms of 

ambivalence between obedience and free will. 

Q.R.10 - The doctrine of the church stresses free will, namely the possibility of 

choosing between good and evil and being responsible for decisions. People freely 

choose to become members or to stay in the church if they grew up as children in a 

Mormon family. It is a basic choice. But does that mean that church members then 

surrender part of their free will? In other words: is a church member then obliged 

to do everything the church asks?  

 
7.5.2.3. Results 

All thirteen respondents answered. Three groups can be discerned. 

1 Four respondents answered “yes”—a member is obliged to do everything the church 

asks. They asserted a strict position of “all or nothing”: once you are a church 

member, you have used your agency to obey all the commandments and to follow the 

leaders. 

2 Five respondents tempered the predicament by making a difference between on the 

one hand “covenants” and “commandments,” and on the other policies, personal 

preferences, or traditions they did not consider required.  

3 Four respondents answered “no.” Each explained her position at length, stressing 

principles of agency, integrity, space to develop, reasonableness, and personal well-

being. 
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7.5.2.4. Discussion 

All respondents felt engaged by the question. Most answered quite substantially with an 

average of 271 words per respondent for all groups, and 355 words per respondent in the 

third group. The three groups reflect the expected maximum variation in the sampling. 

Group 1. Not surprisingly, the respondents of the first group had been identified as 

conservative in the sampling grid (6.6.5). They stressed their initial personal choice to be 

obedient to church precepts and recognized it implied a partial surrendering of one’s own 

will to the will of the Lord, even if that will is delivered through church leaders. None said 

it was easy. Lucia:  

I was born in the church, but I received a truly personal revelation in my teenage 

years that it is true. So from that moment on my free will was actually to remain an 

active member, and then I think it’s really normal that you also follow all the rules. 

If it’s a bit more difficult, I have to work on it again, but since I have made the choice, 

I should stick to that choice. 

Vera, a convert, recognized it as a process: 

You choose to join the church, but often you do not know what it involves. Even 

after a year of investigation, you don’t know what you’re getting into. I sometimes 

think: “If I had known in advance, would I have done it?” So I think you give up 

some of your free will, but you always do that when you choose something where 

there are rules and laws, where you are expected to obey them. It’s not easy, but I 

think you have to give up some free will every now and then.  

If any of these respondents struggled with ambivalence and used strategies to dodge 

ambivalence, they did not admit it. 

 
Group 2. Again, not surprisingly, these respondents had been identified as 

conservative-critical or liberal in the sampling grid. Each of them acknowledged that 

“commandments” had to be obeyed, though no one specified which commandments were 

meant. Usually commandments bring to mind chastity, honesty, Sabbath observance, 

Word of Wisdom, and tithing, but it is precisely the lack of precise circumscription that 

creates a grey zone. It is in that zone of alleged “non-commandments” that strategies to 

cope with SA can be deployed. I could identify the following examples: 

- By considering some demands as non-compelling. Here respondents draw limits to 

what the church construct can impose on them. Irma gave as example the admonition 

not to criticize leaders—the “Evil speaking of the Lord’s anointed” (4.4.4). She referred 

in particular to the policy that affected same-sex couples and their children: 

I’m having a hard time with that thing of not criticizing leaders. If they make a 

mistake, and I disagree with them, then I think I have the right to choose—either 
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not to say anything because I can choose within bounds, or that I can also speak up 

if they are completely wrong. 

Lisette mentioned the same quandary, but on the local church level. In her case, 

however, the drawing of boundaries between her agency and church leaders’ “meddling” 

led to some isolation: 

When you choose to be baptized, you know that you are making covenants, and you 

should try to keep them. Of course you have your bishop and your leaders who 

sometimes try to push you in one direction, and get involved with your life. In the 

beginning I allowed all of that, but not anymore, which is why I am more reserved 

now, and have become more closed, and I say, “I do have my free will, I dare to say 

no to a calling.” And then I get comments from people, “Yes, but then you are not 

worthy to go to the temple,” but I don’t care. 

- By prioritizing the gospel over the church. Closely related to the preceding strategy, 

but more structurally defined, is making a difference between “the gospel” as the 

essence of religious living and “the church” as the source of institutional rules. Here 

the constructs of religiousness and church are juxtaposed. Renée remarked that to be 

a “member in good standing” one has to conform to a number of formal expectations 

such as going on a mission and finding a partner within the church to marry in the 

temple, but that the gospel, as Christ’s universal message, does not specify such 

things.  

- By defining some rules as Mormon American. Irma, now in her fifties, contended that 

rules were less strict when she grew up in the church, but that the mentality of “Utah 

worshippers” has been seeping in through new programs and social media. She did 

not specify which changes or rules she had in mind, but such remarks of a Utah-based 

tightening were made at other moments in the interview and also by other 

respondents, in particular as they apply to norms for youth attending church summer 

programs. The remarks concern societal comparisons with norms valid in Flanders, 

Belgium, or Europe in general. 

- By adjusting for the sake of peace at home. Demanding religions are known to create 

tensions at home, and Mormonism is no exception as its norms differ from those of 

the host society (4.5.1). Tonja told how she had been very strict with her first 

children, including not allowing her son to play soccer on Sunday though he was a 

promising talent. “But now I’m a little bit softer,” referring to her youngest children 

who are now older teenagers and who go out with friends on Sundays. “Now, they do 

their own things, and I do my own thing.” Here the family construct is used to justify 

lenience on duties which religiousness or the church would require.  
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Group 3. These respondents had been identified as liberal in the sampling and their 

comments noticeably confirmed their standing. They took the interview item quite 

seriously by responding thoughtfully. By answering “no” to the question if a member is 

obliged to do everything the church asks, they created ambivalence between themselves 

and the church and felt the need to justify their position. Their arguments to deal with 

the ambivalence were quite similar in essence, but I would discern them with key words 

in their answers. 

 
- By referring to conscience, sincerity, and agency. Local church leaders determine the 

worthiness of members to enter a temple by a biennial “temple interview” during 

which they ask a set of standard questions on faith and compliance with 

commandments (4.6.1). Members then get a “temple recommend”—a credit-card sized 

pass to participate in temple ordinances. Being “temple worthy” is considered essential 

to be “in good standing.” How does one handle the ambivalence between being an 

active member and not holding a temple recommend? Anna commented: 

I have not been going to the temple for a number of years, for a long time, because 

for the temple interview they ask “can you sustain your leaders? “ I can’t say “yes” 

wholeheartedly. I also have a hard time with Joseph Smith, I think there are strange 

things when you read about his life, and when they ask “can you fully support it?”, 

then I cannot say “yes” wholeheartedly, then I cannot go to the temple either, that 

is part of it. If I can’t stick to those rules, well, that’s the game. I will put it this way: 

I feel that I get the freedom to be myself.  

- By claiming responsibility and integrity. In a similar vein, Saskia juxtaposed hypocrisy 

with authenticity. For her, formal but not sincere compliance with church demands 

would be a denial of the essence of religion: 

I don’t feel that as a member of the church you are obligated to do what the church 

asks you to do. I think the responsibility lies with you, and I think it is pointless to 

do things that you don’t feel okay with or that you don’t support. For me, 

authenticity is very important. Not only in the church but also outside it. Or 

integrity or whatever you want to call it, and I find that very hypocritical to do 

something that you yourself do not fully support. Ultimately, religion and 

spirituality, that is about the innermost core of yourself, and if you deny yourself 

in that, then that makes little sense, I think, then you are not developing or further 

discovering your innermost core. 

 
- By claiming the right to gradations and process. The emphasis on perfection in church 

teachings does not always create a perspective of growth toward that ideal, but rather 

one of an attained status without flaws (2.2.2 and 2.4.2.5). Struggling with imperfection 

can then be interpreted as utter failure, reinforcing a perception of “all or nothing.” In 
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Stella’s answer the construct of religiousness as a process contrasts with the rigidity of 

the church construct: 

I think there is this big idea in the church of “all or nothing.” If I can’t give 

everything, then it’s nothing. You don’t see it that way in other religions. There you 

see much more that it is a kind of process or in phases. In our church, there is no 

respect for the process. There is only attention for the product, and you can see that 

in the temple interview. That’s a checklist, check, check, check, voilà, then you get 

your temple recommend. While life is not a checklist. There are gradations: to what 

extent do you believe in it? And what does that mean for you? And in what form do 

you want to express that? 

- By claiming the right to protect one’s well-being. The church can be very demanding 

in terms of time and energy for members to fulfill their various callings and 

responsibilities. There may come a breaking point endangering one’s well-being, with 

angst and depression as documented result (2.2.2). As Sigrid put it: 

There are church members who say, “You have used your free will when you have 

been baptized, and from now on it is only obedience that counts.” But without 

realizing it yourself, you are being imposed a lot, because the picture is, you reach 

that high celestial kingdom only if you have your eternal marriage and keep your 

covenants, and go often to the temple, and pay your tithing, and go to church on 

Sunday, and fulfill your callings, and do your missionary work, and work on your 

genealogy. So, yeah, at some point you’re going to have to say “Ho, that’s just not 

going to work.” And so, at some point you have to say, “And now I’m going to use 

my free will, I’m not going to church today.” That is sometimes very difficult. But 

yeah, I think I’m struggling with that right now, with the fear of “if I’m going to use 

my free will not to do what I’ve always been taught I should do, then I won’t get 

there in the celestial kingdom, help!” 

7.5.2.5. Summary 

All respondents insisted on the dominance of their personal agency in making decisions, 

even if it is to partially submit one’s free will to a higher cause. As to the specific question 

whether church members should feel obliged to do anything the church asks, most 

respondents (9 of 13) rejected such a tenet. To cope with the resulting SA, respondents 

weighed various constructs against each other and have one take precedence: 

religiousness wins over institutional contingencies; familial harmony wins over religious 

exigencies; Flemish societal norms win over alleged Utah practices; personal well-being 

wins over church demands; and the indulgence found in other churches wins over 

Mormon perfectionism. 

It is important to note, however, that none of the respondents is known to be a 

“disobedient” member. All are active. All serve in church callings, except one—and she 
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belonged to the first group heralding strict obedience. What mattered to nearly all 

respondents was the strong affirmation of their agency.  

Finally, few items in the interview generated so much openness and candor. 

Respondents voiced personal struggles, frustrations, and doubts, while at the same time 

retaining their overall commitment to Mormonism. 

 
 
7.5.3. Q.R.12 – Between church, personal revelation, and family duties 

7.5.3.1. Background 

Obedience is a central tenet of Mormonism (2.2.2 and 4.2). At the same time members are 

entitled to “personal revelation”  where “the Spirit” helps them to decide when 

confronted with choices (2.4.2.7 and 4.3). According to Mormon beliefs, when a bishop 

calls someone to a congregational position, the call is considered to be inspired—”the will 

of the Lord.” Consequently, for many, refusing a calling would be awkward and entice 

feelings of guilt. For women, callings often come on top of their familial responsibilities 

which are considered having priority over other tasks (5.4.2). In short, SA occurs when 

religiousness, as manifested in personal revelation and obedience, rubs against church 

demands related to callings—with family as a main straining factor.  

 

7.5.3.2. Question 

To query how respondents would cope with such tensions in a gendered perspective, I 

presented a vignette in which the male priesthood leader calls a woman to the 

congregational position of president of the Relief Society. 

Q.R.12 - Evelyne is a woman in her forties with a couple teenage children at home, 

which requires a lot of involvement. She is also part of the school committee where 

her children attend school. Her husband has a demanding job and can only partly 

help in the household. Evelyne often feels very tired. The bishop has now asked her 

to become the ward Relief Society president. She knows this calling will be very 

demanding. From her prayer about it, she feels that she should accept the calling as 

the will of the Lord. But her common sense tells her that it is not wise to accept. 

How should Evelyne decide? 

The SA, challenging Evelyne’s agency, comes from her “common sense” based on a 

realistic evaluation of her familial and societal duties. The vignette deviates slightly from 

reality: (1) normally, the bishop would also consult with the husband and have him join 

in the interview; (2) normally, Evelyne would have accepted or refused on the spot, 

without having a chance to pray about the calling, unless she would have made the 

unusual request for a time-out. None of the respondents remarked those deviations, but 

recognized the challenge. 
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7.5.3.3. Results 

The results were disparate, with some respondents taking different positions within their 

own answer. 

- Six of the thirteen respondents took a resolute position whether Evelyne should 

accept the calling, but in different directions: four yes versus two no. 

- Six respondents doubted or voided Evelyn’s spiritual feelings to accept, and by 

implication the bishop’s inspiration to call her. 

- Four more respondents expressed critical feelings about inspiration as guiding 

principle.  

- From the angle of church structure, four respondents turned their attention (also) to 

the personality of the male bishop: to what extent would he be amenable to 

discussion and help make the calling feasible? 

- From the angle of the family, two respondents seized upon the quandary to leverage 

for own advantages. 

 
7.5.3.4. Discussion 

All respondents commented, with a total of 3,585 words, i.e., an average of 276 words per 

respondent, but three respondents showed a significant engagement with respectively 

849, 725, and 463 words. Respondents clearly reacted to the vignette from their own 

church and family experiences. Each of them had served as Relief Society president or as 

counselor in a RS-presidency. One was a current RS-president. Some arguments were 

brought up by more than one respondent. To manage the suggested tension between 

obedience, personal revelation, and familial and societal responsibilities, respondents 

mentioned the following strategies, and some mentioned more than one.  

 
By negating ambivalence. Six respondents choose this non-contentious position. Four 

of them gave a plain affirmative answer to the question whether Evelyne should accept 

the calling or not. In that case religiousness took the upper hand in obedience to the will 

of the Lord. Daphne was brief and adamant: “The Lord will open the way so Evelyne can 

also do all the other things too.” Lucia referred to personal experience: 

I was in the same position a year and a half ago, and I really balked at the calling as 

Relief Society president, but I accepted it as the will of the Lord. I said yes, also 

because of my growing up in the church that way.  

Vera could not understand why Evelyne, after having received a spiritual 

confirmation, would still have concerns: “I have a weird feeling about it when she says 

she’s praying and feels she has to accept it. Well, then her ‘common sense’ should get over 

it.” Tonja was equally adamant, but admitted that Evelyne could also receive a negative 
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answer to her prayer: “Yes, it’s a calling from the Lord and if he wants you to do it, you 

will do it. If I felt ‘no,’ then I would know how I felt.” 

The two disapproving respondents, Didi and Renée, were equally resolute: Evelyne 

should squarely say “no” to the calling. Though being converts, these two respondents 

have been engaged in Mormonism for more than forty years, fulfilled numerous church 

callings, and raised a family while being professionally engaged. Their experience made 

them look realistically at the issue, taking into account the exigencies of church, society, 

and family. Though their blunt answer to Evelyne’s quandary showed no wrangle with 

ambivalence, they still sought to justify the refusal. Both used the argument laid out next. 

 
By mistrusting revelation. From the angle of religiousness six respondents doubted or 

voided Evelyn’s spiritual feelings to accept, and by implication the bishop’s inspiration to 

call her. The two disapproving respondents mentioned above commented on the fact that 

Evelyne had prayed and felt she should accept the calling. Didi responded: “Sometimes 

you pray for something and you get an answer while you’re still wrong. It’s sometimes 

difficult to feel the Spirit.” She thus solved the SA by shifting it to the ambiguity of 

spiritual promptings. Renée referred to a similar loss of confidence in strict religious 

obedience, making room for the preponderance of common sense:  

If I were Evelyne, I wouldn’t accept. I have experienced it: single mother, busy life, 

going to work a lot, many callings in the church, in the end I burned out because I 

also felt that if the Lord asks, it should be done. But since about ten years, I would 

say, if your common sense says that it is not going to work, it is not going to work. 

And then you should not make yourself sick or feel guilty for saying ‘no’ to a calling. 

Four more respondents expressed their doubts about inspiration as guiding principle. 

They did not, however, bluntly decline the calling to RS-president such as Didi and Renée 

did. From a premise of diluted divine revelation, they also moved to other angles, 

discussed further on. Sigrid, one of the most outspoken respondents, stated: “In church 

we think everything is inspiration, but that is, sorry for the word, bullshit. It is 99% 

knowledge and 1% inspiration.” Irma thought that the church norm to accept a calling 

must already have determined Evelyne’s spiritual prompting to accept: “What is 

inspiration? If you see inspiration from ‘I must accept it and the spirit will whisper to me 

that I must accept it’, is that prompting coming from the outside or the inside?” Anna 

lifted the contrast between personal revelation and common sense by equalizing common 

sense with inspiration: “You also have to follow your heart a bit, I’ll call that inspiration, 

because some people think when the bishop asks that question that you immediately say 

yes or no. You can follow your heart too.” Saskia, a most thoughtful respondent, referred 

to candid introspection: 
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Speaking from my own experience, it is difficult to compare [with Evelyne], because 

I have never felt that, when I pray, I would receive an answer. I don’t recognize that 

feeling of praying and sensing that you have to accept a calling. 

Saskia did differentiate between an emotional “inside” and a rational “in your head” 

and recognized the potential contradiction between them. To harmonize them, “that is 

going to require a lot of energy.” 

 
By assessing the bishop’s amenability. Here four women took a blunt position of 

equality with the male priesthood leader. They saw him as a counterpart in negotiation 

and realized the outcome would depend on the kind of man he was. They evidently spoke 

from long experience with different types of bishops: to what extent would he be 

amenable to discussion and help make the calling feasible? One issue at stake with the 

calling of an RS-president is her prerogative to suggest to the bishop names for her two 

female counselors in the RS-presidency as well as other female RS-officers. However, the 

bishop can reject such proposals, for example if they do not square with other positions 

these women hold. He would then ask for other names. Such dynamics may add to SA in 

the relation between female RS-needs and male decision rights.  

When assessing Evelyne’s quandary, these four respondents brought the matter into 

the broader perspective of the church structural entity and the variable factor of the 

bishop’s personality. Irma: “Who is the bishop? Is that someone you can get support from? 

What kind of counselors can you choose—will these be people you get support from?” 

Sigrid: “If you are called as RS-president, your counselors must be people you know you 

can count on and work with, otherwise that makes your task even more difficult.” Stella 

argued for a candid discussion with the bishop to assess all elements of the quandary and 

come to a reasoned resolution:  

What I would advise Evelyne is to just go and chat with her bishop. And just throw 

that on the table: ‘Look, I have a really busy job, and I feel like I have to do it [accept 

the calling], but I can’t do it alone.’ And put the needs on the table. The only problem 

with that is you just have to have a good bishop.” 

Lisette reacted preemptively after listening to the vignette and put herself in the place 

of the bishop: “I just think that the bishop shouldn’t have asked Evelyne.”  

 
By negotiating domestic compensations. How much some respondents reacted to the 

vignette as a “lived experience” is shown in their disposition to accept the calling, but 

combined with an attempt to obtain own advantages. 

Anna put herself in the role of Evelyne: “You can say [to the bishop], do you want to 

give me some time?” She then saw herself using that time to discuss the calling with her 

husband, expanding it in a dual perspective “because I find a calling, whether it is asked 

of the man or the woman, we do it together, you discuss that together.” She then 
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imagined a conversation with her husband, negotiating the demands the RS-position 

would put on her—”it would help if we had a cleaning lady or something, maybe it would 

make the calling feasible, maybe that is an option—well, such things. Then you may come 

to a decision together.”  

Judith fantasized even more by both describing and impersonating Evelyne, which 

explains the interplay of personal pronouns:  

It depends on who Evelyne herself is. She is often very tired. She has a busy family, 

those teenagers, a husband she cannot count on. I experienced it, I too had those 

teenagers at the time. ‘But with my teenagers, who knows, maybe my husband will 

also find time for me.’ It really depends, how does she treat her kids? Is she a mom 

who says ‘Boys, I have now taken on this task, the Lord is calling me to do this for 

our ward.’ Then it could be that those teenagers say: ‘Okay, if our mommy has to do 

that task,’ that those children will also adopt a different attitude of ‘maybe you can 

help me with this and that? 

Moreover, Judith saw the calling as an invigorating opportunity: “It’s a very different 

work than with teenagers whining around me: It’s working as an adult with adults.” 

 
7.5.3.5. Summary 

Only four of the thirteen respondents opted for strict compliance as to Evelyne accepting 

the calling. Not surprisingly, these four had been profiled beforehand as high on religious 

strictness. The majority, however, when identifying with Evelyne’s plight, experienced 

SA in the choice between personal revelation and common sense. They came up with 

various solutions. In the realm of religiousness, the contradiction was unraveled by 

questioning the reality or correctness of inspiration. More gendered dimensions emerged 

in the other constructs. In the church realm, the male priesthood leader, entitled to 

inspired decisions, is in a dominant position. However, several respondents did not 

hesitate to see the bishop as an equal interlocutor, malleable to reconsideration or 

concessions. In the familial realm, a woman, coping with household tasks, can exploit the 

church calling to get her husband and children to help. In all of this, women made a 

judicious use of arguments they found in the constructs themselves. 
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7.6. Focus on family: marriage, motherhood, and parental gender 
roles 

7.6.1. Q.R.18 - Eternal marriage: a blessing “as long as you fit into the picture” 

7.6.1.1. Background 

The doctrine of eternal marriage is central in Mormonism. Eternal marriage is needed to 

reach the highest degree of glory—exaltation in the celestial kingdom. It allows families 

to reunite and become divine. To achieve that status a couple must have entered into a 

“celestial marriage” or “temple marriage,” performed as a “sealing” church ordinance in 

a temple (5.2.3). Older church literature describes a “strong version” of exaltation, where 

procreation continues in the same sense as for “Heavenly Parents” who bring spirit 

children into existence (5.2.3.2). More recent church literature on eternal marriage 

shifted to a “soft version” of exaltation, with the emphasis on familial togetherness but 

without abandoning the principle of “eternal increase” (5.2.3.3). Eternal marriage thus 

raises questions on gender roles in eschatological perspective. For those married in the 

temple and enjoying a “happy marriage,” SA could be surmised as nonexistent, but reality 

tells otherwise. 

 

7.6.1.2. Question 

The interview item positioned the issue in terms of importance to the respondent: 

Q.R.18 - Eternal marriage is central to the plan of salvation. It is also strongly 

emphasized in the Proclamation about the family. How important is that teaching 

for women in the church (and specifically for you as a woman)? 

 
7.6.1.3. Results 

I asked the question to twelve respondents. I skipped it for the one older never-married 

woman, not sure if the issue would be painful for her. On the other hand, she commented 

on marriage at other places, including on temple marriage. So her voice is also included 

here. The respondents can be grouped as follows: 

1 Six respondents, all married in the temple, expressed their heartfelt happiness at the 

prospect of being reunited with their family in the hereafter. Only one hinted also at 

the “stronger version” of eternal procreation. 

2 Two respondents, also married in the temple, mentioned the same feelings of 

happiness, but expressed their compassionate concern for those in the church who, 

for whatever reason, were not (yet) married in the temple. 
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3 Three respondents delved into problematic issues of eternal marriage—celibacy, 

divorce, remarriage, sealings of children, and same-sex marriage. 

4 Two respondents, happening to be two youngest, interpreted eternal marriage less 

literally and geared their comments to different dimensions of marriage. 

 
7.6.1.4. Discussion 

I arrange the discussion here according to the groups.  

First and second group. For these eight respondents, the mention of eternal marriage 

triggered a joyful evocation of their faith. Ambivalence never entered into play. Two 

examples may suffice: 

Didi: If there is someone you love when they die, that’s terrible, but knowing there 

is still a future is very important. And then the children, who are sealed to the 

family. It’s a fantastic thing for me to know, to believe, that later on we can be 

together as a family. So I think that’s very important. 

 

Lucia: Yes, it is important that you get married, that you go to the temple to make 

it eternal so that you can be together again after death. I also think it’s very 

comforting that when you lose your partner, you know you’ll be together later. That 

is something that other churches miss, and it is a comfort to us when you have to 

miss your other half. 

All eight respondents thus evoked eternal marriage as familial togetherness in the 

hereafter. Only Judith hinted at the strong version of eternal marriage, where procreation 

continues forever: 

If you are lucky enough to have a partner here on earth, to have children, to start 

that family, if you can accomplish that on Earth, then you wish it could last forever. 

With that child that you love so much, you see it growing up, you look into those 

eyes and you see eternity. Then you have another one and you look into those eyes 

and you see eternity again. You continuously see that perspective in front of you. 

That, coupled with what the Holy Spirit brings into my heart and mind as I study, 

that enrichment, all of this together, for me it should never end. That is effective 

for me. That’s the way it should be—’this is my work and my glory, to bring to pass 

the immortality and eternal life of man.’ 

The last part is a direct quotation from Mormon scripture1 and refers to God providing 

his spirit children with the path to exaltation. Though somewhat covertly worded, 

Judith’s lyrical response implied reaching the same divine status of active parenthood. 

 

                                                      
1 Pearl of Great Price, Moses 1:3. 
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Third group. The three respondents of the third group raised known questions, best 

summarized by Renée: “As long as you fit in the picture, that’s all fantastic, but what if 

you don’t fit in anymore, or don’t fit in the picture yet?” Here feelings of incongruity 

prevailed and SA emerged. 

One issue pertained to women who could not find a partner or who married outside 

the church, a concern also worded by the respondents of the second group. Anna 

observed: “I think it is a shame and so painful for those women who so badly want a 

partner and cannot find anyone.” The predicament is indeed overwhelmingly female with 

more active women in the church than men.  

Another issue concerns the man who can be sealed to another woman after a civil 

divorce or the death of his spouse, but retains the sealing with the previous one. It implies 

polygamy in the hereafter. A woman, as divorcee or widow, does not have that choice 

unless she can obtain a “cancellation of a sealing,” sometimes called “temple divorce” 

because she cannot be sealed to more than one man. One respondent stated: 

My husband and I have both been married before [in the temple]. I had to obtain a 

temple divorce, my husband not. I am my husband’s second wife, though he is no 

longer married to the first. I will remain the second because that is how it is in the 

temple. I am the subsidiary wife. 

Sealings can also create peculiar situations. The ordinance of sealing in the temple is 

considered essential in order to have effect in the hereafter, also by proxy for deceased 

people. Even those who were not members of the church can, after their death, be 

baptized by proxy and sealed to spouses, children, and parents. One example was 

particularly striking. One of the respondents, a convert, told how she took the steps to 

have temple work done for her late, non-member husband from whom she had divorced, 

and be sealed to him for the sake of their son so father and son would be reunited in the 

hereafter: 

I was sealed to my husband after I divorced him and he passed away, because I felt 

that my son was entitled to his father, and that it should not be another father, that 

he should be that father. For me there was no other man in my life, no one else was 

in the picture, so I was sealed to him. And I was like, ‘I did what I had to do.’ 

Finally, the lesbian among the respondents, who was in love with another woman, 

raised the LGBT issue. Same-sex marriage sealings are prohibited, but this respondent still 

hoped that love would prevail to conquer the ambivalence: 

And maybe everything is right, about eternal marriage, as we think about it, that it 

is the very highest that you can achieve, but I am not sure about that anymore. 

When I see how much love I have for (...) , I don’t see anything wrong with that, if 

the gospel is love. It may well be that you will not have eternal offspring, but I don’t 

know. 
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Fourth group. The two respondents of the fourth group, the youngest of the sample, 

interpreted eternal marriage differently. One of the two, who grew up as the only child 

of a single mother, resisted what she felt was a checklist mentality in the church: 

What is an eternal marriage? That’s a stable marriage, that’s a marriage where there 

is respect, not so much what it looks like and how many children you have. So I 

would like to see that much more emphasized in the church, what the values are 

behind it. That is more important to me than father ‘check’, mother ‘check’, two 

children ‘check.’ And then in Utah, how many kids you have ‘check.’ Life isn’t like 

that, otherwise the Lord would just have given you checklists, and then you just had 

to go through the list, and voilà, you’re through, and come inside. 

Saskia nuanced the concept even more and saw eternal marriage as the universal 

balance between male and female:  

In life, in the universe, in eternity, ultimately that is how nature works and how 

creation arises and then there is progress. So I do believe that those two people have 

to be there in order to be able to keep life going and then to make that progress. 

Whether that must therefore necessarily be a marriage between a man and a 

woman, I do not know. I don’t know if that must necessarily be linked to a marriage 

or whether it can also just be a love relationship or a friendship relationship. You 

also have to constantly find that balance between the male part and the female part, 

so to speak. And I think that those two pieces give the space to be in balance and 

constantly influence each other, that that is already a whole process in realizing 

yourself, in achieving perfection or whatever you want to call it. So I interpret it 

that way, rather than an effective marriage. I like being married to my husband, it’s 

not that. But I don’t see eternal marriage that literally. 

 
7.6.1.5. Summary 

A small majority—8 of the 13 respondents—considered eternal marriage to be a source of 

great happiness as depicted in Mormon eschatology: their family would be reunited in 

the hereafter and live on as a family, even in a multigenerational perspective. None of 

these respondents observed differences in gender roles: equality between the genders is 

implied since man and woman need each other evenly to reach exaltation.  

Differences between men and women appeared in the areas with deficiencies: women 

are at a disadvantage as there is a shortage of men; the rules governing temple sealings 

are troublesome as men can be sealed to more than one woman; and no reassurance is 

given to LGBT individuals about their fate in the hereafter. So, feelings of SA were voiced, 

but none of the respondents suggested solutions within the realm of one or more of the 

constructs. 

It may be coincidence that the two youngest respondents expressed a less literal 

interpretation of eternal marriage, but their opinion is in line with developments among 
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Millennials who seek to reinterpret the doctrine as less literal (Riess 2019). For all the 

others (groups 1 to 3, eleven respondents) the most important takeaway of their 

comments is their sense of reality when dealing with the hereafter. Their belief in the 

literalness of life beyond the grave is emblematic in Mormonism. 

 
 
7.6.2. Q.R.19-20 – Motherhood on earth and beyond 

7.6.2.1. Background 

“Motherhood is near to divinity. It is the highest, holiest service to be assumed” (5.2.2.3). 

In Mormon doctrine motherhood is an essential part of the plan of salvation as mothers 

are instrumental to provide bodies for the myriads of pre-existing spirits waiting to come 

on earth, experience probation during mortal life, and thus open the way to reach 

exaltation (5.2.2.2). In the social construction of gender, both within the family and in 

church meetings, expectations are clearly laid out: girls and young women learn that 

motherhood is “the highest priority” (5.4.2.4). In addition, the strong version of exaltation 

asserts that couples become gods who procreate eternally (5.2.3.2). To what extent would 

respondents agree with such prioritization in view of their societal background? To what 

extent would different norms create SA? 

 

7.6.2.2. Question 

Q.R.19 - How important is motherhood as part of the earthly experience for a 

woman? 

This interview item on motherhood was asked in the immediate wake of the preceding 

question on eternal marriage (Q.R.18). The next interview item extended it to the 

hereafter: 

Q.R.20 - According to church doctrine, eternal marriage also makes eternal 

offspring possible, just as it is now for our heavenly parents, meaning parents can 

continue to have children in the celestial kingdom. How do you feel about that 

perspective as part of your faith? 

 
7.6.2.3. Results 

Eleven of the 13 respondents are mothers. To the question “how important” motherhood 

was, three of them immediately answered “very important” and referred to the plan of 

salvation for justification. Nearly all the others also recognized the value of motherhood, 

but expressed reservations for the number of children, the difference from Utah, the 

significance of a mother’s role, and the condition of those who don’t match the ideal. 
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I did not ask the question on the importance of motherhood to the two respondents 

who are not mothers, but they commented on motherhood at other places, which allowed 

me to include their opinions. Nearly all the mothers referred to their own experiences 

with their children. The question on eternal offspring, Q.R.20, was asked to only four 

respondents, more as a natural follow-up if the answer to Q.R.19 seemed to warrant it. 

The topic of motherhood also came up in the more social- and family-oriented 

questions (Q.S.07 to Q.S.09). Some relevant elements in those answers have also been 

taken into account here. 

 
7.6.2.4. Discussion 

From the viewpoint of gender roles, the interview inquired to what extent the answers 

would mirror the exceptional emphasis on motherhood by church leaders or to what 

extent other concerns would take precedence. It was not possible to distinguish groups 

of respondents who would focus on one aspect only. Nearly every respondent displayed 

opinions on various aspects. The following themes could be discerned. 

 
The religious perspective. The exalted church rhetoric about the divinity of 

motherhood and its highest priority for a woman was absent in the comments. The three 

respondents who referred to the plan of salvation mentioned it rather 

uncompromisingly, as an obligation. Judith: “You know that our Heavenly Father’s plan 

is to bring as many of His spirit children to earth as possible.” Vera: “We women have 

indeed the opportunity to co-create, and to put children, spiritual children on the earth.” 

Lucia: “It [motherhood] is simply the assignment our Heavenly Father gave: multiply.” 

She mentioned it again later in the interview (Q.S.08): 

In the temple we are instructed to multiply and if you are healthy, then two 

children is no multiplication, logical thinking. I’m like, if you’re healthy, and you 

can handle it, then two is few, but I can’t judge for another. Some people can handle 

only one child in terms of health, you don’t know. There are many factors. 

On the topic of continuation of motherhood in the hereafter, only Judith referred to it 

as part of her answer to Q.R.19: “If you can do this on earth, then you wish it can last.” 

The four respondents to whom Q.R.20 was submitted (the specific question on eternal 

offspring), reacted quite differently. Lucia considered the continuation seriously and 

religiously: “Eternal offspring, yes, that for me is a supplemental motivation. I have been 

very involved with children from an early age on, which is very important to me.” Two 

respondents answered kind of wittily in an apparent attempt to shrug it off. Lisette 

laughed and said: “That’s more for when we can become celestial. That is a lot [of 

children] that will come, but that is not yet.” Irma: “Eternal offspring? I hope that 

happens in a different way. I hope I don’t have to be pregnant forever.” Sigrid became 
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mockingly indignant at the perspective of having spirit children and sending them to 

future worlds: 

Eternal offspring? I don’t need that at all. I’m like, you know, I’m working hard here, 

I’m doing all kinds of things, I actually want to retire. And I don’t need that many 

descendants at all. If it is true, as the plan of salvation says, “As man now is, God 

once was; as God now is, man may be,”1 that means that God himself was also a man. 

He is now God, he made spirits, and they are here on earth since 7000 years messing 

around. That is not fun to watch, what we all do here together, what a hell we are 

putting each other through. How can He enjoy that? How can I now begin to enjoy 

an eternal offspring? I’m just going to cry. I have to create worlds there, I have to 

create spirits there, and I have to give them a free will, and I don’t think that is 

going to go well.  

The number of children. Though church leaders recognize that the decision for the 

number of children “is extremely intimate and private and should be left between the 

couple and the Lord,” the expectation for large families remains (5.4.2.4). Though the 

question of the number of children was not asked, several respondents pointed it out as 

an issue. Lucia, as mentioned above, was quite direct in her conviction that “to multiply” 

was a literal commandment. No other respondent took such a strong stand. Irma: “I am 

very happy with my children. But after two it was enough. And I took the necessary 

measures to ensure that it did not become three.” Tonja observed that earlier on in life 

she had encouraged others to have more children but that over time she changed her 

mind as she recognized the challenges of large families in Belgium. Daphne rejected a 

large family size from economic concerns: “We live in a time when it is financially not 

feasible anymore.” The most vivid answer came from Didi, the 93-year old respondent: 

It is said in the scriptures, go and multiply. But today it is impossible to multiply 

and multiply. In this day and age if you think a little bit, you don’t have five or six 

children. We just don’t have enough food for that, so big families can’t anymore. We 

have a granddaughter in America, who is married, who had a baby, and I asked her, 

“How many children do you want?” – “Minimum three and maximum seven,” she 

said. I don’t think that’s proof of wise thinking. I think we should use our minds for 

the future and say “stop, that’s enough.” 

On the other hand, Vera, who has only one adult child, commented: “I always wanted 

more children. I have often asked for blessings to be able to have more children. But it 

didn’t succeed physically, so that was a disappointment.” 

Comparison with Mormon America. Some quotes illustrated how some respondents 

perceive the Mormon American culture as one with large families—and find it 

                                                      
1 As formulated by church leaders Lorenzo Snow. See 5.3.2. 



 

354 
 

irresponsible. Stella too criticized the “Utah mentality” where, according to her, the 

number of children is part of the “checklist” to determine one’s value.  

Significance of the motherhood role. Besides the various mentions that motherhood is 

important, it was also moderated by several respondents. Stella (in Q.S.07): “I think it is 

dangerous to name a woman’s identity solely by the function of mother. I think you 

curtail a woman, I think you are hugely limiting a woman’s potential.” Irma, who has two 

adult children, commented: 

I am very happy, I feel fulfilled as a mother, but that is not the only aspect of me. 

And that’s why I’ve always worked part-time, studied, and my children come first, 

but not that one would say, “I give up everything for them,” because those children 

grow up and also start to lead their own life and then you have nothing. I think 

motherhood is important, but I can also imagine my daughter saying: “I don’t have 

to have children.” If you don’t feel the need, you should definitely not do it. There 

is only misery in it. I also did not get pregnant immediately. 

Saskia, who has one small child, stated: 

Our daughter, I am very happy that she is here, we have also made a very conscious 

choice to have her, so she is my number one priority, and I am also consciously 

making time for it. So it’s important to be able to be a mother, but I don’t feel like 

that is the only role I want to play here. I also didn’t know beforehand whether I 

wanted to become a mom. That has also been a process. A woman is no less to me 

because she is not a mother. 

In defense of the unmarried, the childless, and alternate motherhoods. More than half 

of the respondents expressed their feelings of understanding, empathy, or support for 

those who do not conform to the church’s ideal of motherhood within a heterosexual 

marriage. Lucia regretted that the church’s emphasis on marriage and motherhood made 

it “very hard” for single and childless women to remain active in the church. Several 

respondents recognized that the desire to be a mother is different for every woman as 

well as the number of children, or even the decision to have no children. Renée: “I don’t 

know if motherhood is the ultimate goal for everyone.” Anna thought of women who 

want children, cannot find a husband, and choose to become a “Consciously Single 

Mom”:1 

If you have that urge [to be a mother], it can be very strong at times, and then, who 

am I not to give those people that. It’s my conviction that our Heavenly Father has 

given us the brains to use that knowledge [of getting pregnant while single], so I 

have nothing against that. 

                                                      
1 In Dutch: “een BAM – een Bewust Alleenstaande Moeder.” 
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Such liberal convictions also tie in with the positive attitudes of the respondents 

toward LGBT individuals and same-sex couples (7.3.1 and 7.3.2). 

 
7.6.2.5. Summary 

Most respondents recognize the importance of motherhood, but do not see it as the 

fundamental gender role for women—in contrast to what the church posits. They do not 

seem to experience a discrepancy between what church leaders preach and their own 

opinions. Motherhood to them means the intrinsic relation with a child in the family 

construct. Only three respondents made a reference to the religious dimension related to 

the plan of salvation. As to the number of children, for nearly all respondents the Belgian 

societal norms simply elbow out the religious expectation of a large family. The same 

norms lead to the easy acceptance of non-traditional roles such as choosing to remain 

childless, be a single mother, or enter into a lesbian relation.  

Overall the respondents reflected the attitudes and opinions about motherhood in 

Flemish society—or broadly speaking West-European society—and solved potential SA by 

adhering to their own societal norms. At no point did they express the sentiment that 

they were acting against church counsel or that they struggled with SA over their 

opinions. Some respondents had critical reflections about the irresponsibility of large 

Mormon families in the American West. 

 

7.6.3. Q.S.01 – The optimal age to marry  

7.6.3.1. Background 

For church leaders,  the gradual increase in the age of marrying has been a cause of alarm 

since the 1970s. Besides acting from the principle that marriage is a divine commandment 

and necessary for salvation, the leaders’ motivation can be understood as both moral—to 

avoid sexual transgression before marriage—and demographic—to increase the birth rate 

(5.4.2.4). An even more personal admonition to young adults comes from mission 

presidents: when they release a missionary after his or her 18 to 24 month fulltime 

service, around age 20 or 21, they often give strong advice to marry soon. While in the 

United States “the median age for Mormons to marry is holding steady at 22” (Riess 2019, 

75), in 2019 the marriage average age in Belgium was 33.2 for the first partner and 30.8 

for the other partner.1 Considering the strong societal tradition in Flanders, and among 

West-Europeans in general, not to marry too young, the church’s encouragement not to 

postpone marriage was likely to create ambivalence.  

 

                                                      
1 See https://statbel.fgov.be/nl/themas/bevolking/partnerschap/huwelijken. Accessed December 18, 2020. 
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7.6.3.2. Questions 

The issue was included in the interview at the beginning of the question series with a 

more social focus: 

Q.S.01 – In the past, now less so, young people were strongly encouraged to get 

married early, for example immediately after their mission. What do you think 

about the best age for church members to marry? 

A situational application was foreseen as supplement or as alternative: 

Q.S.02 – A young man ends his mission. He is 20 years old. In his last interview with 

the mission president, the president told him not to postpone marriage. He returns 

home and soon meets a girl his age. It clicks, and after six months he proposes to 

her. But the girl says that she would rather wait another two to three years for both 

to graduate. The boy points out that church leaders, such as President Nelson 

himself, insist not to postpone marriage: he points out that President Nelson 

himself married young when he was still studying. What do you think of this 

dilemma? 

 
7.6.3.3. Result 

Q.S.01 was asked to only four respondents when it appeared quite early in the interview 

round that Q.S.02 generated more engaged responses, including the gendered difference 

of opinion between a young man and a young woman. Q.S.02 was therefore asked of all 

respondents. None of the thirteen respondents stood squarely behind the tenet to not 

delay marriage, though the responses differed in degrees of intensity and conviction.  

 
7.6.3.4. Discussion 

The issue of the age to marry is situated at the intersection of all five constructs in the 

research framework. It is inherently gendered in the dynamics of courting and proposing. 

Good or bad familial examples and experiences impact the opinion to delay marriage or 

not. Religiousness, in particular the law of chastity, pushes to marry young. The church 

openly encourages early marriage for moral and demographic reasons. Societal norms and 

wisdom, however, tend to the adverse.  

Each of the respondents displayed degrees of SA, as they found themselves caught 

between religious and church directives and the Belgian society’s normative tradition not 

to marry young.  

 

By discarding the church’s admonition, but struggling over the law of chastity. Several 

respondents displayed the strongest ambivalence in the tension between the Belgian 

societal age norms and the religious law of chastity. Didi assessed the church admonition 
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as “totally wrong.” She felt that a young dating couple should postpone marriage as long 

as they are students in order to avoid “many problems and much misery.” But she 

understood the dilemma in the moral directive to abstain from sex before marriage: “To 

wait several years without ... that’s difficult, that’s impossible.” Saskia expressed the same 

concern:  

I think it would avoid a lot of grief if they didn’t encourage to marry so soon. But, 

there is that law of chastity. That increases the pressure—”shouldn’t we marry?”. 

Those feelings, those cravings, one has them, but you are not allowed to ... . 

Daphne too disagreed with the emphasis to marry young, and was equally conflicted: 

“It’s difficult to remain pure if you’re in love ...”. None of the three respondents went on 

to say that premarital sex or cohabitation would be quite acceptable in such 

circumstances. I did not pursue the question, sensing the respondents’ reluctance to 

explicitly express indulgence over such a holy principle as the law of chastity. 

Anna mitigated the sex issue by taking the position that if a couple agrees to marry 

young, “it’s their choice, but I hope they will not have children soon.” By differentiating 

between marriage and children she felt compliant with both the church directive and 

societal caution, but in fact discarded the underlying church expectations for prompt 

offspring resulting from marriage.  

 
By contending societal differences with Utah. Several respondents solved the 

ambivalence by exploiting the difference between Belgium and Utah. They contrasted the 

two societal structures, implying that American church authorities addressed only their 

own geographical situation. Irma declared that “the system there” has provisions for 

young married students who can enjoy “university housing with jobs and all the rest” or 

who “can live in their parents’ basement while dad pays for their studies.” Daphne 

expressed a similar argument: “We’re not in Utah where study and work can be better 

combined than here.” Lisette: “Here in Belgium, if you are still studying, you cannot yet 

marry. That is very different from America. I think that is a big cultural difference.” She 

also claimed that when her son returned home from his mission—with the parting 

message to get married soon—she told him: “Just make sure you finish your studies first.” 

When I interviewed her, her son was in his late twenties and still single. Judith 

rationalized the church leaders’ admonition as only valid for young Americans, with a 

bizarre interpretation: those Americans, after returning from their mission, “would 

otherwise fall into a black hole” because “some have not learned how to approach a girl.” 

But she deemed the counsel void for her own children in Belgium (who married in their 

late twenties) “because I had explained it to them,” and “they already had many friends 

before their mission.”  
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By pointing at detrimental familial consequences. Several respondents reinforced 

their argument by pointing at failed young marriages among Mormon couples in Belgium. 

Daphne resentfully referred to them as “people who thought ‘I can do that’ and who 

ended up with nothing, no degrees, no marriage any more, but still with little kids.” Irma 

remarked similarly: “Kids, study, work, it seems to me a huge stress on a marriage. I’ve 

seen it here: so many have taken that advice [to marry young], they have a child, and then 

divorce.” Lucia added concern for the girl being pressed into marriage: 

I always tell my children, wait a year, so that falling in love has subsided a bit, and 

that it is more “caring for each other,” because a lot is going wrong these days. It’s 

expected from boys to marry soon after their mission and they are still in that 

missionary spirit and obedient. But the girl is not in that mindset. I think they need 

to take a middle ground. I would say, “OK, let’s wait another year and a half. Get to 

know each other better, and then calmly look at the situation.” The advice [to 

marry] is very good and you should follow that as much as possible, but if the girl 

says “I’m not ready yet,” then you shouldn’t press anyone. 

In the preceding arguments, the refutation of church counsel finds its justification in 

real-life negative consequences. The reasoning allows overriding the church admonition 

by using the church’s central tenet itself—making happy, lasting marriages. These 

respondents consequently located the ambivalence within the church structure itself: if 

church admonitions lead to an adverse effect, these should not be obeyed. 

 
By calling upon the divine. A few respondents tackled the potential ambivalence in an 

even more bendable way, by obediently and respectfully agreeing with the church 

directive, but seizing upon religiousness to undercut it: God’s loving understanding and 

the personal revelation members are entitled to. Tonja referred to her daughter who “is 

still at the university, and her boyfriend is a returned missionary, and is also still in school 

now. I can understand if they want to wait. Heavenly Father sees them, and he knows 

what is best for them, and whatever they do, it is going to be the best for them.” By 

referring to God’s benevolence and care, Tonja eluded the contradiction: whatever the 

couple decides has divine sanction and cannot contravene church directives. Vera looked 

at the dilemma from the girl’s standpoint who would feel pushed to an early marriage: “I 

understand what our prophet is saying, don’t delay and go for it, and then I think there is 

a need to work with faith here, and prayer. When they say you get personal revelation, 

well then she must feel good about it, and if she says ‘no’, then it is ‘no’.” Here Vera 

prolongs the divine, from church leaders’ inspiration to each member’s right to personal 

revelation—and subsequent agency to act.  
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7.6.3.5. Summary 

Church leaders encourage young adults not to postpone marriage. Nearly all respondents 

circumvented the church admonition, and therefore SA, by a judicious use of arguments 

they found in the constructs themselves: the assumed societal differences between Utah 

and Belgium (implying church leaders are not culturally sensitive), the family of which 

the stability and happiness are served by delayed marriage, and personal religiousness 

which entitles individuals to claim God’s approval.  

 
 
7.6.4. Q.S.09 – Parental gender roles  

7.6.4.1. Background 

In 1995 the Proclamation on the family solemnly confirmed the familial gender roles as 

essential in Mormonism: fathers “are to preside over their families in love and 

righteousness and are responsible to provide the necessities of life and protection for 

their families,” while “mothers are primarily responsible for the nurture of their 

children” (5.4.2.5). These role models, tied to masculinity and femininity, have been 

increasingly stressed by church leaders since the beginning of the twentieth century (3.3). 

For men, the model is moreover related to the concept of scriptural patriarchy (5.3.3). For 

women, motherhood is viewed in a broader soteriological framework as they bring to 

earth the spirits waiting in pre-existence (5.2.2.2). Gender role socialization on behalf of 

the family construct happens through family-based and church-based instructions and 

experiences (5.4.3.1–5.4.3.2). Also here, the potential for SA lies in the difference from 

societal norms. 

 
7.6.4.2. Question 

One specific question addressed the definition of gender roles in the Proclamation. It 

solicited a reaction to the apparent contradiction between “presiding” and “equal 

partners.” 

Q.S.09 – Since the 1990s, the Proclamation on the family has often been stressed. 

One item in the Proclamation seems to be a contradiction. First it says that the 

father should preside over his family, and a little later it says that father and mother 

are equal partners. So the man “presides,” but the woman is his equal partner. Is 

this a contradiction or how should we explain it? 

 
7.6.4.3. Results 

All respondents immediately understood the quandary that opposed “presiding” to 

“equal partners.” With an average of 160 words per respondent for Q.S.09, the question 
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did not arouse long responses. However, respondents already commented on gender roles 

in the family or showed in their narratives how they interact at home (Q.R.15 on gender 

essentialism, Q.R.37 on male-only priesthood, and Q.S.18 on gender roles in the church). 

The following discussion incorporates also a few relevant elements from those answers.  

 
7.6.4.4. Discussion 

Overall respondents seemed to find Q.S.09 an unpleasant question, considering their 

facial expressions and sometimes scrambled answers. The question confronted them with 

ambivalence between the constructs of religiousness and society. The Proclamation is a 

strong religious text signed by the First Presidency and the Twelve. The notion of a 

“presiding” husband is, however, foreign to Flemish secular-liberal norms. The 

Proclamation itself underscores the ambivalence by also mentioning “equal partners.” It 

is not common for church members to criticize such a solemn declaration from the 

highest church leaders. Nevertheless, respondents expressed their opinions quite 

candidly and sought to address the ambivalence in various ways. 

 
By deflating the concept of male presiding, since women preside (too). Sigrid 

expressed it wittily: “[Presiding means] that they discuss it together, and then he can say 

what we decided, because mommy has enough arguments to convince daddy.” Daphne 

implied that the mother can just as well be the presiding one: “I think they are indeed 

equal partners, and one of the two is spokesperson. They make decisions together and 

whoever presides communicates the decision or sees to it that that decision is upheld by 

everyone. I think that is more the explanation of presiding.” Comparing “presiding” and 

“equal partners,” Renée spoke of experience with families in the ward: 

I find it contradictory. But it all depends on the interpretation of presiding. When I 

look around me in our ward, there are a lot of families where it is the other way 

around, where the man has the priesthood, but the woman presides. As long as they 

are content with it, that’s okay. I think the text is contradictory. 

Lisette acknowledged her intermittent presiding role in equal partnership: 

I’m like, we’re equal partners. And presiding? Well, I preside sometimes. I don’t pay 

too much attention to that. I think the priesthood is important in the family, but I 

preside too, I take matters in hand, and I also take certain initiatives, or I say, “I 

want to do it in my own way.” I just want to say that we are equal partners. 

Tonja seemed the most surprised by the quandary, as she views the household as a 

woman’s realm to reign over, possibly from her sub-Saharan tradition of origin: 

I don’t think my husband and I ever talked about it as if it were a contradiction. We 

have it that most decisions are made by me, and my husband is just like “OK, 
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everything is good.” I wouldn’t know what it is for a man to decide over women.

  

By relating “presiding” to the priesthood, but conditionally. A few respondents tied 

“presiding” to the priesthood the father holds, but none considered it applicable to 

“leading” the family. Saskia, responding to the query of the contradiction:  

I don’t know, it may just have to do with the idea of the priesthood, which is not 

very relevant to me. It’s a contradiction for me, because at home we’re like, “We 

just decide things together.” I think if you can come to a compromise and make 

decisions together, it is always so much more pleasant and constructive than that 

you have someone who says, “And now I will appeal to my priesthood and I decide 

that.” I think that in a lot of families, including us, decisions are simply made 

together. My husband is not the one who says, “I’m the boss here.” 

Similarly, Anna could imagine the priesthood being misused for exerting authority in 

the family, but she never experienced it, not with her parents, not in her own home: 

I think that people who put the priesthood on a very high pedestal [lifts her hand 

high], and then put the woman here [brings her hand down], that is certainly a 

contradiction. But for people who have a different view on the priesthood, seeing it 

as supplementary, then we are on the same level, male and female, we are equal. 

The priesthood has a function in the family, but not as a higher authority, so it’s 

less of a contradiction. Such higher authority is not the case with us, and I did not 

grow up in such a family where that happens. 

By recasting “presiding” into a different or weaker meaning. The English term 

“presiding” is a typical Mormon word with a connotation of “overseeing” rather than 

“governing.” In Dutch, however, the term suggests probably more authority than it does 

in English Mormonspeak. Several respondents sought to reduce its more severe 

connotation while still keeping a semblance of uneven male-female relation which the 

term implies. Sigrid: 

It’s a difficult word, preside. When I look at my relationship, I do look up to my 

husband. He is bigger and stronger. He’s someone I can rely on, I can lean on. I like 

it when he takes care of me, and I can take care of him when he’s sick in bed, but I 

can’t lift him up if he falls over or if he passes out. So in a way my husband does 

preside over me because he also has the main income. But I am not a pathetic and 

weak woman. I can take care of myself. But he is and will remain the man, and we 

are still in a male society. Call it presiding, call it leading, call it being the strong 

one, but we do make decisions together, and whoever has the most arguments wins. 

Lucia, known to be conservative, could recognize some limited presiding function in 

the father: 
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So a man presides over the family, at prayer, at dinner, he asks who is doing the 

prayer, that’s just a division of roles, I think, but that’s presiding. And then when 

you have conflicts and you talk it over, than in the end he is the one who says “Okay, 

then we are going to do it like this.” But that can just as well be the woman’s will, 

and he is the one who says “Okay, we’re going to do that, you’re right.” He has the 

last word without being dominant. 

Vera also redefined the word for herself as a combination of leading and listening, but 

recognized the danger with strong-willed men: 

It does sound contradictory. Of course we have leaders who are only men. And the 

priesthood presides. But what does presiding mean? That’s a bit of the question 

then. So, leading, but also listening to each other. And to me presiding is not “my 

will is law.” I think that’s the big difference, and maybe the choice of the word is a 

bit weird. I am lucky to have a man who has no problem with that, but if you have 

men who are very strong in their role, then you have a problem. 

Stella gave the meaning of “presiding” an eschatological twist by referring to 

responsibility and the last judgment: 

I understand “presiding” to mean that a man is simply responsible for his family, 

and that in the end, when the Lord calls the family to account, the father is the one 

who comes to explain it. To me, that is a measure of responsibility, it is about the 

well-being of his family, and all that belongs to it, that it is ultimately the 

responsibility of the man. 

By rejecting the concept of presiding. At the age of 93, Didi could remember the time 

of her parents: “I come from a generation when the man was still in charge at home, but 

I never knew that with my father, he was a good person. But the ‘real man’ was the boss. 

However, we have grown out of that. Women had to fight to get there.” Assessing the 

quandary between “presiding” and “equal partners,” Didi was blunt: 

It’s a contradiction. In a good family, husband and wife discuss things together. If 

there is a difference of opinion, they talk it out. Presiding is not being the boss. The 

woman comes in as an equal partner, and they discuss things together. Woman and 

man are next to each other, not above or below each other. So, I think presiding 

gives a false impression of “you are less than I.” 

Anna, a lifer, remarked that she did not a grow up in a family where the father was 

presiding. As to her own family now: “No, we don’t let that apply here, ‘preside’.” And, 

about the Proclamation: “I didn’t want to hang the family proclamation here on the wall, 

as some suggest doing. It doesn’t fit our interior.” Irma struggled a little more with the 

concept of “presiding,” but decided she could drop the concept and the term as “an 

English twist.” 
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It depends on how you view presiding. Someone has to be the head of the family, 

but is that head something high? Is a father presiding? In a way it certainly is. I 

prefer equal partners, just drop that “preside.” I don’t know how to interpret that. 

Because presiding is a bit of taking the lead. Is that taking the lead when he calls his 

family together for family prayer? A bishop presides over a ward. In a week’s time, 

the stake president will be visiting as the presiding officer. I think it’s probably an 

English twist, “presiding over.” But I go for equal partners. I like that interpretation. 

But there are also things that I just decide. I decide what will be bought. I do most 

of the cooking. I do that, and my husband does other things. I think equality is more 

important than presiding. 

 
7.6.4.5. Summary 

In response to the church’s Proclamation on the family, none of the respondents accepted 

that a man would “preside” over the family in the sense of wielding authority. In case of 

differences of opinion between husband and wife, respondents opted for dialogue, 

followed by agreement or compromise, but never by accepting a male-imposed decision. 

Wittily or seriously, several respondents asserted their own female authority in taking 

decisions on behalf of themselves or the family. The societal norms of gender equality, as 

understood in Flanders and West-Europe in general, prevailed over deference for the 

religious dimension of the Proclamation. Still, quite a few respondents struggled with 

semantics to extricate themselves out of the SA. 

 
 

7.7. Focus on society: “the world,” education, and employment 

The relation to society has been mentioned in previous places since SA places church 

members in divergent positions on societal norms. Examples include the acceptance of 

same-sex marriage, the normalcy of equal gender relations, and norms of marriage age 

and family size. Still, the interview guide foresaw several questions that directly 

addressed respondents’ relation to society. 

 
7.7.1. Q.R.22-23 – The relation to “the world” 

The relation to “the world” concerns a topic that can apply to both men and women, but 

where the answers help to confirm general perspectives that respondents hold, with a 

possible bearing on the way women in particular perceive their roles in relation to 

society. 

 
7.7.1.1. Background 

Mormonism has an ambiguous relation to “the world” (4.5.2). On one hand, the constructs 

of church and society are explicitly juxtaposed. The term “society” is used by church 
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leaders to evoke “global evil” from which members must distance themselves. Much of 

the rhetoric in sermons and lessons reinforces the polarization between Mormon 

standards and the worldly temptations to violate them. On the other hand, Mormonism 

accepts a dynamic relation to society by encouraging education, involvement in politics, 

and professional achievements. The ambivalent admonition to be “in the world, but not 

of the world” thus raises questions on the extent to concede to societal norms and 

traditions when these seem not in line with church expectations, in particular as they 

apply to women. A prior question, however, is “how evil” Mormon women would perceive 

“the world” to be. The more negative the perception, the more defensive or protective 

they are likely to be, in particular on behalf of their children. The less negative (or more 

positive) the perception of the non-Mormon society, the more involvement can be 

expected with society, but with more potential ambivalence to deal with tensions.  

 

7.7.1.2. Questions 

The two interview items, which immediately succeeded each other, examined both steps: 

the perception of the degree of evil in the world and the type of behavior that would 

ensue. 

Q.R.22 - Some church leaders express their concern that the world is getting worse. 

As a woman, do you also have that feeling? 

 

Q.R.23 - Church leaders often speak of “the world” as the opposite of “the gospel.” 

Lesson material for our girls and young women often speak of the temptations of 

the world. Question: should they protect themselves against the influence of the 

world and therefore rather shield themselves, or should they find a balance in order 

to also be “in the world”? 

 
7.7.1.3. Results 

For Q.R.22, whether the world is getting worse, two opposing viewpoints were expressed: 

- Seven of the thirteen respondents—nearly all identified as conservative in the 

sampling—felt that the world was getting worse. Their answers were brief. Five 

mentioned a general deterioration in values and norms, with as causes more 

individualism, egoism, intolerance, incompetent leadership, and lack of moral 

authority. Two respondents limited their judgment to youth in general: proliferation 

of drugs and no respect for the elderly and for teachers at school. 

- Six of the thirteen respondents—all identified as liberals in the sampling—were quite 

adamant in their opinion that the world was not getting worse, though they recognized 

that much horror was happening too. They also answered more lengthily than the 

preceding group. 
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For Q.R.23, how to interact with the world, the response was almost unanimous: 

- Only one respondent, one of the most conservative, opted for an attitude of strict 

distance, regretting that the strong norms that she and others of her age had kept in 

their youth, were now being weakened or abandoned, according to her even in Utah. 

- All others recognized the need to be “in the world” and commented in various 

directions, from careful balancing between church and society to encouragement to be 

fully part of society. 

 
7.7.1.4. Discussion 

Though both interview items asked to focus on a female outlook, in particular for Q.R.23, 

only a few of the respondents adopted such a gendered viewpoint. I admit that the 

formulation of the interview items was perhaps not restricting enough to gender, so that 

most respondents were directly drawn to generalizations that made no difference 

between genders. Still, the answers are valuable to show the diversity in mentality. 

For the question on the condition of the world, the short answers from the most 

conservative respondents do not provide material for much discussion as ambivalence is 

lacking. For them, things look basically bad. Some reveal an end-of-times prospect, as 

Judith worded it: 

It all shows we effectively approach the Millennium more and more. It is not only 

in the world that we see earth-shaking things happening, also within the church, I 

find that very clear, and I see the hand of the Lord in that, that he prepares us even 

more strongly. When I was a member of the church in ‘81, it was like “it’s five to 

twelve”1 and I thought “that’s very close.” It is no longer “five to” now. 

Nearly all the liberal respondents justified their more positive view of the world. 

Several spoke in glowing terms of the goodness of non-Mormon friends and 

acquaintances. Sigrid: “I believe in the fundamental goodness of people.” Renée:  

I absolutely don’t have that idea that the world is getting worse. I have some friends 

who are absolute atheists, but they are the most wonderful people you can have, 

who are always ready to help other people, who support charities. I think the world 

is the way you see it. Of course, terrible things also happen, but a lot of fantastic 

things also happen. I do not feel “it is worse here.” 

Several respondents observed how the media tend to deform our perception of the 

world because they predominantly bring “the bad and the ugly.” At the same time, 

however, problems such as discrimination, abuse, or corruption are now being tackled 

                                                      
1 In Dutch “vijf voor twaalf” refers to the last minutes before the ultimate “12 o’clock,” meaning “it’s almost 

too late” or “we’re on the verge of disaster” (VanDale Dutch-English Dictionary). 
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more openly, more than ever before. Anna: “Overall, I think things are getting better and 

better.” 

For the choice between shielding girls from the evils of the world or finding a balance 

in order for them to also be “in the world,” the latter position clearly predominated. Even 

the respondents who for Q.R.22 felt that the world was “getting worse” opted to temper 

the church’s anti-world rhetoric. The more liberal respondents dismissed it more 

forcefully. To cope with the ambivalence between the church’s overall disapproval of “the 

world” and the societal need to be “in it,” respondents appealed to various strategies and 

viewpoints. 

By opting for balance and condemning polarization. Most respondents mentioned the 

need for “balance” between church and society. Lisette: “I think it is important to find a 

balance, especially in Europe. Our son was the only Mormon in college. He had to find a 

balance, and now that he is employed, he also has to find a balance, he cannot isolate 

himself.” Tonja:  

I think we are doing pretty good with balancing out. It is important for us to 

balance. I find it very important for my kids to be competitive to every other kid on 

the street. But not to take part in the bad things, that’s where agency comes in.  

Picking up the phrase “the influence of the world” in Q.R.23, Saskia, one of the most 

thoughtful of the respondents, was more incisive in her assessment: 

What do they mean by “the influence of the world?” Do church leaders mean the 

fact that the world sometimes thinks differently from what they proclaim? I think 

they polarize very hard that way, and I think that’s a shame. Ultimately, the church 

profiles itself as a church of love but it contrasts “us and them.” I think we 

ultimately have much more in common with the world than church leaders 

sometimes lead young girls to believe. Is that because of some kind of fear of losing 

control or something? I think it’s important to find a balance because ultimately 

you move in the world too. You meet people who are not from church, you go to 

school, you go to work, you do hobbies. I think it’s important to find that balance, 

otherwise you can make people very unhappy. I think one of the most important 

things in people is to seek and find connection with others. But when you start 

organizing “us and them” camps so very strongly, I find that disturbing. Because in 

that way you also will create—hate is perhaps a strong word, I don’t really mean 

that—but incomprehension, and perhaps also fear. 

By trusting the principles given to youth and letting them use their agency. Several of 

the “lifers” mentioned their gratitude for having been brought up with the church’s 

principles as they had to integrate into a non-Mormon society. They had to draw lines on 

some things, but none mentioned conflicts. They see the same system at work for youth 

now. Renée: 
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Above all, if you have children, girls or boys, the main task is to impart good values 

and standards to them. As Joseph Smith said, “give them correct principles and let 

them govern themselves.” It’s just as important that you can trust your children to 

make good decisions, even if those are decisions you would make differently. It’s 

important that they know what the world looks like. They shouldn’t be naive. 

By choosing society’s side. One step further makes the scale tilt toward full 

involvement with society and accepting its reality. Anna, a mother with teenagers, stated, 

in relation to sexual education: 

I think you have to be very careful that the children don’t want to spend too much 

time in one group. Not just friends from the church, their circle of friends should 

be broad so that they can get to know different people in a normal social life. They 

must learn to arm themselves, not develop too one-sidedly. They must be informed 

about everything. I remember a case of teenage pregnancy, a girl in church, 17 years 

old. I have discussed contraceptives with my children. I also told them: “Even if it 

happens, there is still the morning after pill. That works until 72 hours after. If 

something happens, don’t hesitate, you can tell me and we will ensure that it is 

resolved.” You have to educate them in that area too, because it happens 

everywhere and that is not the worst thing in the world. They shouldn’t be the 

weirdo, not “that’s that Mormon.” They like to go out with their friends, and they 

also like to do silly things. Let them be themselves. 

Sigrid was more indignant at the idea that girls “should protect themselves against the 

influence of the world and therefore rather shield themselves”: 

Oh, that makes me sick, I can’t stand that. A few years ago that was also the main 

theme in my lesson, “different from the world” or “protected from the world” or 

“away from the world,” no matter how you say it. No, really nonsense, nonsense, 

nonsense. And so children are raised that way. At one point there was even a dance 

evening for the youth, called “uncontaminated from the world.” So that’s very 

bigoted, isn’t it? No, we just have to be a part of society, and then we see that the 

world isn’t contaminated at all. So nonsense, nonsense, nonsense. 

By contrasting their situation with Mormon America and other regions. Didi argued 

that the situation “here” (in Flanders or broader) differed substantially from the situation 

in Utah, where “everybody is part of the church,” while “our boys and girls here are the 

only church members in their school.” That situation compels them to be part of a non-

Mormon social circle less they find themselves totally isolated. From a different 

perspective, Stella criticized the Mormon American mentality to “micromanage” the 

behavior of the youth with little rules “as if our people have no brains.” She also drew 

attention to regional differences in standards. Since the Flemish stake covers part of the 

Netherlands, stake activities for young adults bring the two nationalities together: 
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There was a discussion with the young adults because there were one or two people 

who did not want to go to a cafe. And I find that typically a Dutch-Belgium issue. I 

really can’t stand that Protestant, Calvinistic mentality. Or the whole discussion 

with how much light should be on [during a dance evening], I think that’s so stupid, 

because then you go 200, 300 km further, to Switzerland or in Paris and they just 

have parties like they have here around the corner. And if you say something about 

it, they wave with the manual. 

7.7.1.5. Summary 

Church members interact with “the world.” The understanding of what “the world” is, 

determines different reactions. If it evokes “global evil,” half of the respondents felt that 

the world is “getting worse,” with individualism, intolerance, and lack of moral authority 

as main culprits. If it evokes “society,” understood as the non-Mormon social 

environment to participate in, respondents almost unanimously discarded the church’s 

anti-world rhetoric. To solve the SA, they adopted different viewpoints and strategies: 

opting for balance and condemning polarization; trusting the principles given to youth 

and letting them use their agency; choosing society’s side; and contrasting their situation 

with Mormon America and other regions. 

Though the questions were geared to the situation of girls and young women, 

respondents intuitively saw the issues as equally valid for both genders. In that sense the 

answers also revealed their gender role perceptions: girls and young women need no 

different treatment than boys and young men. 

 

7.7.2. Q.S.13 – The relation to education 

7.7.2.1. Background 

The church has a long tradition of having educated women in its ranks (3.2.1.2). During 

the pioneer years women were the backbone to provide schooling to all (3.2.2.1). 

Notwithstanding the growing emphasis on domesticity and motherhood in the twentieth 

century, the church has, overall, never discouraged young women from taking full 

advantage of education, including higher education (3.3.1.3). Still, under pressure to 

marry young, many young women were hindered in further education and in career 

development (3.4.5.1). This tendency changed in the late twentieth century with the 

growing encouragement to young women to obtain college degrees and the valuation of 

professional women, while not abandoning the ideal of motherhood (5.4.2.4). 

 
7.7.2.2. Question 

Since the need for education for women is actually an undisputable issue in Mormonism, 

the question was formulated in a controversial mode in order to prompt reaction to 

possible SA. 
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Q.S.13 – The church finds education and diplomas important, also for girls. At the 

same time, the church insists on the place of women in the family. For example, the 

Proclamation on the family states: “Mothers are primarily responsible for the 

nurture of their children.” How do you see the relationship between the two, on the 

one education and diploma’s for women, on the other hand the prime task to 

nurture children? 

7.7.2.3. Results 

The question was asked of nine respondents as saturation was easily reached: no 

respondent doubted the importance of education for young women or women in general. 

With an average of 155 words per respondent, the question did not trigger much engaged 

reaction since it was void of controversy. 

 
7.7.2.4. Discussion 

The topic tied in with two other questions—Q.S.01 about the optimal age to marry and 

Q.S.07 on employment—which also implied the issue of education. The answers to this 

specific question on education corroborated the reliability of the respondents as they 

answered coherently: education is important for women.  

Several respondents raised the issue of conflict between having children at a young 

age and not having finished school. Anna solved the ambivalence by opting for 

postponement of marriage or at least of children: 

I think it is very good that they emphasize that a woman also needs to develop. But 

then if you get married young, and you start having children young, and then you 

have to stay at home, and then you’re still studying, why did you study? So that’s 

difficult, and then I think, give the woman more freedom that she can choose what 

she wants to do. I was 29 when I had my first child and I had just about found my 

niche at work. So I am not one to say, the woman should stay at home, I am one who 

says that a woman seeks her place where she feels best. 

In case women marry young while still studying, some respondents insisted on the 

space the husband has to provide his wife to finish her degree. Didi: “That is something 

they should agree on among themselves, but the girl should be able to study, for sure.” 

Also Lisette was clear on that repartition, moreover in a future perspective: 

I think mothers should in the first place take care of the children. But if the mother 

doesn’t do it, the father has to do it. It is important that she studies and gets her 

diplomas. That’s something she’ll look back on later. Imagine that after a few years 

that sweet man says “I’m gone,” then you have a diploma and you can move on in 

your life. 

The future perspective was also Lucia’s viewpoint: 
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A woman with a degree may find it a shame that she cannot use her good diploma 

sufficiently because she can work only part-time and stay at home, but those 

diplomas are also important for your family, in society, and at a certain age, you can 

always continue to pursue your profession, so it is never pointless. I do think that if 

you develop yourself well, it helps you in everything, in your further life. 

That value was underscored by Lisette: “A woman’s educational background is also 

important for her children so she can give them something else than just being a mother.” 

Vera endorsed a compromise between the family responsibility and the need for 

education: opting for a degree that would be useful for the family, such as in health care. 

But she expressed concern for women whose profession would take them out of the home 

while the children are young. 

A few respondents drew attention to other facets. Stella, who holds a graduate degree, 

mentioned that her congregation values her for that achievement as she teaches Sunday 

school. Renée, an adult convert, remarked that she had not finished her high school, but 

“through the church I went back to school, finished my secondary education, and then 

went on to college.” She added an item of church history, confirming how the idealization 

of a Mormon past inspires Mormon women today: 

I think it is very clever that the church says “study.” I’ve always loved it that in the 

beginning when Utah was colonized, and the sister wives could go to college in the 

East while the others took care of the kids. It was encouraged by Brigham Young, 

that was so visionary, that is one of the things I love about the church. 

 
7.7.2.5. Summary 

All respondents value education for women. They readily dismissed the threat that early 

marriage and motherhood would undermine women’s chances to education. They solved 

the SA by suggesting to postpone marriage or children or by having the husband step in 

so his wife can finish her studies. Only the combination of having a degree and next 

staying at home for the children is recognized as a potential for SA but is mitigated by the 

perspective that a degree can guarantee future employment. 

 
 
7.7.3. Q.S.07 – The relation to employment 

This item sits on the intersection of family and society as the debate over employment is 

directly related to the responsibilities associated with motherhood. 

 
7.7.3.1. Background 

During the twentieth century church leaders have increasingly encouraged women to put 

motherhood before career. The call to not work outside the home intensified in the 1940s 
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(3.3.3.1) and remained explicit until the 1980s (3.4.2.2). Since then, directives by church 

leaders to avoid women’s employment in favor of family life have not been so compelling 

anymore, though the emphasis on motherhood remained, with an implicit guiltification 

for those who combine motherhood and employment (5.4.2.4). Family-based and church-

based instructions and experiences directed to girls and women contribute to a gender 

role socialization geared to marriage and motherhood (5.4.3). 

Since nearly all respondents were employed while having children at home, SA was 

likely to be prevalent. 

 
7.7.3.2. Question 

Since all respondents had decades-long experience with the church, I could expect them 

to be aware of the gradual change in church rhetoric on mothers’ paid labor outside the 

home. The interview item on employment subsequently placed the issue on a historic 

timeline. It slightly overstated the current church approach by asserting that “in 

principle” a mother with children at home “should not get a job outside the home.” 

Church leaders do not state the issue as a prohibition anymore, but the addition of “in 

principle” in my text moderated the formulation. To detect ambivalence, it was 

important that the question reminded respondents of the church’s enduring standpoint. 

I was also aware that all of my respondents were or had been employed. Eleven of them 

were mothers, though only three with children still at home. 

Q.S.07 – A well-known topic is the standpoint of the church about women working 

outside the home. In the past, until the late 1980s, it was strongly emphasized that 

the mother’s place is at home. That emphasis has diminished, but the principle 

remains that a mother should not get a job outside the home while she still has 

children at home. What is your opinion? 

 
7.7.3.3. Results 

All respondents answered the question in a way that engaged them personally, from their 

own childhood experiences to—for the eleven mothers—their experiences with 

employment. With an average of 315 words per respondent for Q.S.07, the question 

produced ample information. It was not possible to discern groups of respondents with 

outspoken different opinions over the whole group. Nearly all expressed thoughtful 

answers, mingling both general considerations and personal life experiences. Viewpoints 

included respect for personal agency, differing needs of women, the pressure of economic 

conditions, and changes in life and in marital situations.  

For the eleven mothers, each familial situation had its own characteristics and 

development. 
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- The five lifers grew up with an awareness of the church’s expectations on motherhood 

and employment. Still, they worked full-time or part-time while raising their children, 

though one respondent chose at first to work night shifts in order to be home during 

the day. Some mothers sought employment out of economic necessity, others because 

they needed it for their social and professional life.  

- The six converts had children before they joined the church. As not-yet-Mormons, two 

of them stayed home when their children were small, two continued to work full-time, 

and one worked part-time. After they joined the church, three of these women had one 

or more children: one stayed home, one continued to work full-time, one part-time.  

To add to the complexity in comparison with the United States, Flemish women can 

take advantage of more favorable social provisions such as maternity leaves or leaves of 

absence with guaranteed reemployment. Some of the respondents told how they adapted 

their outside workloads according to social provisions and their developing familial 

situation.  

All in all, these disparate situations reflect society’s diversity. 

 
7.7.3.4. Discussion 

Employment belongs to the construct of society. The admonition for a mother to stay 

home for her children belongs to the construct of religiousness as a directive from 

prophets. In fact, no respondent explicitly expressed a feeling of tension between the 

church’s admonition and their societal reality. 

Only two respondents referred to the church’s admonition to mothers, but they 

worded it as having had a nonconflictual, positive effect on their lives. Both were 

identified as among the most conservative. They referred to the time, several decades 

earlier, when they joined the church and the admonition to stay home was still quite 

pronounced. Tonja mentioned that when she joined the church, she was employed, and 

then “I heard about how women are supposed to be home. I felt so relaxed, ‘yes, I’m going 

to stay home.’ But then financially things weren’t going well.” The issue was solved by 

what she interpreted as a kind of miracle: 

And then I had to really really pray about it. And then all of a sudden my caseworker 

called, and she said, “We are doing a search for Belgian women who want colored 

women to babysit their kids, would you like to do that?” And I said, “Yes, I would 

like to do that!” And she said, “The kids are going to come to your home.” And I was 

like, “Yes, if I could do this and make money, that would be good!” So that’s a kind 

of answer to my prayer, because I was going to stay home [and still be employed].” 

Judith had a similar recollection from the 1970s: 

As a new member I myself was very happy when I heard President Kimball say, 

“Your job as a woman is to be at home.” That sounded like music to my ears. Why? 
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Because I just couldn’t do the two. As a non-member, drop my child off at the 

nursery, quickly drive through the tunnel, park and take a train. And then it took 

an hour to get to Brussels, I went to work at the bank, around four o’clock I came 

back to pick up my baby. I had no life. I was so happy when I heard, “You have to be 

home.” 

Two other respondents observed the religious quandary very briefly in their 

responses, but in a repudiating manner and applicable to present times. Irma remarked 

that the church’s stay-at-home admonition “is still lingering” among some members, but 

that “the sisters stand up for themselves more than before.” Saskia, stressing personal 

agency to decide which course to take, added: “You should not let yourself be influenced 

by what the church presents as an ideal image, because that also adds a lot of pressure.” 

 

In short, no respondent expressed religious guilt for being or having been in the paid 

labor force while having children at home. It is therefore difficult to say to what extent 

respondents struggled with SA over the issue. Still, all of the comments were revealing 

for respondents’ perceptions of gender roles because of the reasons they offered for their 

opinions.  

 

By emphasizing agency. A frequent first reaction was to highlight the personal agency 

of the woman or the couple to choose between staying at home or employment. Irma: 

“That is a choice between you and your husband, how you want to go about it.” Anna:  

I think every woman should follow her heart and do what she feels comfortable 

with, because if that mommy stays at home, and she is not happy, you will end up 

with a frustrated mother and we don’t want that. So every woman has to find her 

own balance, and no one else can decide which is best. 

Stella thought it improper to restrain a woman’s identity to that of mother, but “on 

the other hand, a woman should be able to choose whether to stay at home.” She also 

called upon more social provisions to make that possible: “I think that our society should 

give a woman the chance to be at home during the first years of her children’s life and 

enjoy the position and that role.” Didi also stressed the couple’s agency, but did not even 

consider not working: “A couple has to decide that among themselves. If they want to 

work part-time or full-time, that’s something they have to figure out for themselves. 

Saskia stressed diversity and development:  

I think every woman and every family should decide that for themselves. You have 

different phases in your life and different phases in the development of your 

children, everyone should be able to decide for themselves. And I think every 

woman is structured differently. I have friends with both partners working full-

time, and there are two kids, and they wouldn’t want it any other way. I have a 

friend who was employed, and then she decided to stay home for two years to focus 
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on the children, and then go back to work. Everyone is so different in ambitions and 

wants and desires, and lives are so different that you just have to do what feels best 

for you. And you should not let yourself be influenced by what the church presents 

as an ideal image, because that also adds a lot of pressure. 

By pointing at the economic necessity of paid labor. Didi, 93, remembered her 

childhood years: “Life was easier, and the ideal was the mother at home taking care of the 

children. That is a full-time job. In this day and age it is impossible to earn enough alone.” 

Lucia: “If there is little financial room, then you have to join the workforce.” Daphne, who 

remembered with fondness her stay-at-home mother, conceded:  

But I think we now live in a time when this is no longer financially possible. You can 

still put family values at the top of the list, but we have to accept that financially 

people can no longer live on one income. And that has nothing to do with a high 

standard of living, it just has to do with everything. I mean, that even has to do with 

a roof over your head.” 

Vera expressed both the need to seek employment and her understanding for the 

familial advantages of staying at home: 

The way the world is currently running, finances are so important that it is almost 

impossible to do otherwise. I just think, “I have to work,” and then I have no 

problem with it at all. I understand the preference to stay at home, for the kids and 

for the family. But then again, the world is no longer in such a state that it can be 

done. 

Irma, on the other hand, considered the economic need to be employed a positive 

educational lesson: “My daughter did not like it when I went to work, but then I felt like, 

‘yes, that is part of life,’ also as an example to my daughter. One needs to work hard.” 

However, she added a stance of social criticism: 

I am not convinced that feminism has always helped women, I must say. Of course 

it has done a lot of good, but now we do the housework and we have a full-time job. 

And we have the kids. Feminism has failed there. I think society as a whole has still 

a lot to do about childcare. 

By expecting the sharing of household tasks in case of employment. Opting for 

employment for the mother includes the expectation that house chores would be equally 

partitioned between husband and wife. Didi, speaking of her married children: “I see that 

with our children, they all work together. The work is divided. If the wife is employed, 

then the husband must do his share at home.” Other respondents were of the same 

opinion. 
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By accepting the alternative of a househusband.1 When respondents mentioned the 

possibility of a househusband, they saw it as a normal solution. Lisette:  

I’m also not against the husband staying at home—a househusband—and the 

woman makes a career. I think that’s perfectly possible. That stereotype of gender 

again, I think that should be removed, because a man can take care of the household 

just as well. 

Daphne celebrated the concept: “Yes, and maybe mommy can earn a lot more than 

daddy. I would see no problem in that.” Both Saskia and Judith had stories of friends of 

them where the father became the househusband. Saskia: “He is at home for the children, 

while his wife teaches full-time at university, and that’s a perfect balance.” Judith, talking 

about a friend of hers: “But she was really languishing. She couldn’t find her place as a 

housewife with two children. She went back to work and the husband took over at home.” 

Also for Vera the alternative was perfectly possible: “I just think it’s important that 

someone from the parents is at home to take care of the children.” Stella, still young and 

single and highly professionally engaged, hinted at the alternative for herself:  

I think a lot of men would be better at taking care of household and children than I 

can. There should be room for that. If a man feels called to be there for his children, 

and to be a role model for his sons, go for it. Your child may need it, maybe he 

doesn’t need a mother-at-home, he needs a mother who is much more emancipated, 

who does her thing, and a father who is much softer and much more caring. That’s 

fine with me. 

Renée spoke of experience with her son and daughter-in-law, both active in the 

church:  

My son went on a mission in England, he met his wife there and they lived there for 

some time. But then they moved back here with two small children and they had 

an agreement: the one who got a job first goes to work, and the other stays at home. 

And so my son was the househusband for a year and a half, because they thought 

the children were still too small, and they wanted one of the parents to stay at 

home. 

By assessing benefits, drawbacks, and dilemmas, irrespective of religion. From their 

personal experiences, respondents assessed what either staying at home or being 

employed meant for the individual and the family, without considering what church 

leaders ever said. They saw gender roles determined by women’s personalities, needs, and 

perspectives. 

Several respondents spoke positively of the stay-at-home mother. Didi remembered 

her years as stay-at-home mom: “I have done that for 15 years. It was so pleasant doing 

                                                      
1 In Dutch, “huisman” as contrasted to “huisvrouw,” the standard term for a stay-at-home mother. 
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housework and being busy with my children and going for a walk with them. That is the 

ideal.” Lucia, who stayed home when the children were very small, stated: “I think it’s 

ideal if you can be at home, take care of the children and your husband. It gives peace in 

a family.” Some expressed their gratitude for having had a childhood with a stay-at-home 

mother. Daphne, a convert, speaking of her Catholic mother: “I am very grateful to my 

mother for always staying at home because she also gave up her career to take care of us.” 

Renée, who had been a working mother with children, looked back with some critical 

nostalgia: 

Sometimes I think, and maybe that’s my age that comes into play, that people easily 

choose to work with two, at the expense of the children. That may be my own 

upbringing, my mother was always at home. It may have something to do with that, 

but I think it is important that children receive sufficient attention and care. And I 

don’t know if that’s the same as in a day-care center. If one of the two can stay 

home, that is best, but I am not going to point the finger at anyone who decides 

otherwise. 

Others also recognized the value of the stay-at-home parent, but realized the potential 

price to pay for that choice. Vera: “It’s important that the mother can stay at home for 

the children, as I notice in a lot of families how the children evolve otherwise. Yes, it will 

be difficult for the mother, because she has to give up a lot.” Judith saw the issue in terms 

of her personal limitations—combining motherhood and employment was too hard for 

her: “I don’t have the physical strength for it, nor the psychological and emotional 

strength for it. And then I wonder how some of them do it. Some seem to find a really 

good balance, but I wouldn’t want to trade because I can’t.” Lisette spoke of experience 

with life changing decisions and the related dilemmas: 

I have always worked earlier in life. But then I stayed home. It brought so much 

peace to our family, much less stress. Of course you also want to prove yourself [in 

a profession] and my husband and I talked about that. But staying home brought so 

much incredible peace to the children too. It’s a difficult issue. It is important that 

women can develop. If you want to become a doctor, you should be able to do that, 

but then you shouldn’t want ten children, I guess. You have to make choices. We 

now have young mothers in church who say, “I’m staying home. I’m putting my life 

on hold.” But to be honest, I don’t think that’s always necessary.  

From a different perspective, others expressed their gratitude for the liberating 

dimension of employment. Sigrid was raised in a conservative Mormon family: 

When I asked my mother, “Mom, I don’t know what I want to be, what do you see 

me doing later?” – “I see you walking behind the buggy.” I didn’t like that answer. I 

was like, “Now I don’t know yet. What should I do, what kind of profession, should 

I go to college now after high school?” 
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She got a degree, got employed, married, had children, while all the time continuing 

to work: 

I always thought that I had to work because I have to contribute part of the costs of 

the family, but now I say, “I am very happy that I have always worked because I 

have always been part of a normal society.” Society has helped me to think more 

liberally. I don’t need the idea of the Mormon “cozy little home.”1 I’m not afraid of 

the world. Being only “mother at home” is very scary. I’ve always been a part of 

society, so I have an incredibly broad vision, so I know there are a lot of good people 

our there. My first job when I was 18 was with a gay man and the Mormon glasses 

suddenly fell off, that was the coolest man, an incredibly sweet, nice guy. So by 

being part of that society, former ideas are just wiped out, because they just don’t 

make sense. So I am actually very happy that as a woman I have always been able 

to be a part of professional life. 

Saskia, a young mother, expressed the diversity mindset of a Millennial: 

I work half-time, but I already worked half-time before I had our daughter, because 

I also wanted space to work on other things for myself, to be creative in all kinds of 

things, so I am glad that I work only half-time because I also have time to invest in 

my child, in my family, a little housekeeping every now and then, which I am not 

very good at. I think if I had to work full-time that I would experience too much 

stress and that I would not be a nice wife or mother. But if I didn’t work, I would 

also go crazy because I need other challenges than just my family. 

 
7.7.3.5. Summary 

The tension between stay-at-home motherhood and employment stems from the 

church’s longstanding admonition that mothers should avoid employment while children 

are still at home. Religious obedience could thus conflict with societal norms that find 

overall female employment normal and often needed. No respondent, however, referred 

to such a conflict. No one expressed religious guilt, not even uneasiness, for being or 

having been in the paid labor force while having children at home. As such they felt no 

need to address SA. Since their own marital situations reflect those of society in general, 

respondents comment as any other non-Mormon woman would comment. They 

recognize the divergent needs of women, the pressure of economic conditions, and the 

benefits, disadvantages, and challenges of various situations, both for working mothers 

and for those that stay at home. Predominant was the affirmation of agency: women 

decide for themselves, or in consultation with their husband (and children), which 

options to choose. Overall respondents displayed the diversity of opinions about 

                                                      
1 In her Dutch: “huisje, boompje, beestje.”  
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motherhood and employment that prevail in Flemish society—or broadly speaking West-

European society. 

 
 

7.8. Factor importance in the sample stratification 

The stratification of the sample warranted a distribution over factors deemed relevant 

for representativeness (6.6.5). How did results reflect the usefulness of the stratification 

for the perception of gender roles? In other words, how meaningful were the factors? 

 
F1 – Age. This factor did not seem important. The oldest respondents shared critical 

and liberal opinions that also the youngest shared. On many aspects of gender roles 

respondents from different age had both similar and divergent opinions. 

 
F2 – Civil status. The civil status played an obvious role in terms of speaking from 

experience on marital issues, which applied to eleven of the thirteen respondents. Most 

of them referred to their experiences in relation to gender roles and confirmed equality 

between marriage partners. The three divorcees, two of whom had been married to 

church members, did not mention negative elements related to gender roles in their 

marriages.  

 
F3 – Race. The sample size as to racial variation was too small to draw any conclusion. 

It may be surmised that race as such would not make any difference if the person was 

raised in the same cultural context. Such was the case with the mixed-raced respondent 

who grew up in Belgium in a typical Flemish family. However, it seems that the cultural 

background of the immigrant respondent of sub-Saharan origin made her an outlier. For 

gender role perception she made it clear that the household was her exclusive realm for 

decision-making. On the other hand, she expressed great satisfaction that the church 

allowed her to be involved in leadership positions where she could participate in councils 

with men. That was a new and empowering experience for her. 

 
F4 – Sexual orientation. Only one respondent was an open lesbian. The factor made no 

further difference as respondents accepted the normalcy of homosexuality and expressed 

sympathy and support for LGBT individuals. The outlier here was the immigrant 

respondent of sub-Saharan origin. 

 
F5 – Member type. The differences between the six lifers and the seven converts did 

not lead to distinguishing them as homogenous groups when comparing their answers 

on key issues.  

- Lifers who were born in a more liberal family clearly continued in that vein. Two lifers 

indicated that their upbringing had been quite conservative and restrictive. Both were 
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from Dutch origin and moved to Belgium in their forties. It would confirm an overall 

impression that Dutch church members, with a more Calvinistic cultural background, 

tend to more strictness. The four lifers born in Belgium had more liberal-leaning 

parents.  

- Among the seven converts, four tended to give more conservative answers, which 

would confirm a tendency that converts are sometimes stricter than lifers. Since this 

tendency did not apply to all converts, the member type factor did not reveal a 

consistent pattern in terms of gender role perceptions. 

 
F6 – Family size. Only one respondent, a lifer from Dutch origin, defended the 

commandment to “multiply” as the core gender role for a mother. She herself had indeed 

many children. All other respondents agreed on the limitation of the number of children, 

irrespective of their own family size. 

 
F7 – Employment. Since all respondents were of had been employed, and all agreed on 

the normalcy and need of employment, the factor of employment did not yield discordant 

answers. Notable is that nine of the thirteen respondents were or had been employed in 

education or the health sector which made them interact with a diverse and changing 

population of the host society. 

 
F8 – Education. This factor seems rather important. More education associated overall 

with more liberal and critical opinions. Mastery of English in particular opened access to 

more sources, both from the church and from independent providers. Familiarity with 

church history as well as participation in independent Mormon blogs and podcasts 

offered the more educated respondents arguments and insights in issues related to 

gender roles. Conversely, respondents who seemed to limit their knowledge to the readily 

available church manuals and magazines tended to conservative viewpoints. 

 
F9 – Religious attitude. The difference between those who had been identified as more 

conservative or more liberal was a decisive factor for consistency in the answers. On quite 

a few issues, members of each of these groups shared the same conservative or liberal 

opinions. The repartition roughly matched the education grouping. 

 
F10 – Church involvement. Contrary to what one might expect, the intensity of 

involvement in congregational life—what is usually defined in the church as “being 

active”—did not show a parallel with the factor of religious attitude. Among the more 

conservative group, some were very active, others less, one hardly. Among the more 

liberal group, the two most critical and liberal respondents were intensely involved with 

church life. One could even deduce that their high involvement emboldened them to be 

liberal and critical. 
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On a final note, all my respondents knew each other well and worked together in their 

respective church callings. However, I did not communicate to any who the other 

respondents were and none asked about their identities. It deserves to be mentioned that 

in spite of widely diverse and even diametrically opposed opinions, not one of my 

respondents expressed criticism of another Mormon woman, not even anonymously. It 

typified the sisterhood that these women have developed over years of close collaboration 

and charitable ministry to each other. 

 

7.9. Comparisons to related research 

Studies of the perception of gender roles in conservative religions, including in 

Mormonism, have been reviewed in chapter 2. A distinction was made between several 

categories. In studies that assess the agency of religious women in the realm of resistance 

and emancipation, women are shown to adopt coping strategies and find ways to exert 

social control. Studies that appraise women in the sphere of internal “empowerment 

agency” reveal how they use their agency to valorize their religious identity. Finally, 

there are studies about religious women themselves who step into the public arena to 

explain, defend, or critically assess their female religious identity. In several of these 

studies women cope with forms of SA, though few researchers mention the phenomenon 

under that name.  

In this subchapter I review a number of studies that did comparable qualitative 

research with interviews on the perception of gender roles among religious women to 

assess where they agree or contrast with my findings. However, considering the 

specificity of the Flemish context and the multiple shades and groupings in my 

respondents’ comments, these comparisons can apply only to general patterns. 

 

 
7.9.1. Within Mormonism 

Overall, the results of my research confirm the preponderance of the local Flemish 

culture over church culture. My respondents did not indicate they were deeply conflicted 

over SA. They mostly reduced or ignored the contradictions. How do related studies on 

gender roles compare? Most were conducted among Mormon women in the United 

States, mostly in the Mormon Cultural Region or in areas with a substantial Mormon 

presence. Differences with the Flemish cultural context were likely to occur. 

Sipes (1993) focused on the tensions between the ideal that is expected of Mormon 

women and their daily reality—one of the items in my research (7.4.3). She obtained 

responses from 118 Mormon women from the San Francisco Bay Area. Results showed 

mostly intrareligious dissonance, meaning coming from within Mormonism itself, rather 

than from externally imposed situations. Resolution to conflictual feelings was found in 

the women’s ability to discard a part of the system, without necessarily discarding the 
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whole system. By drawing a difference between religiousness on the one hand and 

institutional or cultural practices of the church on the other hand, Sipes’ respondents 

were able to cope with some contradictions—similarly to how respondents in my research 

sought to defuse SA. Inasmuch as I can assess from Sipes’ data, these American women 

were quite worried about keeping up their Mormon standards when in tension with 

society. For example, they would worry about sex education in class, which would hardly 

be a concern for Mormon women in Flanders (7.7.1.4). These American Mormon women 

would then join other non-Mormon conservatives forces to publicly defend certain 

principles. In Flanders, Mormon women would not choose such a path, but rather blend 

with the secular societal norms to avoid marginalization. 

Leis (2005) studied the reactions of twelve Mormon women in Utah who worked 

outside of the home, also an issue in my research (7.7.3). She proceeded from the premise 

that church leaders discourage employment. The results were clear: “If one common and 

prevalent theme were to be identified across interviews it would be the expression of 

guilt” (p. 46). At the same time women justified their reasons for employment: financial 

need, health insurance, and pension. Also here, the difference between American and 

Flemish culture is apparent. My respondents never mentioned guilt over employment. 

The Flemish societal normalcy of employment (or not if one chooses to) prevailed, as a 

personal choice independent of church concerns. 

A similar comparative conclusion can be drawn when looking at Dengah’s (2008) 

qualitative research among Mormon young adults in Colorado. Overall, his respondents 

drew their arguments dutifully from church rhetoric to justify their gender roles—by 

accepting gender essentialism, adhering to the “different but equal” discourse, and 

considering the “feminine spiritual superiority” as an equalizer for not having the 

priesthood. Many of Dengah’s respondents felt the need to defend the views of the 

church. These women, in congregations where members “constantly watch one another,” 

cannot escape “the social pressures to adhere to doctrinal gender norms and learned 

modeling” (p. 110). My respondents in Flanders gave preference to the societal gender 

norms and deftly maneuvered their arguments in that direction. 

Nzojibwami’s (2009) research of “how Mormon women reconcile their feminist 

attitudes within a patriarchal religion” focused on thirteen self-avowed liberal women 

from various places in the United States and Canada. Nzojibwami called coping with SA 

“strategies of reconciliation.” One of the main strategies respondents used is to treat 

patriarchy as peripheral to faith. It basically matches, in my terminology, making the 

difference between the constructs of religiousness and church and using the difference 

to solve SA (7.5.3). Nzojibwami, however, proceeds from a personal feminist engagement 

which she shares with her respondents. In that sense her “reconciliation” transforms 

more into a call to “speak up” as part of feminist activism. Though some of my 

respondents savored the moment when they “won” in rare cases against male 
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authoritarianism, none turned this attitude into a continual vindictive mode. My 

respondents never used the words feminist of feminism to apply to their present situation. 

Leamaster (2014) also focused specifically on Mormon women’s resistance to gendered 

expectations rather than on strategies to reduce SA. He interviewed 30 women from Utah 

and Indiana. Also here employment was a major theme as many employed Mormon 

women struggled with a stigma of inappropriateness. Their defense was therefore often 

critical of church leaders and their gendered prejudices. In contrast, in my sample the 

Flemish respondents simply ignored any church directive on outside employment. The 

normalcy of their employment was dictated by integrated societal norms (7.7.3). 

A more informal qualitative survey among some sixty Mormon women from various 

West-European countries was conducted by Decoo-Vanwelkenhuysen (2016). The survey 

questioned them on their views of gender roles related to family, education, employment, 

priesthood, modesty, dating, and sexual education. The main conclusion was that the 

respondents “reflected the gender norms of their own education and of evolving societal 

standards” (p. 226). It confirms my own findings. 

Mihelich and Storrs (2003) studied a form of “embedded resistance” among twenty 

Mormon female college students at a Northwestern university. The researchers studied 

the students’ use of justifying explications to maintain allegiance to Mormonism while 

pursuing liberating higher education. The cultural difference is again manifest: my 

Flemish respondents saw no tension between church expectations and women’s 

education. To safeguard higher education, they discouraged early marriage or suggested 

postponing children or having the husband step in so his wife can finish her studies 

(7.7.2). 

Halford’s dissertation (2019, see also Halford 2020) is particularly noteworthy for 

comparison as she studied thirty Mormon women in Britain on their views of gender 

negotiation. Among similarities to my approach I note the qualitative research with semi-

structured interviews, the use of a key informant (her own mother from a leadership 

position) to constitute the sample, and the focus on five “key themes:” i) personhood; ii) 

feminism; iii) church roles; iv) home and work; v) religion in public space. British women 

express a number of viewpoints and strategies that correspond to those mentioned by my 

respondents, such as the use of prayer and personal revelation to disregard male 

decisions; little support for ordaining women to the priesthood; recognition of the 

transcendental value of Eve, Heavenly Mother, and eternal marriage; disregard for “Molly 

Mormon” top female leaders in Utah; “pragmatic egalitarianism” in the domestic sphere; 

and practical adjustments to the demands of the secular society.  

As differences I note Halford’s emphasis on comparing Utah and British women (who 

have historically much more in common than women in Flanders). She also handled fewer 

topics than I did, such as on homosexuality or on marriage age. The main difference seems 

to reside in the initial outlook. While I have tried to strictly apply the principles of 

descriptive sociology, Halford acknowledged a strong personal feminist involvement 
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from a conviction that “some Church teachings on gender are actively detrimental to the 

wellbeing of Mormon women by limiting opportunities for personal fulfilment and 

spiritual empowerment” (2019, 51). It brought her to the conclusion that  

whilst English Latter-day Saint women develop strategies that make them appear 

more emancipated than Utah Latter-day Saint women, they still support the 

continuation of an all-male Church leadership . . . English Latter-day Saint women 

appear to be disinclined to acknowledge the extent to which existing models of 

gender could be the result of a systemic patriarchal ideology that produces gender 

roles that maintain competition between women to isolate them from collective 

action. (2020, 401) 

 
7.9.2. Within other religious traditions 

While reviewing studies of contentions with gender roles in conservative religions in 

order to find parallels with my study, it was not easy to identify studies where the 

religious setting was comparable to Mormonism. Many studies deal with women living 

under specific rules and restrictions in male-dominated settings such as in some Christian 

fundamentalist denominations, in some Islamic countries, or in Jewish-Orthodox milieus. 

Quite a few of these studies detail how women find ways to interpret or subvert the 

system and bring changes into their lives. Mormonism, though generally viewed as 

strictly patriarchal, has male/female interactions that make it quite different from other 

conservative religions. Though married men are the actual controllers of organization 

and doctrine, they intensely cooperate with women in the congregational context. 

Women, from their side, are strategically involved in the local organization, give sermons 

and lessons also to men, and are indispensable for men’s salvation. My respondents never 

sought to subvert the system or encourage activism for structural changes. Overall, they 

rather explained how to ignore or how to circumvent tensions and contradictions.  

I selected a number of studies where the religious situation had some commonalities 

on SA with Mormonism. Some relevant comparisons could be made in the protestant 

evangelical setting though its gender ideology is overall stricter than in Mormonism. 

Gallagher and Smith (1999) conducted 178 semi-structured interviews with American 

evangelicals, of whom 60 percent were women. Their study included questions focusing 

on gender ideology, and specifically about the meaning of male headship, in both the 

family and the church. Women accepted the rhetoric of male headship in the Christian 

sense as it enables women to hold husbands to a higher standard of conduct and respect. 

My respondents used the same argument (7.5.1.4). Similarly, evangelical women insisted 

that even with the man as head, familial decisions were always taken jointly as the 

manifestation of “pragmatic egalitarianism.” As to women’s employment, also 

evangelicals had evolved to the point of its acceptance as normal, mainly out of economic 

necessity. Quotations from evangelical women were quite identical to what my 
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respondents had to say (7.7.3). The authors’ conclusion seems equally valid for my 

respondents: “the majority of evangelicals adapt the general principles of democracy to 

a model of family based on symbolic male authority” (p. 228). 

Bryant’s (2009) longitudinal research among 25 Christian college students, with a 

separate focus on a subset of four women and their perception of gender roles, revealed 

how these respondents coped with the strong complementarian gender ideology of an 

evangelical student subculture. Some were able to accept or adapt to the normative 

masculinity and subsequent gender complementarianism. Others struggled to negotiate 

their identity in a culture that offered little compromise and induced to exclusion in the 

case of non-compliance with gender roles. The comparison with my research shows how 

the Mormon context does not confront my respondents with such hard, principled 

choices: they have room to apply strategies of SA without feeling vulnerable to 

reprimand. 

On certain issues comparisons could also be made with Orthodox-Jewish women. 

Avishai (2008) conducted in-depth interviews with a purposive sample of 55 married 

orthodox Jewish Israeli women on the topic of niddah—the period of menstruation and 

the associated regulations regarding impurity and purity. Though Mormonism does not 

know such rules, some of the arguments used by the Jewish respondents who were 

ambivalent about the practice echo what Mormon women advance in cases of such 

tensions with church admonitions. One way to reduce the SA is to soften the strictness of 

rules by cultural relativization—”this is only tradition, not law.” Another is to find in 

observance itself a way to affirm female agency: quite a few of my respondents also 

referred to their church involvement as evidence of their empowerment. 

Longman (2008) studied the tension between career and family among some twenty 

Orthodox-Jewish women in Antwerp, Belgium. In spite of numerous challenges, the 

women who obtained a degree and made a career for themselves succeeded by carefully 

separating their religious realm and the secular exigencies of their education and 

profession. The narratives “suggested that within themselves the interviewees did not see 

any major ideological conflict between prescribed gender roles and going on to higher 

education and/or having a career” (p. 232). A secular gender ideology of equality did not 

affect the religious construct. Though my respondents do not face comparable challenges 

in education or employment, they are similarly able to separate church and society by 

simply ignoring the church’s encouragement of stay-at-home motherhood. They do not 

consider employment as threatening to their religious and familial obligations, but will, 

like Orthodox-Jewish women, prioritize these obligations over employment. 

Also in Islamic, Hindu, and Buddhist settings, qualitative research has disclosed how 

women manage SA to circumvent obligations or to secure advantages, with arguments 

that tone with those offered by my respondents. I refer to the studies mentioned in 6.3.2. 
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Chapter 8 Conclusion  

The conclusion consists of a synopsis of the research (8.1), reflections on the contribution 

to the field (8.2), the recognition of limitations (8.3), and suggestions for further research 

(8.4). 

 

8.1. Synopsis of the research 

This dissertation investigated how a representative sample of thirteen Mormon women 

in Flanders perceive gender roles. The research proceeded from the theory of structured 

ambivalence (SA), hypothesizing that Mormon women can encounter multiple tensions 

in and between the constructs in which they function. The framework uses five 

constructs, two being conceptual—gender and religiousness—and three social—church, 

family, and society. Results of semi-structured interviews reveal to what extent 

respondents, with gender roles as focal point, identify these tensions and how they 

handle occurrences of SA. 

 

8.1.1. From the perspective of the constructs 

Though gender is mentioned here as the last of the five constructs, it is ubiquitous in each 

of the other constructs as the constant under scrutiny.  

 
Religiousness. Within the construct of religiousness all respondents perceived 

male/female gender roles as perfectly equal. They confirmed their equal right to divine 

inspiration or “personal revelation” and the unconstrained religious space to exert their 

agency. Of particular note is their conviction of the concrete reality of the divine and the 

“plan of salvation” for the affirmation of female identity. Mormon doctrine is not 

ethereal: God is corporeal and men and women are on a real journey from pre-existence 

to their destination in the celestial kingdom to become like God. Equal gender roles 

provide transcendental added value, as individual women are indispensable to actuate 

the plan of salvation and reach exaltation through a celestial marriage. It also explains 

how respondents’ perception of female gender roles is invigorated by the figure of Eve as 

a role model of agency and courage. They draw the concept from the Mormon temple 

ceremony which reenacts the Garden scene and presents Eve as the one persuading Adam 

to initiate the plan of salvation. It is also in the temple, where the construct of 

religiousness fully prevails, that respondents experience their participation in the 

priesthood. On the other hand, the concept of a Heavenly Mother could inspire only a few 
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respondents. The majority felt no affinity with her, either because she remains a 

shadowy, even secondary figure, or because respondents conform to church leaders’ 

admonition of restraint on this topic.  

A problematic aspect of religiousness concerns the expectation of perfection already 

on earth, which puts pressure on women in particular. A majority of respondents found 

the expectation “depressing,” but none asserted she was depressed. Each circumvented 

the SA between the ideal and reality by accepting imperfection as normal and valorizing 

agency; by doubting the validity of the ideal; by comparing oneself comfortingly with 

others who failed; or by constricting the issue as a feature of Mormon-American media 

depiction. 

 
Church. Gender roles within the church confronted respondents with questions on the 

male-only priesthood and hierarchical authority. Here most instances of SA became 

apparent. Nearly all respondents used arguments to explain the male-only priesthood in 

such a way that it appeared as non-conflictual with societal norms of gender equality. 

They did so by highlighting the female advantage of having men serve obediently and 

carry most of the burden of ecclesiastical leadership; by claiming equal female priesthood 

power and sufficient female impact on the local church level; by counting on the revival 

of an idealized past of female enfranchisement; or by referring to the temple and the 

eternal perspective as to priesthood participation.  

Still, more than half of the respondents were also critical of aspects of male dominance. 

Though some respondents recognized recent church improvements that increased 

women’s leadership influence, others observed the ongoing inferiority of women under 

male authority. One way to resolve SA here was to impute the tension to authoritarian 

individuals rather than to the system, targeting in particular the patriarchal attitudes of 

some Utah-Americans they had to work with. In short, Mormon women in Flanders 

accept male authority only if it doesn’t threaten gender equality.  

 
Family. The concept of a father “presiding” in the family was summarily dismissed by 

all respondents. In case of differences of opinion between husband and wife, respondents 

opted for dialogue, but never by accepting a male-imposed decision. Wittily or seriously, 

several respondents asserted their own female authority in taking decisions on behalf of 

the family. The societal norms of gender equality in marriage prevailed, as understood in 

Flanders and West-Europe in general. Respondents did not indicate a need to explicitly 

confront SA over familial gender roles: the perception of their equality is simply a given. 

Most respondents recognized the importance of motherhood, but did not see it as the 

fundamental gender role for women—in contrast to what the church posits. As to the 

number of children, local societal norms elbowed out the religious expectation of a large 

family. The same norms applied to the easy acceptance of non-traditional roles such as 

choosing to remain childless, be a single mother, or enter into a lesbian relation. Again, 
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overall respondents reflected the attitudes and opinions about motherhood in Flemish 

society—or West-Europe in general. 

As part of their view on gender essentialism geared at fertility, church leaders 

encourage young adults not to postpone marriage. Nearly all respondents circumvented 

this admonition by pointing at societal differences between Utah and Flanders, by 

enumerating the advantages of delaying marriage, and by claiming God’s approval for 

such personal matters. 

Fundamental to Mormon doctrine is “eternal marriage,” the eternal continuation of 

family life. Most respondents acclaimed that transcendental perspective in which gender 

roles were perceived as equal. Some, however, expressed concerns about the fate of 

singles and LGBT individuals. 

 
Society. The interview items on gender roles in society focused on education and 

employment. The church encourages college education for women. However, this 

constructive approach can be undermined by the church’s push to early marriage and 

motherhood. Respondents simply solved this SA by suggesting postponing marriage or 

children or by having the husband step in so his wife can finish her studies.  

Tensions over gender roles as to employment stem from the church’s longstanding 

admonition that mothers should avoid employment while children are still at home. 

Respondents, however, expressed no ambivalence over outside labor while having 

children at home. They all belonged to the category of working mothers and hardly 

expressed ambivalence over their choice. They displayed the diversity of opinions about 

motherhood and employment that prevail in Flemish society by recognizing the 

divergent needs of women, the pressure of economic conditions, and the benefits, 

disadvantages, and challenges of various situations, both for working mothers and for 

those that stay at home. Predominant was the affirmation of agency: women decide for 

themselves.  

At the same time, respondents recognized that their church involvement with 

positions and tasks in the auxiliary organizations bolstered their capacities and talents to 

be successful in society.  

 
Gender. As one of the five constructs, gender was inherently included in the interview 

items dealing with the previously mentioned constructs—religiousness, church, family, 

and society. However, several interview items confronted respondents explicitly with 

gender. One dealt with the gender essentialism as stated in the church Proclamation on the 

family: “Gender is an essential characteristic of individual premortal, mortal, and eternal 

identity and purpose.” Respondents immediately perceived the question as pertaining to 

homosexuality and same-sex marriage. Two other items probed attitudes toward 

homosexuality even more directly. Respondents’ reactions revealed how much the 

Flemish societal norms of full acceptance of homosexuality supersede the restrictions and 
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reservations that church leaders have advanced. To reduce the SA between the church’s 

gender essentialism and societal gender relativism, respondents applied several 

solutions: by redefining gender as different from sex; by adapting the doctrine of body 

ensoulment; by questioning the validity of the Proclamation and reflecting critically on 

church leaders’ revelation; by claiming the right to sexual relations for same-sex couples; 

or by simply confirming God’s love for LGBT individuals. Still, the situation of LGBT 

individuals in the church made most respondents avow how much they struggle with SA 

in this realm. 

 
Overall, respondents perceive gender roles from the perspective of Flemish (or West-

European) societal and familial norms of gender equality and sexual diversity. To 

harmonize those views with their faith, they highlight in their religiousness the uniquely 

Mormon elements which confirm that perspective. For the church construct, which 

confronts them with male-only authority, they reduce the resulting SA by skillfully 

negotiating and transforming the contradictions within the structures themselves.  

 
 
8.1.2. View on the respondents: commonalities and variances 

The repartition over five constructs fragments the identities of the respondents over the 

various issues. It risks making us lose sight of their individualities as such. What do they 

have in common and where do they differ? Some of the features scattered in the 

discussion of the constructs revert here, now tied to identities. 

 
8.1.2.1. Commonalities 

Notwithstanding minor discrepancies on a few topical issues, the following 

characteristics typify all respondents. 

Agency. Respondents strongly displayed their agency. Their assertive discourse, with 

a prominent use of the subject pronoun “I” and verbs of action, frequently indicated how 

they took initiatives and were in charge of their own lives, whether in the family, the 

church, or society. In their interactions with male church authorities, they indicated their 

input or their disagreements.  

Commitment. Although involvement in congregational life varied in intensity between 

respondents, all spoke as practicing members of a living community. Their examples of 

“lived experiences” displayed their commitment. Occasional criticism did not signal 

unconcern but aimed at suggestions for improvement. Specifically from their positions 

in female leadership, teaching, and ministering, respondents signified they were needed 

and useful in the church. 

Contentment. Though respondents recognized problematic gender aspects in the 

church construct, they did not express dissatisfaction over their membership. No 
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respondent indicated she was in a lasting crisis or deeply conflicted over gender roles. 

Resolving SA by the one or other strategy allowed them to remain satisfied. Even the one 

respondent who expressed the most criticism about male dominance recognized how 

much the church had helped her in developing her talents and obtaining a college degree. 

Moreover, an overall happy confidence in the transcendental reality of familial relations 

in the hereafter overshadowed perceived flaws in the church construct. At the end, God’s 

mercifulness will accept all. 

Belonging. None of the respondents took an isolationist stance, either toward the 

church or toward society. Next to their family, the congregation was a second home. 

Respondents indicated that they functioned just as well in society, where they had 

obtained their education and were professionally engaged. Even the more conservative 

respondents who assessed “the world” as evil mentioned at other places in the interview 

their normal integration in society and their positive interaction with non-members, 

including LGBT individuals. 

Common sense. No respondent adopted a social position that outsiders would consider 

aberrant. All aligned themselves with Flemish societal norms such as on marriage age, 

timing and number of children, education, and employment. They skillfully distanced 

themselves from structural inequalities in the church, in particular the male-only 

priesthood and hierarchy, as irrelevant for their daily functioning, where they simply act 

as equals.  

Utah-critical attitude. The topic was not foreseen in the interview guide but eleven of 

the thirteen respondents mentioned it spontaneously in relation to gender roles. Based 

on anecdotal experiences with Utah Mormons, they expressed their discomfort with 

items such as patriarchal attitudes, marriage age, family size, and businesslike 

micromanagement. Precisely the perception of these alleged differences enabled the 

reduction of SA—”what they do over there is cultural and not valid here.” 

 
8.1.2.2. Variances 

None of the respondents shared the same opinions with another on all issues. Each had a 

personal identity in relation to the various constructs.  

Conservative versus liberal propensities. Results often demarcated a more 

conservative group versus a more liberal group. However, in between the extremes 

represented by two outspoken conservative and two outspoken liberal respondents, the 

nine in the middle group, though identified as either more conservative or more liberal, 

were quite fluid pending the issues. The same respondent could be lenient on an item in 

one construct, but rather intransigent in another. Also, one could be conservative as to 

compliance, but still be critical on various issues. 

Varied construct perceptions and preferences. Though the five constructs used for this 

study are theoretically defined spaces, their actualization is multi-dimensional and the 

way each individual perceives and participates in each construct is complex. 
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Religiousness deals not only with the acceptance of transcendental truths but also with 

the depth and intensity of spiritual engagement in prayer or meditation which can 

greatly vary between individuals. A church meeting is for some an extension of 

religiousness, for others much more or even exclusively a community experience. For 

some respondents the outside society seemed their real social center, not the church. 

Respondents could be discerned according to a preference for one or two constructs—

religiousness, family, church, or society—where their perception of equal gender roles 

played out most favorably.  

Divergent knowledge of Mormonism. The knowledge level substantially affected the 

comments on gender roles. The more respondents were familiar with church history, 

independent sources, and recent developments, also bolstered by their knowledge of 

English, the more varied their comments were on gender roles and the more arguments 

they offered to handle SA.  

Insider-/outsiderness. The most conservative respondents commented mainly from 

an insider’s perspective which was often apologetic. Respondents who took a more 

critical or more liberal outlook were often able to adopt an outsider’s perspective looking 

at their own religion. However, perspectives changed frequently. It also resulted in 

respondents commenting both from faithful religious insiderness and from critical 

ecclesiastical outsiderness, but then again shifting their focus pending the issue.  

 

8.1.3. Comparison to women in the Mormon Cultural Region 

In the Preface I referred to the extensive research on female Mormon identities and 

Mormon feminism dealing with American women, in particular in Utah and the broader 

“Mormon Cultural Region” (MCR) which includes parts of surrounding States. It triggered 

my interest to see how Mormon women in Flanders would perceive their gender roles. 

Now, at the end of this journey, is there a way to compare the perceptions of my 

respondents to those of women in the MCR? A valid comparison would only be possible 

based on equivalent sampling and comparable data gathering. An appraisal based on 

general impressions would lead to oversimplification and the reinforcement of 

stereotypes. However, the related research among Mormon women in the MCR allows the 

recognition of some identifiable contrasts and correspondences (7.9.1).  

Overall, women in the MCR show greater concern to conform to the gender roles as 

expected by the church. The communal pressure to comply is obviously more intense 

when it is part of the society as a whole. In many parts of the MCR (ironically all outside 

of Salt Lake County itself), Mormons form sizable majorities. Since childhood both men 

and women have assimilated the church discourse on gender roles, with for women the 

female “Molly Mormon” as exemplar. It affects their daily life, also outside of the church 

building as neighborhood or work place are watching. As most MCR Mormons identify 

with American religious and political conservatism it also affects their voting and the 
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resulting legislation. It is no surprise that year after year Utah is named the worst state 

in the US for women’s equality on items such as workplace environment, wage gaps, 

higher education, health, and political empowerment (Jacobs 2020a). Here lies, based on 

my respondents’ answers and experiences, a significant contrast. In Flanders, Mormon 

women readily follow the overall Belgian societal norms—actually for the same reason as 

many women in the MCR—to avoid marginalization. They share the divergent opinions 

of the population at large, which will also include concerns over social issues related to 

women, but far from comparable to the situation in Utah.  

Another contrast concerns mental satisfaction. In the MCR the pressure on women to 

live according to the Molly Mormon ideal is known to potentially result in anxieties and 

even guilt, for example as related to marriage age, family size, or employment. 

Maintaining a “perfect” home becomes “toxic perfectionism.” The pressures to meet 

expectations then lead to depression, hence, the increased attention to psychological 

counseling, as mentioned in the research on these women. In contrast, my Flemish 

respondents recognized that these church expectations and pressures can be depressing, 

but downplayed them, sometimes as “a Utah thing.” None mentioned anxiety or 

depression as a major problem when considering their gender roles. 

However, presenting Mormon women in the MCR as a homogeneous group would 

ignore their vast diversity and the scores of individual profiles, even if a majority can still 

be identified as conservative in their adherence to traditional gender roles. A feminist 

minority has been vocal since the 1980s and has been growing steadily, all the more 

through social media. The research among these women (2.2.2, 2.3.2, 2.4.2, 2.5.2) reveals 

a wide variety of opinions and attitudes, from vindictive feminism to diverse forms of 

strategic compliance. As indicated before (7.9.1), similar coping strategies can be 

discerned when MCR women face structured ambivalence. It should also be noted that 

political allegiance in Utah is slowly shifting, with an increasing number of Mormons 

under age 40 and Mormons of color tipping to the Democratic Party (Riess 2021).  

The major trend of the past decade among Mormon feminists in the US has been to 

voice constructive criticism on the place of women in the church and to give suggestions 

for more female input, from an awareness that church leaders are listening but need to 

be given time to make changes without being pressured. In contrast, among my 

respondents, even the most liberal, there was very little interest to alter the order of 

things. Some considered Mormon feminism also “a US thing” from the perception that 

the US lags far behind on women’s rights. 

My comparison would not be complete without stressing the essential commonalities 

that bind Mormon women across the world, whether in Utah or in Flanders, and which I 

have personally observed over the years in various congregations. As practicing church 

members these women are strongly committed to a living community of believers and 

they feel part of their worldwide Relief Society. Even if life on earth is imperfect, latterly 

they see their gender roles in a transcendental perspective. For all temple-worthy 
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Mormon women, the temple rituals function as portrayal of the past, with Eve in a role 

model of agency, and as projection of what the hereafter offers—eternal, 

multigenerational families. Mormonism and gender cannot be understood without that 

“latter-day” dimension. 

 

8.1.4. Looking back at agency 

From the onset of my research agency was identified as a main paradigm in studies on the 

relation between religion and gender, in particular as it relates to conservative, 

patriarchal religions (I-1.3). The core question in many studies has been to what extent 

women are allowed to exert their agency in an environment dominated by men. Agency 

had direct relevance for the main question of my research (I-2.4): how do Mormon women 

in Flanders negotiate their place in a patriarchal religion of American origin and their 

own Flemish environment, where gender equality and sexual diversity are part of societal 

norms? 

I first summarize how my research relates to existing scholarship on types of agency 

and how my research contributes to it (8.1.4.1). I next comment on the resulting 

complexities when on the level of individualized experiences various types of agency 

combine (8.1.4.2). I end with a reflection on the specificity of Mormonism as to types of 

agency (8.1.4.3). 

 
8.1.4.1. Scholarship, types of agency and research contribution 

This subsection blends the various parts of the dissertation dealing with agency:  

- the literature review in chapter 2 as it focused on the changes in approach over the 

years and the various types of agency that researchers identified; 

- the data collection instrument with agency as focal point described in chapter 6; 

- the contribution of my research as presented in chapter 7.  

I intertwine these various parts, in line with types of agency as identified by Avishai (2016) 

and Burke (2012). 

 

Surrendered agency.  The earliest scholarly studies focused on non-agency or 

surrendered agency as an abdication to male dominance (2.2). They worked from the 

perspective of religion as an oppressive social structure and struggled with the paradox 

that women were willing to surrender their agency in such systems.  

In my interviews I probed surrendered agency as strict compliance with commandments 

and unquestioned acceptance of priesthood decisions (7.5.2 and 7.5.3). Most respondents 

rejected such surrendered agency and solved the resulting SA by various strategies. Only 

a few of the more conservative respondents gave some answers that signaled almost blind 
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obedience, but in each of these cases the submission itself was based on a robust initial 

act of agency. 

 

Resistance agency.  Also as part of the earliest scholarly endeavors, a number of 

studies, both in general and in Mormon research, dealt with the ways women use their 

agency to resist male dominance (2.3; 2.3.2.1). The leading tone of these approaches is 

often vindictive. Quite a few of these studies focus on women’s agency as a means to 

liberate themselves from male subjugation and to disaffiliate from their religion—the 

“Flight from the Iron Cage” (Beck 1994).  

Items in my interview guide did not directly address such feelings or reactions in order 

not to appear antagonistic to the church, but questions dealing with women and the 

priesthood, and some of the vignettes, gave openings to respondents to mention 

resistance agency (7.5). The more liberal respondents referred a few times to some of 

their actions that can be labeled as resistance. However, the related attitude was never 

structural, only incidental over discords with American priesthood leaders who were in 

Europe on temporary assignments. Such examples of resistance agency were always part 

of a vivid narration where the respondent, sometimes with her sister allies, played a lively 

role. Winning stopped resistance. Appropriate strategies resolved the SA. 

 

Empowerment agency.  Most studies that analyze resistance agency combine it with 

empowerment agency, as the natural prolongation of resistance (2.3.2.2). These 

approaches take a more constructive turn in appraising how women remain active in 

their faith, while still finding ways to subvert the system, re-interpret regulations, and 

emancipate beyond the boundaries. Avishai (2016, 376–377) considers this research as still 

belonging to the first period of research on agency as researchers continue to view agency 

as the capacity to maneuver within oppressive social structures. Various terms describe 

aspects of this empowerment agency with variants as strategic compliance, pious critical 

agency,  or instrumental agency.  

It is in this realm that my respondents, when confronted with ambivalent situations 

and choices, found the most incentives to weigh options from their own lived 

experiences. It is here that they appealed to various strategies to elude or solve SA. They 

applied them in particular in the tensions that can occur between the constructs of 

church (7.5), family (7.6), and society (7.7). 

 

Agency for inside valorization.  Here the focus turns to what makes women explicitly 

content with their choices. It has been researched in numerous scholarly contributions 

since the end of the 1990s (2.4). It is common to refer to Mahmood’s work as a 

methodological game-changer in this respect, based on her study of an Islamic piety 

movement (2005). Mahmood challenged the prevailing emphasis on agency as related to 

resistance, subversion, or strategic compliance. She valorized agency from within the 
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specificity of the religious realm: the “docile agent” uses her agency to focus on religious 

ideals (Mahmood 2001). Avishai defined Mahmood’s understanding of agency as “rooted 

in docility, compliance, and piety, in aspiring to conform (and conforming) with religious 

ideals” (2016, 378). Burke called it “compliant agency” (2012, 128). 

The first questions in my interview guide started from that very premise—the value of 

Mormonism for women—rather than from contentious or provocative issues (6.4.3). 

Other questions followed in the same vein. The answers correspondingly highlighted 

facets of inside valorization such as gratifying religiousness in relation to the “plan of 

salvation,” the place of Eve as gender role model, and the significance of the temple for 

priesthood and gender equality. Nearly all respondents also praised the concept of 

personal revelation as a way to affirm their agency: they can decide for themselves and 

call upon inspiration to confirm what they decided. For the family construct, women 

simply rejected the notion of a presiding father but at the same time accepted the male-

only priesthood as valuable for women since it compelled men to fidelity and service. In 

the church construct respondents saw the value of opportunities to exert their agency in 

leading auxiliary organizations, organizing ministering and service projects, and giving 

sermons and lessons.  

In short, for each type of agency, my research contributes to more differentiation in 

the ways each type of agency operates when respondents are confronted with ambivalent 

situations. The application of the framework of SA shows how agency enables coping 

strategies. 

 
8.1.4.2. Individualized, fluctuating combinations of types of agency 

In much of the literature on types of agency exercised by religious women, the 

descriptions tend to imply that types of agency correspond with types of women. Women 

identified under resistance agency are presented as activists who “challenge or attempt to 

change religious beliefs and practices” (Burke 2012, 124–125). Women using empowerment 

agency are described in the research as women who “use religion to empower themselves 

in their daily lives” (p. 126). Instrumental agency assumes women who “want to free 

themselves from patriarchal culture and particularly stifling aspects of their lives” (p. 

126). The data from both qualitative and quantitative research Burke refers to focus on 

one or two specific traits of respondents, which reinforces the impression that these traits 

are identity markers. 

The answers obtained from my respondents on various issues contradict such 

homogenization into types of women. No respondent adhered to one type of agency only. 

In view of the variety of responses dealing with different situations, in a mixture of 

constructs, every respondent displayed various types of agency. A respondent identified 

as more conservative could be surprisingly liberal on a certain issue, jumping from 

compliant agency to resistant or to empowering agency. Some of the most liberal 

commenters could be quite adamant on strictness on a specific point. Assessments were 
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also contingent on the persons Mormon women work with in a church with lay leaders 

that change regularly: commenting on their relation with priesthood leadership, several 

respondents stated that the way they use their agency depends on the person they deal 

with—resistant with some, compliant with others. Moreover, the boundaries between 

types of agency are not that clear-cut. At what point does compliant agency gravitate to 

empowerment agency? Motives of people are complex and often difficult to probe. To add 

to the intricacy, several respondents indicated how their views have evolved over time, 

affecting the way they use their agency now compared to similar circumstances in the 

past.  

The resulting complexities on the level of individualized experiences should always be 

taken into account. A listing of types of agency remains helpful but it should not lead to 

essentializing women. 

 
8.1.4.3. The specificity of Mormonism as to types of agency 

In studies on gender and religion, Mormonism is often mentioned in one sentence with 

evangelicals, Orthodox Jews, and Muslims (Avishai 2016, 376), sometimes also including 

Catholics (Burke 2012, 122). By relating Mormonism to examinations of other 

conservative movements, there is a risk that inappropriate frames or categories are being 

imposed. Inadequate or misleading paradigms then pre-structure the researcher’s view 

of how Mormonism operates.  

Specifically on the issue of agency, Mormonism presents a number of characteristics 

that can muddle correct understanding. Some of the labels for the types of agency 

mentioned above can indeed be understood differently in a Mormon context. For 

example, in Burke’s approach, based on selected literature, empowerment agency “assumes 

that the basic elements of gender-traditional religions are harmful to women” and that 

women “change their response to beliefs or practices.” But empowerment is in Mormonism 

a positive term, part of a fundamental view on individual growth and progress, also for 

girls and women (5.7). Mahmood’s view of compliant agency as shown in docility and piety 

does not match with what compliant agency would mean to Mormon women as they are 

challenged to fulfill new callings in the organization, which in turn become empowering. 

Mormonism is foremost a religion of social, active engagement, less of piety and rituals. 

Instrumental agency is attributed by Burke as applicable to women who “use their 

participation in gender-traditional religions for advantages in non-religious aspects of 

their lives” and thus who “want to free themselves from patriarchal culture and 

particularly stifling aspects of their lives” (Burke 2012, 126). But Mormonism encourages 

and praises the attainment of success in life, also for women. The use of such instrumental 

agency was explicitly referred to by various respondents: assignments and callings in the 

church since childhood helped them to develop their talents and leadership abilities, to 

be effectively used in society.  
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Mormonism also has some unique doctrinal features related to agency which outsiders 

may not fully grasp and which may lead to incomplete or erroneous conclusions. As my 

respondents confirmed, Mormon women are well aware of the central place of Eve as 

gender role model for agency, in particular for those who attend the temple. The concept 

of Mother in Heaven has a special meaning for some. It is surprising to see how easily 

such concepts can be misunderstood by outsiders. For example, Burke writes that 

“Mormon women comply to traditional gender roles to fulfill duties dictated by a divine 

female, the Mother in Heaven” (2012, 128), with a reference to Hoyt 2007, but where Hoyt 

nowhere says so in her discussion of Mother in Heaven. In Mormonism there is no divine 

female who dictates duties. Burke also uses as example of compliant agency “Mormon 

women who view acts of submission as necessary to become goddesses in heaven after 

death” (p. 124). I doubt that Mormon women would recognize such a sentence as a proper 

description. It again confirms how important the insider position of the researcher can 

be to accurately understand and portray the specificity of Mormonism. 

 
 

8.1.5. Concluding paragraph 

To summarize the research in a single paragraph would greatly disregard the diversity of 

Mormon women in Flanders. Their perception of gender roles plays out in multiple 

dimensions at the intersection of religiousness, church, family, and society. Still, as a final 

thought it should be acknowledged that all respondents participated in the research as 

assertive, self-conscious women for whom gender equality is simply a given. On all issues 

where unequal or traditional gender roles confronted them with SA, they used arguments 

and strategies to resolve or circumvent the tensions without major strife or frustrations. 

To simplify to the utmost, one could say that on the perception of gender roles they are 

Mormon Flemings much more than Flemish Mormons. Or, in the words of anthropologist 

van Beek (2005), who applied the wordplay to Mormons in Europe—they are Mormon 

Europeans rather than European Mormons. Their perception of gender roles roots in 

their homeland. 

 

 

8.2. Contribution to the field 

This research is situated in the field of sociological analysis where gender, religion, 

family, and society intersect. It adds to the present understanding on the following 

points. 

 

More differentiation within “doing religion.” The field introduced the concept of 

“doing religion” as “the enactment of religiosity in the context of social norms and 

regulatory discourses” and “religious conduct and the structural and institutional 
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contexts that shape conduct” (Avishai 2008, 413). My research suggests that “doing 

religion” in the personal, social or spiritual sense must be more differentiated from 

“doing religious observance” as visible acts determined by the institution. To that end, 

religiousness is defined as an individual, internal construct grounded in personal faith 

and to which an adherent can turn, independently of the institutional observance of 

religion. Some adherents may experience a harmonious relation between personal 

religiousness and institutional observance, others can distinguish between the two and 

use their personal religiousness to address ambivalence in the institutional construct. 

Mormonism is well suited to demonstrate this dichotomy as it appeared in my 

respondents’ comments. These Mormon women confront tensions, among which over 

gender roles, by turning to the concept of “personal revelation” or by referring to their 

faith projections related to Eve or Heavenly Mother and to some temple experiences. In 

that realm they can assert not only their full equality with men but also their 

indispensability. The dynamics between the constructs of religiousness and institutional 

observance are complex but deserve to be taken into more account when assessing “doing 

religion.”  

 

More attention to various societal perspectives. Another diversification that my 

research accentuated is the impact of varied societal perspectives. Proselytizing 

conservative religions such as Mormonism export to other parts of the world not only 

their constructs of religiousness, church, and gender, but also some socio-cultural 

traditions and attitudes from their main location. Members of minority religions 

scattered far from their geographic religious center may thus face dual societal tensions, 

one with the surrounding host society and one with the culture of origin. It can be 

compared with the challenges of adaptation that Buddhism has been facing for decades: 

how to be a Buddhist in a Western country without the non-essential lore? Buddhism is 

quite lenient in its adaptability (Queen 2012). In the case of Mormonism, however, its 

strict hierarchical structure, distinct guidelines, and standardized procedures provide no 

official space for cultural adaptation. My respondents seized upon assumed differences 

between Flemish and “Utah” culture to discard or ignore some of the church expectations 

regarding gender roles. The research thus shows the need for more differentiation when 

it comes to constructs such as “society.” 

 
Fine-tuning of insider/outsider relations. The analysis of my insider/outsider situation 

underscores the multiple variables that can affect the position of the researcher when 

dealing with religious groups. The differentiation of insider perspectives into topical, 

social, and ecclesiastical, and outsider perspectives into academic, congregational, and 

religious (6.5.2), moreover combined with the respondent’s perception of the researcher 

along similar perspectives (6.5.3), can lead to more refined models to identify and 
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describe insider/outside factors. Recognizing these factors and taking them into account 

when interviewing is important to ensure the authenticity of the data being collected. 

 
Overall this dissertation hopes to contribute to the study of the relation between 

gender and religion and to the appreciation of sociocultural diversity in the realm of 

religion. 

 

 

8.3. Limitations 

I identified the following limitations. 
 

Privacy limitations. To ensure the anonymity of my respondents I had to exclude 

relevant information that would have immediately identified respondents for many 

church members in Flanders. Some of that information dealt with specific family 

situations, church disciplinary councils, and conflicts related to divorce—all relevant for 

gender role perceptions. Still, leaving out those details did not affect the overall results 

and conclusions. 

 
Bias in sampling. In the constitution of the sample the key Informant considered 

potential respondents from a perspective of assertive personalities—those “who would 

have something to say” and who had experience in female leadership positions—which is 

indeed justified as part of purposive sampling (6.6.1.2). Though a balance was established 

between more conservative and more liberal voices, it should be acknowledged that many 

church members, both male and female, belong to a category of “simply devoted and 

committed” adherents, happy to be part of the congregation and rarely involved in 

leadership positions. They obtain their information only from official church sources and 

are generally silent or acquiescent in church classes on Sunday. Though more of such 

female respondents could have been included in the sample, it was surmised they would 

have little to contribute to the issues raised or that their answers would match those of 

the selected conservative voices. In that sense the sample selection still matched the 

avowed purposive sampling in the methodology (6.5), but it should be noted that the 

more liberal and more informed voices, now making about half of my sample, do not 

represent half of the Mormon women in Flanders. 

 
Participant bias. The two most conservative respondents answered most of the 

questions in a didactic mode, as if sermonizing to church members or giving “the right 

answers” to a questioning Sunday School teacher. When faced with situations with 

structured ambivalence, they opted for diplomatic answers, avoiding any criticism of the 

church. A bias at the other extreme could be detected in some responses by the two most 

liberal respondents. Quite outspoken, both also with the longest interview time of two 
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and a half hour each, they seemed to feel a need to emphasize their independent stance 

and their familiarity with controversies over gender in the church. In both these 

conservative and liberal extremes, some comments are probably biased from 

predispositions to either defend the church or to denigrate some aspects. However, these 

comments are sufficiently moderated by other comments these respondents made and 

by the input of the whole group. 

 
 

8.4. Suggestions for future research 

The potential for more sociological research among Mormons in Flanders and, by 

extension, to larger areas is vast. I suggest the following tracks. 

 

Exploitation of other data in the responses. Besides the key items that relate to gender 

roles, the interviews yielded also data on reasons for conversion, aspects of faith 

development, the nature of personal revelation, mixed-faith marriages, and projections 

for the future. These items have potential for scholarly articles. Comparisons with 

research results from other settings, Mormon or non-Mormon, can contribute to more 

insight on the dynamics in religion, family, and society. 

 

Disaffected members. Disaffected members, in particular those that became “inactive” 

over frustrations or conflicts, may indicate to what extent their experiences with gender 

roles in the church affected their insights and decisions. It would give voice to the group 

that constitutes the vast majority—between 70 and 80 percent—of Mormon women in 

Flanders (1.2.6), even if many of them do not consider themselves Mormon anymore. 

 

A longitudinal track. All respondents indicated that their faith and insights evolved 

over the years. A reiteration of the research with the same respondents after certain 

intervals would reveal to what extent the perception of gender roles has changed, also 

taking into account that the church itself is on the move with gendered adaptations that 

seem intended to enhance female impact in the church. 

 

The rising generation. As recent generations tend to undergo drastic changes due to 

the impact of social media and amidst world developments such as climate change and 

economic uncertainties, the maturing insights and attitudes of the rising generation of 

young Mormon women in Flanders would be significant to analyze. Many of them will be 

the young mothers who for a large part determine the gender socialization of their 

children. Would a liberalizing trend set in or will only the more conservative young 

women remain active in the church and contribute to a reinforcement of traditional 

gender roles? 
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Male perceptions. What about the perception of gender roles by Mormon men in 

Flanders? It seems most of the research of gender roles in the religious context is focused 

on women’s experiences and opinions, but the extent to which female gender roles are 

determined by androcentric traditions and attitudes displayed by men deserves equal 

attention. Would Mormon men in Flanders exhibit the same “benevolent sexism” as 

American Mormons, as found by Stevenson (2014)? 
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Appendix 1 – Informed Consent Form 

Informed Consent Form  
 
This consent form relates to the doctoral project of Ellen Decoo at Ghent University 
under the supervision of Prof. dr. Chia Longman. Prof. dr. Renata Forste of Brigham 
Young University is a member of the advisory committee. Ellen is a sociologist (BS and 
MS from Brigham Young University). The project studies the perceptions and opinions 
of women who are members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints in 
Flanders and in the Netherlands in order to better understand their position as women 
in the Flemish and Dutch contexts. 
 
The rules for research with persons require that participants grant their consent. Please 
confirm your agreement under the wording mentioned below. 
 
========== 

1. My participation in this project is voluntary. I understand that I will not be paid for 
my participation. I may withdraw and discontinue participation at any time without 
having to give a reason and without consequences. If I decline to participate or 
withdraw from the study, no one will be told. 

2. If I feel uncomfortable in any way during the interactions, I have the right to decline 
to answer any question or to end the exchange. 

3. I understand that participation involves being interviewed in one or more sessions or 
exchange information over email, chat or messages. In oral interviews the researcher 
will take notes and/or make an audio recording (which will be erased after transcript). I 
can decline to be recorded.  

4. I understand that the researcher will not identify me by name in any report that uses 
my information. However, I realize that data such as age, race, civil status, or something 
specific could possibly identify me. ____ I have no objection to that possibility. ____ I do 
not want such data to be included. (indicate your choice). 

5. I understand that this research project has been reviewed and approved by the Ethics 
Committee of the Faculty of Arts and Philosophy of Ghent University. 

6. I have read and understand the explanation provided to me. I have had all my 
questions answered to my satisfaction, and I voluntarily agree to participate in this 
study. 

7. I have been given a copy of this consent form. 
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_________________________________________   ________________________ 
My Signature  Date 
 
__________________________________________  ________________________ 
My Printed Name  Signature of the researcher 
 
For further information, please contact Ellen Decoo - Ellen.Decoo@UGent.be 
 
Ellen Decoo  
Centre for Research on Gender and Culture  
University of Ghent, Belgium  
PhD student under the direction of Prof. Chia Longman 
  

mailto:Ellen.Decoo@UGent.be
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Appendix 2 – Soliciting mail 

Hallo (name), 
 
Ik ben Ellen Decoo. Ik ben afgestudeerd aan BYU en doceer nu sociologie aan het Salt 
Lake Community College in Utah. Ik ben ook doctoraatsstudente aan de Universiteit 
Gent. Begin mei ben ik weer in België voor “veldwerk”. Graag doe ik op je beroep voor 
een gesprek. 
 
Voor mijn doctoraat onderzoek ik hoe Vlaamse en Nederlandse vrouwen, lid van de 
Kerk van Jezus Christus van de Heiligen der Laatste Dagen, hun rol als vrouw (“gender 
role”) beschouwen. Onder Amerikaanse vrouwen is op dit onderwerp al veel onderzoek 
gedaan, maar nog maar heel weinig in andere landen.  
 
Mijn promotor is Prof. Chia Longman van de Universiteit Gent. Prof. Renata Forste 
begeleidt me vanuit BYU, zodat dit een fijne samenwerking is tussen BYU en de 
Universiteit Gent. 
 
Ik zou heel graag ook over jouw inzichten en ervaringen horen. Algemeen gaat het om 
het volgende: 
- Beschouwingen over de rol van de vrouw in het gezin, de kerk en het beroepsleven. 
- Beschouwingen over de rol van de vrouw in het plan van zaligheid. 
- Beschouwingen bij veranderingen inzake de rol van de vrouw in de kerk. 
 
Ik werk met een open vragenlijst en ook voorbeelden van situaties waar commentaar 
kan op gegeven worden. Als “informante” kun je zelf kiezen waar je meer (of geen) 
aandacht wil aan schenken. De gegevens worden strikt anoniem verwerkt tenzij je als 
informante zelf graag vermeld wordt. Daartoe zal ik je vragen een verklaring te tekenen 
vereist door de ethische commissie van de Universiteit Gent. 
 
Het is ook mogelijk een groepsgesprek te houden met meerdere vrouwen die daartoe 
bereid zijn. Je bent dan niet meer anoniem voor de andere aanwezigen, maar het kan de 
uitwisseling boeiend maken. Je kunt dit hieronder aanduiden. 
 
Verder staat het onderzoek ook toe dat we via email of chat communiceren zodat er ook 
gelegenheid is om nadien aan te vullen of te verduidelijken. 
 
Ik dank je heel hartelijk voor je bereidheid hierbij te helpen. 
 
Ellen 
ellendecoo@gmail.com 
 
 
GRAAG HET VOLGENDE AANGEVEN en terugmailen  
 
1 – Tussen 3 mei en 11 mei zijn volgende momenten (voormiddag, namiddag, avond) 
voor mij NIET mogelijk (kruisje plaatsen)  
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– indien het schema niet werkt, graag even uitschrijven welke momenten NIET passen. 
 
 vr 3 mei za 4 mei zo 5 mei ma 6 mei di 7 mei wo 8 mei do 9 mei vr 10 mei za 11 mei 

voormiddag          

namiddag          

avond          

 
2 – Voor plaats van samenkomst, verkies ik bij Ellen thuis (Edegem) / bij mij thuis 
  Mijn adres: (...) 
 
3 – Ik ben (ook) geïnteresseerd in een groepsgesprek met meerdere leden. (Ja / Nee)  
 
4 – Ik ben telefonisch bereikbaar op het nummer: (...) 
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Appendix 3 – Confirmation mail 

Dag (name), 
 
Zoals afgesproken, zien we elkaar op (date) bij mij thuis / bij jou thuis. 
 
Ik sluit het formulier in dat voor de Ethische Commissie getekend moet worden. Ik 
breng een afdruk mee, maar zo kan je het al even op voorhand lezen. Het klinkt wat 
formeel, maar dat zijn de academische regels. Ze gelden ook voor BYU. Alle gegevens die 
je met me deelt blijven anoniem. Het formulier vermeldt wel een keuze over gegevens 
die iemand zouden kunnen identificeren. Je kunt die keuze ook nog na het gesprek 
bepalen. 
 
Het helpt me enorm als ik het gesprek mag opnemen. Dan kan ik achteraf de meest 
relevante passages correct uitschrijven of samenvatten en, zo je wenst, opnieuw aan je 
voorleggen voor nazicht. De opname wordt achteraf gewist. 
 
De meeste deelnemers hebben graag al op voorhand weet van onderwerpen. Algemene 
punten voor bespreking omvatten de volgende: 
- Hoe ben je bij de kerk gekomen? 
- Hoe ervaar je de waarde van de kerk specifiek voor vrouwen?  
- Hoe ervaar je de relatie tussen de vrouw en het priesterschap? 
- Hoe zie je de verhouding tussen gezin en beroepsleven? 
- Hoe zie je de rol van de vrouw in het plan van zaligheid? 
 
Ik leg ook situaties voor zoals die in de Amerikaanse onderzoeken worden voorgelegd, 
waaruit we dan kunnen afleiden of vrouwen bij ons op gelijke of andere wijze oordelen. 
Bijvoorbeeld: 
 
In een gezin stelt zich het volgende probleem. Myriam, een van de kinderen, 9 jaar oud, 
wordt voor een verjaardagsfeestje uitgenodigd, maar het is op een zondagnamiddag. De 
ouders bespreken het eerst onder elkaar. De moeder vindt dat dit wel moet kunnen 
want haar dochtertje heeft het al moeilijk om vrienden op school te maken en dit is een 
een mooie kans om zich geïntegreerd te voelen. De vader vindt dat het niet kan, want 
volgens hem moeten de kinderen leren wat het betekent de sabbat te eren. Hoe zou jij 
hierover oordelen? 
 
Zo zijn er nog situaties waar kerkleden mee te maken krijgen. Er zijn echter geen 
“correcte” of “niet correcte” antwoorden. Het onderzoek wil gewoon zicht krijgen op 
individuele inzichten en ervaringen. 
 
Ik kijk uit naar ons gesprek! 
 
Ellen 
  



 

442 
 

 
 
 

Appendix 4 - Interview guide (English version) 

Perception of gender roles among Mormon women in Flanders  
 
Not every items needs to be addressed. The respondent’s interest and willingness to 
answer determine the choice. The list of questions is detailed, which can be useful if the 
respondent prefers to respond briefly to detailed questions, rather than expanding 
answers freely. 

Key items are printed in bold. Paraphrasing or extending items are indented. 
 
 
1 MAKING ACQUAINTANCE 
 1.1 CONSENT FORM 
 1.2 OWN INTRODUCTION 
 1.3 RESPONDENT 

2 INTRODUCTION TO THE RESEARCH 
 2.1 THE OBJECTIVE 
 2.2 METHODOLOGY 
 2.3 INTERNAL STRUCTURING OF THE ITEMS 

3 PERCEPTION OF “GENDER ROLES” 
 3.1 FREE APPROACH 
 3.2 RELIGIOUS FOCUS 
  3.2.1 Religious identity – Q.R.02–09 
  3.2.2 Free will (agency) – Q.R.10-14 
  3.2.3 The plan of salvation – Q.R.15-21 
  3.2.4 Norms and values – Q.R.22-27 
  3.2.5 Faith, prayer and personal revelation – Q.R.28-34 
  3.2.6 Priesthood – Q.R.35-41 
  3.2.7 Missionary work – Q.R.42-44 
  3.2.8 Heavenly mother – Q.R.45 
 3.3 SOCIAL FOCUS 
  3.3.1 Marriage – Q.S.01-06 (46-51) 
  3.3.2 Family life and work – Q.S.07-12 (52-57) 
  3.3.3 Education – Q.S.13-17 (58-62) 
  3.3.4 The place of men and women in the church – Q.S.18-23 (63-68) 
  3.3.5 Looking towards the future – Q.S.24-28 (69-73) 

4 OTHER QUESTIONS 
 4.1 AROUND SEXUALITY– Q.S.29-34 (74-79) 
 4.2 CHANGES 
 4.3 RELATIONAL ASPECTS  
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1 Making acquaintance 
 
1.1 Consent form 
 

The “Informed Consent Form” was sent in advance by email so that the respondent could 
read it before the interview. At the start of the interview, the researcher can therefore 
present it for a signature. 
 
- Were you able to read the consent form? No comments? Then I have two copies to 

sign here, one for you and one for me. For anonymity, you may want to indicate your 
preference for anonymity, which usually makes a conversation more frank because 
everything we discuss remains strictly anonymous.  

 
1.2. Own introduction 
 

- I'll tell you something about myself first. 
- I was born in Belgium, baptized at the age of 8 in the Antwerp branch. 
- From my 11th birthday I lived in Utah, because of my father who was asked to teach 

at BYU ... In Provo high school, seminary ... Study at BYU, sociology ... Now a teacher 
of sociology in Salt Lake. 

- I'm still unmarried. 
 
1.3 Respondent 
 

- How did you become a member of the church? 
- (for converts through missionaries) Still in contact with those missionaries? 
- (for converts) Did you have problems with your family joining the church? 
- (as born in the church) Were your parents converts? Or: How many generations 

already? 
 
- Ethnic / national background? 

- Profession? Kind of work? (if appropriate, inquire about diplomas obtained) 

- What is your family situation? 
- Family member of the church? Relationship with family members who are not 

members? 
- Always went to the ward / stake here? Have you lived in other places? 
- What callings have you had in the church? Do you have a calling now? 
- Do you have time for other things, such as sports or hobbies? 
 
 
2 Introduction to the research 
 
2.1 The objective 
 
(Refer to information already sent) 
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- My study topic is about how women in the church view their role as women. 
- That view varies according to the upbringing, the place where you live or local 

customs. By examining such topics, we get a better view of the diversity in the church 
and the cultural differences. 

 
2.2 Methodology 
 

- On the one hand, I study the theories about the role of women in society, and in 
particular religious women within their religion. On the other hand, I do the practical 
“fieldwork”, namely interviewing women to learn from their experiences and 
insights, and thus see whether the theories are still valid or need to be adjusted.  

- For this interview I have a long series of possible questions. If you think that you 
cannot or do not want to say anything about a question, we will simply skip the 
question. There are two major parts: on the one hand, the more social side, so about 
relationships in interaction; and on the other hand the religious side, namely from 
the gospel and the doctrine of the church. For a number of questions, the two 
sometimes overlap each other. 

- It is important to answer as honestly as possible. The goal is not only to describe what 
the church is saying, but also and especially how people themselves feel things and 
how they might want things differently. It is not a question of being critical or not, 
but of giving insights and experiences as precisely as possible. 

 
Mention if not yet discussed: 
- Do you mind if I record our conversation? Then I can listen carefully afterwards and 

note things down precisely. The recording is not shared with anyone and then 
deleted. 

 
2.3. Internal structuring of the items 
 

Many items are direct questions. Depending on the respondent, short or long answers 
can be expected here. For respondents who do not immediately respond to the 
questions or who need clarification, the items with a SITUATION are preferable. 
 
A question or situation in an indented paragraph tries to expand on the preceding item 
or is an alternative for the preceding item. 
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3 Perception of “gender roles” 
 
3.1 Free approach 
 

Q.R.01 
1. Would you like to tell yourself how you feel about the role of women in the church? I 

have a lot of specific questions, but perhaps you can first tell how you see women’s 
position in the church. 

 
 
3.2 Religious focus 
 

The main topic of my research is about so-called “gender roles”, namely how the 
respective roles of men and women are felt within the faith. 
 
3.2.1 Religious identity – Q.R.02–09 
 

Q.R.02 = question Religious focus 
2. This is a general question that can go in any direction: what can be the added value 

for a woman to be a member of our church? Or put differently: compared to other 
churches, what would make our church more valuable to women? 

 
Q.R.03 

3. (if insufficient answer in previous question) Is there anything in the church that 
you as a woman particularly value? 

Q.R.04 

4. (for convert) What has made the difference for you as a woman to become a member 
of the Church? 

 
Q.R.05 -  

5. Is there a female figure in the Scriptures that you would see as a model? (possibly 
mentioning some suggestions: Eve; Sarah wife of Abraham; Rachel wife of Isaac; 
Jokebed mother of Moses; Ruth wife of Boaz; Sariah wife of Lehi; Maria mother of 
Jesus.) 

 
Q.R.06 

6. A frequently asked question in research is whether men and women experience 
religion in different ways, in particular if women would be more spiritually inclined 
and can develop greater faith. What do you think about that? 

 
Q.R.07 

7. It is often said that faith evolves over the years, so that the belief of years ago is no 
longer the same as now, through experiences, age, or new insights. Would you 
recognize such a development in yourself? 
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Q.R.08 

8. Can a Mormon woman adopt different identities, for example, one for church, one 
for home and one for work? 

 
Q.R.09 

9. Church lessons and talks often speak of perfection. It creates an image of the ideal 
woman in the church. Is that something which is feasible for women, or just helpful, 
or sometimes rather depressing? 

 
3.2.2. Free will (agency) – Q.R.10-14 
 

Q.R.10 
10. This is an important question. The doctrine of the church stresses free will, namely 

the possibility of choosing between good and evil and being responsible for 
decisions. People freely choose to become members or to stay in the church if they 
grew up as children in a Mormon family. It is a basic choice. But does that mean that 
church members then surrender part of their free will? In other words: is a church 
member then obliged to do everything the church asks? 

11. In other words: Do the commandments and rules still give someone sufficient 
freedom to trade for themselves? Or does the church ultimately determine the 
behavior? The subject also has to do with the point of “blind obedience.” Should we 
obey blindly or can we draw a line ourselves without getting into trouble? 

 
Q.R.12 

12. SITUATION [AGENCY TOPIC]. Evelyne is a woman in her forties with a couple 
teenage children at home, which requires a lot of involvement. She is also part of 
the school committee where her children attend school. Her husband has a 
demanding job and can only partly help in the household. Evelyne often feels 
very tired. The bishop has now asked her to become Relief Society president. She 
knows that this will be very demanding. When she prays about it, she feels that 
she should accepted the calling as the will of the Lord. But her common sense 
tells her that it is not wise to accept that calling. How should Evelyne decide? 

13. (Additionally:) have you ever felt such a conflict between your own will and what the 
Spirit tells you? 

14. (Additionally) Callings are extended to all members. Have you ever refused a calling? 
(or: Have you ever accepted a calling that you later felt you should not have 
accepted?) 
 
 

3.2.3 The plan of salvation – Q.R.15-21 
Q.R.15 

15. The Proclamation on the Family says that every person – male or female – is created 
in the image of God, as a son or daughter of our heavenly parents. The text also says, 
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“Gender is an essential characteristic of one's premortal, mortal, and eternal identity 
and purpose.” What do you think of this doctrine for our time? 

16. How do you see the role of Eve in the Plan of salvation? 

17. Eve occupies an important place for the doctrine of the church because she took 
the first step to make earthly probation possible. Is that something that should 
be important for women? Why? 

18. Eternal marriage is central to the plan of salvation. It is also strongly emphasized in 
the Proclamation about the family. How important is that teaching for women in the 
church (and specifically for you as a woman)? 

19. How important is motherhood as part of the earthly experience for a woman? 

20. According to church doctrine, eternal marriage also makes eternal offspring 
possible, just as it is now for our heavenly parents, meaning parents can continue to 
have children in the celestial kingdom. How do you feel about that perspective as 
part of your faith? 

21. One aspect that is sometimes addressed is the fact that a man can be sealed to 
different women. In the past this already existed on earth under plural marriage, but 
that ceased in 1890. However, it still exists for the afterlife because a man, after the 
death of his first wife with whom he was married in the temple, can remarry with 
another woman, also with an eternal sealing. Some find this difficult to accept. What 
would your thoughts be on this perspective of plural marriage in the celestial 
kingdom? 
 
 

3.2.4 Norms and values – Q.R.22-27 
 

22. Some church leaders express their concern that the world is getting worse. As a 
woman, do you also have that feeling? 

23. Church leaders often speak of “the world” as the opposite of “the gospel”. Lesson 
material for our girls and young women often speak of the temptations of the world. 
Question: should they protect themselves against the influence of the world and 
therefore rather shield themselves, or should they find a balance in order to also be 
“in the world”? 

24. SITUATION. Two young adults, both members of the Church, decide to live together 
without marriage, as many young adults do. Which measure would be appropriate: 
either excommunication, or censorship, or do nothing and wait? 

25. In the face of the world around them, do girls need more protection than boys? 

26. SITUATION [AGENCY TOPIC] The following problem arises in a family. Myriam, one 
of the children, 9 years old, is invited to a birthday party, but it is on a Sunday 
afternoon. The parents discuss it among themselves first. The mother believes that 
this should be possible because her daughter is already having trouble making 
friends at school and this is a great opportunity to feel integrated. The father thinks 
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that it better not to accept the invitation because, according to him, the children 
must learn what it means to honor the Sabbath. How would you judge this? 

27. We assume the same situation. Daughter is invited to a birthday party on Sunday. 
But now the attitude of the parents is reversed. The father thinks his daughter 
can go, but the mother is against it. Should the mother follow the judgment of 
the priesthood holder in this case and agree that Myriam may go to the party? 

 
3.2.5 Faith, prayer and personal revelation – Q.R.28-34 
 

28. Church leaders often talk about the importance of the Spirit and receiving personal 
revelation. Personal revelation is not an easy concept. How do you feel about it? 

29. As church members, we can pray for inspiration in decisions. Some seek that 
inspiration more than others for all kinds of decisions. Do you think church 
members may also pray for inspiration on matters such as choosing a new car, or 
where to go on vacation? 

30. Additionally: about which choices would it be important to seek personal 
revelation? (for example: choice of marriage partner, purchase of a house, 
serving a mission). 

31. Personal revelation is an important part of our faith. Compared to a man who holds 
the priesthood, does a woman have the same right to personal revelation?  

32. SITUATION. As we know, even in a nice Mormon family, conflicts can happen 
between husband and wife. Sometimes these are trivial, sometimes they may 
have to do with an important decision, such as buying a house, or a change of 
work, or a move to another city. As members we learn that we should seek things 
out in our mind, then pray and seek for personal revelation. But suppose a 
husband and wife have a conflict over a major decision and each claims prayer 
and personal revelation for the position taken. How could they solve this? 

33. (Additionally: Does the man have more right to the correct answer?) 

34. Some women think that church lessons and talks provide a lot of content, but also 
become boring. They miss deeper spiritual experiences and then they seek it in 
meditation, in yoga or other forms of spirituality. What would be your opinion on 
that? 
 

3.2.6 Priesthood – Q.R.35-41 

35. Q.R.35 - The priesthood is a very important element in the church. Based on your 
faith and experience, how do you feel as a woman about the relationship with the 
priesthood? 

36. Q.R.36 - The priesthood is only granted to men and only men are ordained to offices 
in the priesthood. Some women find that difficult. What are your feelings about it? 

37. Sometimes girls ask their mother why they do not receive the priesthood. How 
would you answer that? 
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38. Q.R.38 - Do you think that church leaders will one day also give the priesthood to 
women? 

39. Q.R.39 - Families who are members of the Church have a priesthood holder in their 
home. For those without priesthood in the home, they can call a priesthood holder in 
the ward, for example for a blessing or the anointing of the sick. But that’s not 
always convenient or it may be urgent. So for a single mother with young children or 
teenagers, there is a suggestion that she herself should be able to bless her children 
and anoint them in case of illness. What do you think of that? 

40. Q.R.40 - SITUATION: Suppose a single mother in the middle of the night has a 
very sick child. She also lives quite far from other members. The child asks for a 
blessing. But the mother does not want to call a priesthood holder and have him 
come over. According to you, could she lay her hands on her child’s head and 
pronounce a blessing (without mentioning a priesthood, just from faith). 

41. A few years ago there was a lot to do about the “Ordain Women” movement, with a 
number of Mormon women pleading to also give women the priesthood. What do 
you think of Mormon women who ask for the priesthood and publicly plead for it? 

 
3.2.7 Missionary work – Q.R.42-44 

42. We are encouraged to do missionary work. In your contact with non-members, do 
you quickly say that you are a member of the church, or do you prefer to keep this 
discreet? 

43. If you get the chance to talk to someone about the church, do you see this as 
missionary work, wanting to bring that person to the church, or are you rather 
reluctant to bring people to the church, and will you talk about the challenges of 
becoming a member?  

44. In the media the church is not always positively presented, sometimes confused with 
news about polygamists. How do you respond to that? 

 
3.2.8 Heavenly mother – Q.R.45 

45. The restored gospel believes in a Heavenly Father but also in a Heavenly Mother. Yet 
little is said about her. The Proclamation on the family speaks of “heavenly parents.” 
Is a heavenly mother an active part of your faith in the Godhead? If yes, how so? 

 
============================ 
 

Here we switch to another part of the research, not so much doctrinal, but more from 
the perspective of daily life, so a social focus. 
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3.3 Social focus 
 
3.3.1 Marriage – Q.S.01-06 (46-51) 
 
Q.S.01 (46) 
46. In the past, now less so, young people were strongly encouraged to get married 

early, for example immediately after their mission. What do you think about the best 
age for church members to marry? 

47. SITUATION [AGENCY TOPIC] A young man ends his mission. He is 20 years old. In 
his last interview with the mission president, the president told him not to 
postpone marriage. He returns home and soon meets a girl his age. It clicks, and 
after six months he proposes to her. But the girl says that she would rather wait 
another two to three years for both to graduate. The boy points out that church 
leaders, such as President Nelson himself, insist not to postpone marriage: he 
points out that President Nelson himself married young when he was still 
studying. What do you think of this dilemma? 

 
Q.S.03 (48) 

48. What do you think of the chances of our girls here in Belgium to find a member of 
good standing in the church in Belgium?  

49. (if not covered in answer to previous question) In countries with few church 
members it is sometimes difficult for a girl to find a suitable man. Is it then better to 
marry a non-church member than not at all? 

50. A question about religiously mixed marriages, where one partner belongs to another 
church or does not believe at all, while the other is an active Mormon: is this feasible 
or better to avoid? 

 

About the participation of non-members in marriage ceremony 

51. Here in Belgium, church members often have family, grandparents, uncles and 
aunts, and friends who are not members of the church. In the case of a wedding of 
church members, they may be present at the civil wedding in the town hall, but not 
in the temple. Would it be a good idea if a kind of religious wedding ceremony could 
also take place in the chapel, with singing, prayer, a speech and exchange of the 
rings, so that non-members do not feel excluded and also feel something of our 
religion? 

 
3.3.2 Family life and work – Q.S.07-12 (52-57) 
 

Q.S.07 (52) 
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52. A well-known topic is the standpoint of the church about women working outside 
the home. In the past, until the late 1980s, it was strongly emphasized that the 
mother's place is at home. That emphasis has diminished, but the principle remains 
that a mother should not get a job outside the home while she still has children at 
home. What is your opinion? 

53. SITUATION [AGENCY TOPIC] Imagine the situation of a young family. They 
already have two small children, ages 2 and 4. The mother works at a firm as a 
management secretary. The 4-year old child goes to kindergarten, the 2-year old 
to a daycare center. The mother prefers not to have a third child because she 
wants to continue to do her job and. But her husband would like a third child and 
encourages her to stay at home until the children are older. They can't agree on 
it. They ask the bishop's advice. What advice would he give? / How would you 
judge yourself in such a situation? 

 
Q.S.09 (54) 

54. Since the 1990s, the Proclamation on the family has often been stressed. One item in 
the Proclamation seems to be a contradiction. First it says that the father should 
preside over his family, and a little later it says that father and mother are equal 
partners. So the man “presides”, but the woman is his equal partner. Is this a 
contradiction or how should we explain it? 

55. Church leaders emphasize the importance of the family. Our local church leaders, 
such as stake presidents and bishops, are always men with a family. But many sisters 
are single or have no husband who is active in the church. How should they deal 
with this emphasis on the family? 

56. The church places great emphasis on living the gospel at home. President Nelson 
said at the last conference that we should even become a “home-oriented church” 
and less a church seen as a building. What do you think of that emphasis, especially 
for the position of women? 

57. SITUATION [AGENCY TOPIC]. Hendrik and Brigitte are a recently married couple. 
The wife would like to continue her college studies for a few years without children, 
but her husband would rather have children immediately. They decide to ask the 
bishop's advice. The bishop shows understanding, but points out that the man is the 
head of the family and that church leaders also encourage not to wait with children. 
If you were the bishop, would you give the same advice or something else? 

 
3.3.3 Education – Q.S.13-17 (58-62) 
 

58. The church finds education and diplomas important, also for girls. At the same time, 
the church insists on the place of women in the family. For example, the 
Proclamation on the family states: “Mothers are primarily responsible for the 
nurture of their children.” How do you see the relationship between the two, on the 
one education and diploma’s for women, on the other hand the prime task to 
nurture children? 
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59. A topic that is quite often discussed in church is modesty, especially in clothing. How 
much should this be part of her upbringing at home? 

60. SITUATION. In Primary one of the sisters told the children that they should always 
dress modestly, skirts always to the knee and shirts or blouses that cover the 
shoulders. But one of the mothers thinks this is totally wrong for girls of primary 
age. What would your position be? 

61. On sexual education at school: should it be given at school including information on 
contraceptives? Or should parents give that information to their children? 

62. Should LDS parents also speak to their teenage children about contraception? In the 
sense of: no sex before marriage, but if you want to do it, protect yourself. 

 
 
3.3.4 The place of men and women in the church – Q.S.18-23 (63-68) 
 

Q.S.18 (63) 

63. In the church, women are heavily involved through service and church callings, such 
as in Relief Society and Primary, and as teachers in Sunday school, seminary, or 
institute. But the actual leadership belongs only to men: the First Presidency, the 
Apostles, the stake presidency, the bishopric. Some believe that women should also 
be able to stand in those leadership positions, first at the ward and stake level. What 
is your opinion on this? 

 
Q.S.19 (64) 

64. In the church, decisions regarding callings and policies are in principle made by 
men. In the ward, it is the bishopric who decides. Do you like the way things are 
going now, do you think women can already participate enough in leadership, or 
should they have more say? 

 
Q.S.20 (65) 

65. Have you ever experienced that priesthood leaders, in the ward or stake, make 
decisions that did not take women into account and that tensions arose over it? 

66. Have you ever felt that as a woman you had to affirm yourself in church, as opposed 
to male leadership, possibly in a disagreement with a priesthood leader, or in the 
way certain men play their roles, especially in the face of women? 

67. SITUATION [AGENCY TOPIC]. The missionaries want to baptize someone that you 
know is not ready at all (for example, is still smoking, or understands little or 
nothing of the gospel). The missionaries absolutely want to baptize this person. The 
bishop could interfere, but it is known that he is very tolerant to have missionaries 
baptized. Would you intervene with the bishop and plead to postpone baptism, or 
leave it entirely in his hands? 

68. SITUATION [AGENCY TOPIC]. Imagine the following situation. On a Sunday a new 
Primary teacher is presented in sacrament meeting for sustaining. But one mother, 
who has a 9-year old daughter in Primary, knows that this sister teaches strange 
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ideas, for example that naughty children will burn in hell and that watching TV is 
prohibited on Sundays. So the mother does not agree with that calling because she 
does not want her daughter to come home with those ideas. Should she just accept 
the situation or can she take steps to do something about this calling? 

 
3.3.5 Looking towards the future – Q.S.24-28 (69-73) 

69. We have seen quite a few changes in the church in recent years. There are changes 
that give women more visibility and impact, such as more participation in councils 
at every level, more authority for sister missionaries, the change that made the 
Relief Society conference now a session of the general conference, and changes also 
in the temple. Do you think church leaders will make even more changes for 
women? 

70. Do you think church leaders should do more to appreciate the woman in the church? 

71. Some think that women should get even more visibility, for example, by always 
having a few women on the stand on Sundays, and always by having at least one 
sister for opening or closing prayer and for a talk. Would you support that too? 

72. Do you think that in a sacrament meeting or in a stake conference, the last speaker 
should always be a priesthood holder, or is a woman as the last speaker just as well? 

73. Some think that church culture looks too much like an American company, with 
strict guidelines and a lot of administration, which makes it more of a male company 
culture, also because of the men's business clothing expected on Sunday, rather than 
a female atmosphere with an emphasis on a more emotional religious experience 
and reflection. What do you think of that opinion? 

 
4 Other questions 
 
4.1 Around sexuality – Q.S.29-31 (74-76) 

74. There has been news in America recently about interviews of girls and young women 
by the bishop. The bishop also asks a question about moral purity. Some feel that this 
affects privacy, with the risk of inappropriate questioning, and therefore they 
believe that such an interview should include the mother, or a leader of the young 
women. What do you think of that? 

75. About homosexuality. What is your attitude toward LGBT church members? 

76. The Church recently rescinded the policy whereby married same-sex couples would 
be considered apostates and their children would not be allowed to be baptized until 
the age of 18. What is your opinion about this? 

 
- (if appropriate) What is your sexual identity (Kinsey Scale scores as measurement)  
- (if not full hetero) What challenges have you experienced in the church with your 

sexual identity? 
 
4.2 Changes – Q.S.32 (77) 
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Q.S.32 

77. Neylan McBaine, an active Mormon woman who has a positive but reverent 
commitment to the place of women in the Church, has written a book with 
suggestions for making women more visible, within Church rules. What do you think 
of some of those suggestions? 
- Before sacrament meeting, always have at least one sister for a talk and for prayer. 
- Always include one or more women on the stand, such as the speaker, the sister 

who will offer a prayer, and the Relief Society president or another member of the 
Relief Society presidency. 

- Have also sisters as ushers at the passing of the sacrament. 
- In talks, focus more on women in the scriptures. 
- At the dedication of a baby, have the mother sit on a chair and hold the baby in her 

hands while the priesthood holders around it place their hands under it. 
- For women who bake bread themselves, one will bake the bread that will be used 

for the sacrament. 
- Have a sister teach in priesthood meeting from time to time, emphasizing insights 

and needs on the part of the sisters. 
- From time to time, have a member of the elders quorum presidency teach in Relief 

Society, asking about the insights and needs of the sisters. 
 
4.3 Relational aspects – Q.S.32-33 (78-79) 
 

Q.S.32 

78. Sometimes in a talk or lesson, you hear men speak highly of women in general — 
that they are wonderful and precious. But conversely, you rarely hear women say in 
a speech that men are great. How would you explain that? 

 
Q.S.33 

79. Is there anything else you would like to add? 
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