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T h e  f o l lo w i n g  a r t i c l e , b a se d  o n  t h e  e x p e r ie n c e  o f  tw o  p s y ch i a t r i s t s  who s e  c l i e n t e l e  ha s  i n c l u d ed  m any  Mo r m o n

w o m e n , w a s o r i g i n a l l y  p r e p a r ed  t o  a s si s t n o n -M o r m o n  p sy c h i a t r i st s t o  w o r k  m o r e  e f f e c ti v e l y  w i t h  Mo r m o n

w o m e n . I t  a p p e a re d  i n  the Journal  of Operat ional  Psychiatry ,  (Vo lum e  8 ,  1977) , w i t h  w ho s e  p e rm i s si on  i t  ha s

b e e n  a d a p t e d  f o r  Dia logue.

Inst itu tio ns,  struct ures  and tradit ional  roles  provide necessary meaning,  support  and direct ion in people ’s

l iv es.  C hao s occu rs w hen  th ey  are  w ho lly  lost , an d y et t oo  m uch  str uct ur e an d co nst ri cti ng r ol es,

out -of-step with a changing culture,  contribute to problems which may  require psychiatr ic treatment. The

under ly ing  emotio nal  prob lem s of  many  re l ig ious  women,  for example ,  may  be  based  upon the

inst i tut ional ized paradoxes of their  rel igious roles in society.

p.48 - p.49

A l l s tructures,  from ki nderga rten s and m ilitar y  academ ies to fam ily  ethn ic and r eligio us ties  w ith a F ather

in  Heaven, can cause problems. The importance of such t ies to the individual  is seldom fully  appr eciated

even  by th e individual him self; durin g stress they  are often denied altogether. Bo th psy chiatrists and

lay men  who t ry  to  “he lp” an unhappy individual  a lmost  a lways underest imate the binds imposed by

instit utio naliz ed struct ures .  Those who attack these real i ty-based confl icts direct ly prevent the

estab l i shment of a tru sting th erapeu tic rela tion ship becau se they  so greatly  assault th e patien t’s belief

system . U nd er t hese  circumstances, psychotherapy often yields poor results .  It  is  important to understand

that  the belief structure of Mormon  wom en provides a particularly  clear exampl e of what i s know n as a

b ind ing  paradox.

p.49

History .  To  und erstand t he atti tudes of w om en m emb ers of the L DS rel igion , it is necessary  to rev iew

LDS history . The att i tudes of early M ormon m en, both polygamous and monogamou s, were similar to

th ose  of oth er W estern m en of th e day . Th ese attitu des made i t easy  for w om en to b e seen as  possess ions

of great worth,  so that a man could “own” several  women and th ereby  increase  h i s s ta ture in  the

community .  To have mor e than on e wife not o nly  mark ed him  as a person of above average economic

m ean s, wi th the ab i l i ty  to sup por t m ore th an on e family , but  it also m ark ed him  as a good ch urch

member.  S ince the Church was the culture,  government and society of tho se Rock y  Mo unt ain fro ntier

communi t i es , he  was therefore  a  leading  ci t i zen .

W ithin  this framework , the f irst  wife was considered the head wife,  authorized to g ive permiss ion

for th e hu sban d to  ent er i nt o p lu ral  m arr iag e. A  M or m on  w om an’ s ro le w as s imi lar to  that o f other

Western wives except she had more  power  wi thin  the fam ily . Because po ly gamy  often p rodu ced

dim inish ed conta ct w ith t he shared  father , the fam ilies them selves wer e mat riarch al. T he stro ng pi oneer

w o m en prov ided  dominant female models with  wh ich children could easi ly  ident ify .  In this  way strong

w o m en mem bers w ere pro gram med  to be “in  charge,” w hile sti ll ou tw ardly  passive to  the i r  st rong

hu sban ds.

From  this background, personal strength and a functioning adaptabi l i ty  to the overt  structure

became  tr adi tio ns fo r M or m on  w om en a nd  th ese idea ls h ave  end ur ed t o t he p resen t. A s a group , many

Morm on wom en bel ieve they are part  of the last extan t strongh olds of mo therh ood an d hom emak ing.

Some have ev en describ ed them selves as better  educated, more devoted to and supportive of their

hu sban ds,  and more sk i l led  at  ch ild  rear ing and homemaking than  non-Mormon wom en.  Such bel iefs are

strengt hened  by  group pressure  and by  books  like  Fascina t ing  Womanhood and The Total W oman. A s

in  any  strong organization, attitu dinal dev iat ions are discouraged. Official  church philosophy instructs

wom en in the homem aking arts and constantly  reminds them that  “the woman’s place is in the home.”

Econom ics to the contrary ,  work ing mothers are tolerated out of the necess i ty  of w idow hoo d or di vor ce

but poorly  so.

Parado xes and Stress.  Our exper ience has shown several paradoxes w ithin t he M orm on cultu re as

f requent sou rce s of str ess in th e lives  of com mi tted L DS w om en. In edu cation , civic an d com mu nity  life,



1 Los An geles Ti mes. “Mor mon W omen. ” Part IV, P.  1, June 3, 1976.

w o m en church leaders are strong models, who are expected to present themselves as “healthy and happy .”

The paradoxes grow from the reaction of the Church to tho se who have trouble alw ays l iving  up to their

assign ed r ol es.

p.49 - p.50

Educat ion . Education for Mor mon  wo men is highly  touted and encouraged,  yet  in practical w ays

educat ion conflicts with  the stated creed that women should stay at hom e. They  a re  told that their

educat ion makes them better mothers,  and ye t they  often feel themselves to be noth ing m ore than

“glorified  jan ito rs.” T ho se with  advanced degrees may  never have an opportunity  to use them. As in  many

s t rong social sy stems, th e less educated  w o m en fare more comfortably because a  lack of educat ion is not

particularly  important  to one who is  a capable and act ive parti c ipan t in ch urch  events. T hese w om en

adhere strongly  to chur ch policy  thereby  augmen ting grou p pressure. Som e wom en w ho do seek an

educat ion try  to com prom ise by  study ing m usic ,  chi ld  deve lopment  and home economics . The

com pro mi se, however ,  often leads to more frustrat ion and internal  confl ict  when the routine  of the

ho usew or k  tak es pr eced enc e ov er i nt ell ectu al o r p ro fessio nal  acti vi tie s.

p.50

For example ,  a woman wi th  a  gradu ate degree  in l i terature has reared e ight  chi ldren.  Al l  her  act iv i t ies are

now  in  some manner connected  wi th  the Church . Even  he r  conversation is church  oriented. T o an

out sider  she appears narrow and rigid. Her creativity seems stifled, and she is depressed. She is doing what

she  th inks she ought to  do b ut  no t w hat  she r eall y  w ant s to d o, a nd  she i s afra id e ven  to  com pl ain  beca use

she is  supposed to be happy.

One M orm on w ife of a pr ofessiona l m an ear ned  her co llege degree,  mar ried  and bo re four  child ren

in rap id succession . She w as activ e in al l of th e “prop er thin gs” with in th e C hur ch, bu t she nev er pra cticed

her  profession (teaching). Sh e became fru strated, angr y  and depr essed while sim ultan eously  keepin g a stiff

upp er lip  and a p rop er ou tw ard att itud e. Pregn ant agai n she no w  mu st suppo rt h er hu sband in  anot her

of a series of important chu rch jobs. Her l ife continues on the same treadmill, w hile she cont inu es

depressed.

An oth er wom an reared six chi ldren while function ing  f rom a depressed,  labored state , but

mainta in ing an overtly  pr op er a tti tu de an d h ol din g m ost  of the offices given  to w om en. Sh e then  retu rned

to college for  postgra duat e w ork  in m usic and  teachin g. A ltho ugh  keep ing u p super f ic ia lly  “correct”

attit udes and behavio r, her sarcasm, appar ent strength and  questionin g demeanor  began to show through .

H er attitudes became suspect and disappointing to her family , especially  to her old er children. It w as

not ed that she began to speak about her church with  anger, apparently  because of her conflict over w hat

she  thought she “had” to do and  how  she “had” to feel abo ut it . Such  w om en hav e reason t o be fru strated

and depressed.

Civic  and Comm unity Involvement .  The stated church posi t ion is that  women should be act ive,

creat ive pa r ti c ipan ts  in  thei r  communi t i es . But in pr actice, w om en w ho b ecom e invo lved in  extra - church

organ iza tions are tol erated o nly  if they  rem ain acti ve, har d-wor ki ng chu rch m emb ers. W hen ever their

attitude  begins to appear qu estionable, their statu re wi thin th e Ch urch r apidly  slips and the ex tra-chur ch

activities blamed.

One Mormon wom an rose  to  be  professor a t  a local  un ivers ity .  She  became act ive in  many

organ iza tions and was president of one national group. H er church status was publicly  suspect  for many

y ear s, but as she aged and retired,  she was once more thought a  good member.  Another Morm on w o m an

who  hel d im po rt ant  adm in istr ati ve p osi t io ns at  a m ajo r u ni ver sity  fin all y  ran  for  th e leg isla tu re.  T hese

activi ties made her suspect in Mormon circles for a long t ime, but,  as she gradual ly ret ired  from  her

non-church  work ,  she fel t  accepted once again .

p.50 - p.51

W o m en C hurch Leade rs as Models .  There is  a great  difference between the espoused values Morm on

w o m en should have and those which are required of a w om an leader  wi th in  the Church ,  ye t  women who

preside over others are iden tified as ideal m odels. A ltho ugh  they  are bu sy ex ecutiv es them selves, they

preach  that the wom an’s place is only in the hom e. They  travel a great deal , and t heir ch urch  w ork  often

requ ires as man y  hou rs as a full-tim e job. T hose in  high er posit ions ar e excellen t adm inistr ator s, and th ey

are usually highly  educated.  They are adept at public speaking. T hey are usually  not obsequious to their

husbands and like ly  would  not  en joy  pract i cing wh at they preach, w hich is that wom en should use their

Go d gi ven  tal ent s on ly  for  th e edi ficat io n o f th eir  hu sban ds an d fam ili es.1

p.51

Seldom  do church  member  husband s no te t he i ro ny  in  th e pu bl ic el eva tio n t o h ead o f th e ho use

exem plified  by  a  Re l i ef  Soc iety  l e sson enti t led, “Re-Establishing the Husband as Head of the House.”

There is  no doubt that  Morm on w omen them selves know  wh ere the power is!  Having pow er, while

voluntari ly  and overtly  accepting a l e sser  ro le,  has been programmed in to  Mormon wom en since the

matr iarchal  day s of poly gamy . Th is is not acco mp lished  wi thou t intern al conflict , how ever, an d it is even

more pronoun ced in re l igious women for whom  any  un sanc tio ned  cha nge  den ot es sin  or  reb ell io n ag ain st
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God’s wil l .

Morm on w o men are supposed to feel  happy and blessed no matter what happens.  Armed with a

tradit ion of strength and dominance,  programmed by  a dogm a of confor mi ty  and accept ance,  faced with

a changing w orld and an noy ed by  observable paradox es between espoused ideals and practice, m any

Morm on women are  in  confl i ct  and unhappy.  But ch urch  teachin gs tell th em t hat th ey  mu st be hap pier

and health ier th an ot her w om en and therefore better able to handle adversity . 2 Because  seek ing psychiatric

hel p is an  adm issio n o f per son al fa ilu re fa r b ey on d th at o f th e no nr eli gio us p erso n,  it i s usu a l l y  done

secretly  or  wi th  the exp lici t approval of some church au thority  with  wh om cou nseling has failed.

W henev er possi ble, the M orm on w oman  seeks a Morm on psy chiatrist, hop ing he w ill someho w m ake

her  comfortable with all of the com prom ises she has heretofore been u nable to  tolerate.  She hopes he wil l

ree stab lish  her par adoxical i mage  of strength combined w ith passive acceptance of her role in  her Church .

C har act eri stic  of in stit ut io ns,  w hi ch b y  th eir  nat ur e resist change, the Mo rmo n C hurch h as made

act ive attempts to rev erse so m e of t he a lr eady  acco m pl ish ed l ib era liz ati on  of w om en’ s stat us.  A s a re sul t,

dur ing the pa st several y ears w om en hav e ac t u al ly lost stature.  The organizat ional structures of the

wom en’s group s have been chan ged to p lace wom en more directly u nder the authority  of the male

priesthood.  Befo re  the Ch urch gave up its hospitals,  the Primary  Ch ildren’s Hospital had been totally

rem oved  f rom the jur isdict ion of the a l l-wom an Primary leadership,  whi le  the Rel ief  Society ’s  buil dings

as w ell as its separat e financi ng s tr u cture were placed under the pr iesthood. Birth control and abort ion

are general l y  forbidden , and the Church has spoken out strongly against the Equal Rights Am endment.

p.51 - p.52

Psychiatric C are . W hen  a re lig io us w om an m ak es a dec isio n t o see  a psychiatrist ,  she wil l  o f ten  want  one

of her own  faith. This is not a requ iremen t for comp etency , how ever, and it m ay ev en cause some initial

pr ob lem s. She won’t  have to expla in the deta i ls  of her re l ig ion to a psy chi atr ist w ho  bel iev es as sh e do es,

bu t she wi l l  s t i l l  have to reveal  her  fee l ings about  her b eliefs. Th is may  mak e her th ink  she is obli gated

to hide her  feelings and t o adher e to her  beliefs in fro nt o f this psy chiatr ist w hom  she feels wil l judg e her

chur ch a l legiance.  On the other hand,  if  her  doctor is a nonm ember, she m ay  bel ieve she must  be a good

exam ple,  perh aps even  fantasizing that  she m ay  con ver t h im . If a r eli gio us p ati ent  is re ferr ed t o a sp ecia list

by  a  church authori ty ,  the re lat ionship is begun with certain expectat ions,  some he lpfu l ,  some not.

Com monly  she has been told that her doctor is rel igious himself , or at  least not ant ire l ig ious.  She

therefore expects his attitudes to be the same as hers and  his stance in l ine with  her  ow n ju dgm ent ali sm .

She wi l l  often caut iously  check this  out  through quest ions about  the  doctor ’ s re l ig ious ac tiv i t ie s and

con tac ts. H e m ust  tak e care no t to m islead her  into  thin ki ng he i s a carbon  copy  of herself or  her o ther

advisers.  Instead, he must  reduce her fear  by  showing tha t  he understands her  church  commitment  and

her v alue sy stem.

p.52

The guilt  incident to psychiatr ic care is  somew hat lessened when the  patien t has been  referred b y  a chur ch

authority,  but there is also an expectation that a sanctioned doctor  wi l l  be obli gated to  mak e her “feel

r ight” about her rel ig ion in spi te  of her doubts.  I t  i s  important  to unders tand that  cer ta in  a t t itudes  and

behavior al history may be  suppressed and therefore unavailable to treatment for a  whi le .  A non-Mormon

psy chi atr ist  who begins treatment without the benef i t  of this  sanct ion must  take t ime to convince h is

pa t ient th at h e un der stan ds h er ch ur ch a lle gia nce . H e m ust  all ow  her  qu esti on in g accu sati on s o f  h is

suppo sed ant ir eli gio us at tit ud es, an d h e m ust  freely  qu est ion  her  about the  normal  funct ion ing  and

organizat ion of her C hurch  until  she can begin to trust .  If  he casts  such discussions asid e as ir rel eva nt , tr ust

is thwarted and progress may be prevented.  If  a  psychiatr ist  too readi ly supports her  ant i -church  sent iment

early  in tr eatm ent, t rue t rust m ay  never  be establi shed. Instead, t he pat ient m erely  ve r if ie s a  harmfu l

opinio n that she is sinful and treatm ent is sabotaged.

Psychiatr ists undertaking treatment of  a  Mormon w oman should expect  one of her f irst  quest ions

to be,  “Are  y ou  a m em ber  of t he  C hu rch ?” A n affi rmat ive answer usual ly  produces re l ief  and re laxat ion.

A  negative or side-stepping answer produ ces anxiety w hich must be al leviated by active, empathetic

communicat ion . Unt i l  t rust  i s estab li shed , she wi l l  probab ly  not  be  wi l ling to exam ine h ow  it m akes her

feel to go t o a no nm emb er psy chiatr ist. T o bu ild tr ust th e doctor  shoul d emp atheti cally  inter pret  to her

ho w  it m ak es he r feel , th ere by  dem on str ati ng t hat  he u nd erst and s.

Depressed, am bi val ent , fru str ate d re lig io us w om en a lm ost  alw ay s dem on str ate  ang er t ow ard  m ost

of the important people in  th eir  psy cho soci al n etw or k . It i s best  to approach the anger through channels

pro vided  by o ngoing family  re lat ionships.  One can better  r isk examining feel ings about family  members

than  about one’s perceived lack of devotion to God’s teachings and fear  that  one is  no longer worthy  of

God ’s love.

p.52 - p.53

The husba nd is often  high on the Mormon  wom an’s anger l ist .  She is angry  that she must be under his

authority,  angry at his  f requent absences, angr y  at his abi lity  to do  creativ e w ork  w hile she i s relegated

to housework.  His  absences may be  due to  h i s church  work ,  thereby  increas ing  her  anger  but decreas ing



her  r ight to  compla in . (Indeed, bein g mar ried to  an alcoh olic m ight b e easier because her  anger w oul d then

be justif ied!) An d anger tow ard children  is very d ifficult for a religious w oman  to exp ress because of her

fee l ing tha t  she  has  been charged to rai se them in a  happy and r ighteous environment .  In a  support ive

therapeutic environ ment , anger and resentm ent can be allo w ed to em erge and  be recogn ized. A nd th ey

can be mu ch mo re acceptable wi thin th e context of family  interaction  patterns w hich side-step doctrin al

in vo lv em ent s.

p.53

A s negativ e feelings becom e mo re con scious and  expressibl e, anger  toward  church  and God m ay  emerge

spontaneously  and directly . She may  even decid e that sh e has don e her  best ,  concluding that  God has not

l ived  up to his part of the bargain.  At this point issues can no longer be sidestepped but  must  be

ventilated,  discussed, clarif ied and tolerated by those tryin g to help her. The  w o m an shoul d not  condem n

or judge  herse lf for th ese feelings nor  shoul d oth ers. She n eeds to accept t hem  unt il she beco mes

com forta ble w ith  them , real izin g tha t fam ily , chu rch  and God are s ti l l  ava i lab le to  her even though she

stil l h as ne gat iv e th ou ght s.

A s feelings of anger and resentment become explicit ,  guilt  and  sham e bec om e pr im ary  issu es.  There

is som eti m es a tenden cy  for a w om an to  sprin g into  frenzied  chur ch w ork . W henev er possibl e, this should

be avoid ed. She can  use her h usban d’s or h er psy chiatr ist’s help  to discu ss directly  and op enly  w ith ch urch

auth orit ies and the ca l l  to increased chur ch activ ity . C ont rary  to w hat m ight b e expected,  chur ch

authorit ies are usual ly very cooperat ive with psychiatr ists when that cooperat ion is honestly sought.

A  reasonable amoun t of church activity should be encouraged, however. W hen  gu i l t  and shame

surface,  church act iv i t ies  can become more meaningful  and therefore more pleasurable. To a reasonable

po int they  should be encou raged as an aid in resolving guilt and sham e over self-perceiv ed negati ve chu rch

att itu des.

The depression s, frustrat ion,  and an ger of some Mormon w omen are based partia l ly  on

instit utio naliz ed paradoxes inherent in female roles.  These women have strong comm itments  to  the

Chu rch that mak e attacks on their beliefs untenable. By first recognizing  the  st ress po in ts in  th eir  life

pat ter ns,  then ap proach ing th eir feelings thr ough  their  famil y  relati onshi ps, these w om en can successfully

resolve m uch o f their u nhap piness. T hou gh th e parado xes cann ot be el im inated , the co nflicts can  be.


