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In the summer of 1976. I inter- Most wives and mothers are 
working wives and mothers. It 
started with Eve: 

Adam began . . . to eat his bread by 
the sweat of his brow, as I the Lord 
had commanded him. And Eve, also, 
his wife, did labor with him. 
(Moses 5:l.) 

But until recently the majority of 
American wives didn't leave home 
to work nor did they get paid for 
working. Now, however, according 
to the Department of Labor, in 66 
of every 100 husband-wife 
families, the wife is not necessarily 
a breadmaker, but a breadwinner. 

Many Latter-day Saint wives 
and mothers are among those work- 
ing outside the home. A 1976 study 
sponsored by the BYU Family 
Research Center suggests that more 

viewed eighty-nine LDS mothers, 
husbands, and single women, hop- 
ing to gain some understanding of 
the LDS working mother and the 
effects of her working. I questioned 
forty mothers (wives, widows, and 
divorced women), and nine hus- 
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bands. Their ages ranged from 

than one in three LDS wives in Utah 
is working." (This does not include 
widows or divorced women.) Com- 
puter analysis shows no significant 
correlation between these wives' 

twenty to seventy years; their 
education ranged from high school 
to Ph.D. and professional degrees; 
they lived in Canada, Mexico, and 
six states. 

I also heard from forty single 
women in three BYU branches, a 

working and their religious attend- 
I 

ance, schooling, age, or 
5 husband's earnings. 

*For this article, work and working will 
refer to paid employment outside the home. 

majority of whom had work- 
ing mothers. 

I learned a good deal more than - 
I asked for. 

I directed my questions to four 
basic issues: 

1. Why did you (or your wife or 
mother) start working? 
Why are you working now? 

2. How do you feel about your 
working? (Or how does your 
wife or mother feel about 
her working?) 

3. What LDS Church teachings 
do you think are relevant to 
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employment for Mormon 
mothers? 

4. What, if any, effects do you 
think your working (or your 
wife's or mother's working) 
has had on your family (or 
on you)? 

The answers to my questions 
are diverse and interesting, and 
they would fill a book. To take 
them out of context is to lose or 
alter some of their meaning; how- 
ever, in this article, I should like 
simply to report some experiences 
of those I interviewed, and to dis- 
cuss some implications of those 
experiences. 

I have used letters after each 
to somewhat identify the status 
of the speaker.* 
Reasons 

When I asked why the women 
worked, by far the most common 
response I received was money. But 
the term covered a multitude of 
situations. 

Some worked for survival- 
food, shelter, medical care: "Do 
you know what boys' boots cost?" 
(M) "After my husband died I had 
seven children touaise alone." (W) 

Some families could have 
survived without the mother's 
income, but the mother didn't want 
them to just survive: "I couldn't 
watch my children's teeth rot just 
because we couldn't afford a 
dentist." (M) "Can you imagine 
what my daughter's marriage choices 
would be with buck teeth? And if 
she didn't marry, who would hire 
her looking like that? I'm working 
to pay the orthodontist so my 
-p -- - - 

*Married mother, Widowed mother, 
Divorced mother, Husband of working 
mother, Child of working mother, 
Single. For example, WC-Widowed 
mother who i s  also a child of a working 
mother. 

daughter can be free, not limited 
by her teeth." (M) "We had five 
sons to send on missions. Without 
my working, they couldn't all have 
gone." (M) "When my husband took 
training for a new job, we asked 
for public assistance and were told 
to go to our bishop. I felt humiliated 
taking help-I'd almost take two 
jobs rather than get help again. My 
mother didn't work and she should 
have. After Father died, she had 
four kids to raise. I remember the 
gas being turned off- things like 
that. We never were dressed like 
other kids were." (M) "Oh we'd 
get by-we'd live. But our children 
wouldn't get music lessons- we 
couldn't afford teachers or 
instruments, or concerts or records. 
And their books would come from 
the library - they couldn't have 
their own. Can you imagine Jenny's 
life without a violin?" (M) 

In twentieth-century United 
States Mormon culture, it is often 
a complex matter to distinguish 
between necessity and luxury. Most 
people will agree that food, shelter, 
and clothing are necessary to sur- 
vival. But is a mouthful of fillings 
and root canals necessary for sur- 
vival? Are straightened teeth nec- 
essary to a girl's survival? Is dress- 
ing like other kids necessary for 
survival? Are books and music 
lessons necessary for survival? 

Today it is not only our re- 
sponse to the elements of the earth 
that determines survival, but our 
response to civilization. And that 
response involves money. 

For some LDS mothers, the 
need for money is based rather 
specifically on need for status, 
importance, or respect. For some, 
it is based on the need to appear 
righteous in the eyes of neighbors 
who define material success as a 
sign of God's blessing the deserving. 



U.S. Mormon culture is not lacking 

I in materialism! 
When it was financial crisis 

I that sent a woman to work, often 
she continued employment after 

I the crisis was over-she was used 
I to the income. she had found she 

could manage the dual role, she 
enjoyed relationships with fellow 
workers, and/or she enjoyed the 
work itself. 

I For some women, money isn't a 
major factor in the decision to work. 
For many of them, employment is 
easier than honest refusal to do 
what other people ask or expect. 
Many a woman grows up learning 
to please other people and relate 
smoothly to them. To say no 
contradicts the behavior for which 
she has been trained and rewarded 

I all her life. It mav seem more 

I right to work than to openly 
refuse to do what she doesn't want 
to do: "My neighbors get together 
to visit every day. If you don't 
join them, you're a snob and they 
don't speak to you at all. Working 
part time is a respectable excuse, 
and I'd rather work than gossip." 
(M) "I just couldn't say no to 
community work. I was sometimes 
spending 40-50 hours a week on 
fund drives and service projects. 
I decided to earn money for my 
children's education instead." (M) 
"I found myself tending the grand- 
children on a regular basis. I'm not 
up to that any more-my own 
youngest is in high school. Typing 
is easier for me than tending." (M) 

LDS women are taught to re- 
spond helpfully to other people's 

) needs, to use their abilities in 
service. Some women hadn't 
intended to work but found them- 

1 selves needed: "Thev called and 
'f asked me to be supervisor of 

I nurses because there was no one 
else in town qualified." (MC) 

LDS WORKING MOTHERS 

"The teacher had a heart attack. 
They asked me to take her place." 
(M) "I never planned to do it- 
never had a career goal-my only 
goal growing up was to have a big 
family. When my son was seven 
and my girl five, I lost a baby, 
and the doctor said no more. For 
five years I taught a seminary 
class at 5:30 in the morning-I 
got back by the time the family 
was up. I adopted another child, 
and wanted more. but then the 
adoption market froze. When I 
registered her in preschool, the 
director needed a teacher, so I 
started teaching half a day while 
my daughter was there. Later I got 
my M.A. and started teaching full 
time. I have a lot of energy. My 
house runs smoothly. I have a hard 
time making it fill the 
whole day." (M) 

Some women went to work 
because of relationships, or lack 
of them, at home: ".I hated to ask 
my husband for twenty-five cents 
every time I needed money - even 
to ride the bus. I wanted some 
spending money of my own." (M) 
"It's a diversion. You iust need 
some adult company part of the 
time, some adult conversation with 
men and women. It keeps me from 
getting so depressed. You need to 
keep your sanity-it isn't good to 
have responsibiIities without 
diversion. There's nobody at home 
to appreciate your work-the kids 
don't." (W) "My husband didn't pay 
much attention to me. didn't listen 
to me. At least a paycheck tells me 
I've done something well enough. 
And the boss appreciates me." (M) 

Three women used one simple 
sentence to explain their reasons 
for working: "I'd go crazy if I 
didn't!" One husband made the 
same comment about his wife, and a 
daughter said it of her mother. 

9 
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Many women chose to work 
because interest, ability, education, 
and experience had given them skills 
in areas other than child-rearing: 
"My parents sacrificed a lot to 
educate me, and I love to think- 
grapple with ideas. I can't just let 
it all go. Besides, if I'm ever going 
to work, if I become a widow or 
when my children grow up, my 
skills will be stale and my knowl- 
edge obsolete if I don't teach a 
little now-even a few hours a week 
will keep me prepared." (M) 

Should a woman be prepared 
for the very real possibility that 
she may have to support her family 
if she loses her husband? Should an 
educated woman maintain skills 
for which she has been trained, or 
just hope to be able to manage if 
the need arises? 

For most women, the reasons 
for working are complex. The 
woman who identifies money as 
her prime reason for working may 
speak later with equal intensity of 
diversion, energy, interest, social 
relationships, identity, self-respect, 
escape- the list is long. 

Nearly all the people whom I 
interviewed felt that reasons could 
justify a mother's working. I think 
that if we are to understand working 
mothers, we cannot stop with what 
w e  think of their reasons. We must 
know what they think and feel 
about those reasons. 

Feelings 

For some women, a major 
reason for their work is their feeling 
about the work itself: "I can't tell 
you how good it felt. I wanted to 
give, pass on what I'd learned. The 
students were so enthusiastic!" (M) 
"I'd still teach singing if I were a 
millionaire. I love it!" (W) "All my 
children are in school now, and 
when they were no longer home 

during the day, my purpose for 
being home all day seemed to 
evaporate. For me, the mechanics 
of housekeeping are boring and 
frustrating, and I'm not very good 
at them. . . . I can get so much 
more accomplished in one or two 
mornings at home when I know I 
have to get my work done than 
when the prospect of a long, dull 
week stretches in front of me-then 
I can procrastinate endlessly on 
routine chores. More importantly, 
I feel like so much more of a person 
again. I am excelling in areas where 
I have natural abilities, rather than 
constantly struggling with jobs 
where I feel inadequate and poorly 
suited by temperament and nature. 
My days fly by all too rapidly, and 
I come home healthily wearied, 
with that good feeling of doing 
something worth doing, and doing 
it better than most." (MC) 

One woman's feeling about her 
work may be directly opposite that 
of another woman (the same, of 
course, is true of men): "I love 
it!" (M) "I hate it!" (M) "Of course 
I'd rather be home." (W) "I like to 
get out of the house a little." (W) 
"I'm tired all the time." (M) "I have 
more energy now that I'm working." 
(M) "I feel respected." (M) "I feel 
put down every day, insulted by 
the men I work with, disapproved of 
by women in the ward. But I've got 
to support my children. 1'11 do it 
for them, but I sure wouldn't 
otherwise." [W) . . 

Many of the women I inter- 
viewed would have chosen to stay 
at home but were Forced to work to 
support their children. Some children 
told me that their mothers left home 
to work only because profound love 
made them willing to sacrifice for 
their children's needs. Bv contrast. 
one child describes a mother who. 
hated to leave her: "She resented me; 
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my father died in the war and she 
hated having to work. Consequently 
I felt guilty and resentful too. It 
wasn't that she worked but it was 
her attitude toward me because she 
had to work." (SC) 

Every woman in my study who 
had chosen the nature of her work 
felt good about doing it, whether 
she had to work or not. This was 
especially true if she had been 
educated or prepared for it. Those 
who had no choice in jobs expressed 
less joy in their work (I suspect 
this might be true also of mothers 
who stay at home): "This environ- 
ment isn't the best but I'm not 
trained for anything else-this is 
the only choice left." (M) 

Important to the mother's feel- 
ing about her work is the approval 
she has, or doesn't have, from 
husband, children, women in her 
ward or neighborhood, and 
Church leaders. But even here, the 
matter can be complicated: "My 
husband is also my bishop. As both, 
he tells me I'm doing the right thing. 
He's really a good man- he 
supported me, encouraged me, is 
aware of my disappointment at not 
being able to have more children. 
But I feel so guilty. I hear the 
authorities say don't work, and I 
want to do the right thing-I really 
do. I really want to be Christlike. 
For three years my youngest has 
been in school. Do they really want 
me to stay home baking bread? 
What does the Lord want me to do? 
If I really knew that was what God 
wanted me to do, I'd do it-but 
it doesn't fit my picture of the 
gospel- expanding, growing. And a 
lot of people in the ward have said 
things that really hurt-people that 
knew I was doing a good job as 
kife and mother, ward member- 
yet they're still critical." (MC) 

Many women feel guilty about 

a 

working, whether they work by 
choice or of necessitv: "I feel so 
guilty, even though I know it's a 
necessity." (W) "I feel guilty that 
I make money at what I do because 
we aren't desperate. I think I'd work 
for nothing if I had to." (&I) "I 
want to do what's right and I feel 
so guilty." (M) "The only thing 
that really bothers me is guilt be- 
cause of church teachings-but as 
for family, husband-life together 
couldn't be happier, although we 
still can't afford weekly allowances 
for the children." (M) 

The guilt of some women seemed 
to be proportional to their con- 
fusion about what the Lord wanted 
from them. After study and prayer, 
two in particular felt personal con- 
firmation from the Lord that their 
working was right for them and 
their families. Their husbands, both 
of whom were bisho~s. also felt * .  

that it was the right thing to do. 
However, talks in General Confer- 
ence suggested to these women that 
apostl&speaking with 
revelation from the Lord, did not 
want mothers to work. The women 
wondered if they might be invent- 
ing their own assurance of the Lord's 
approval. Should they mistrust 
their own relationships with the 
Lord? Should they mistrust what 
they thought they heard from an 
apostle? How dangerous was it to 
say, "That teaching applies to some 
women, but not to me?" 

Both these women expressed a 
query that some other women 
implied: "When my children are 
in school, my house clean and all 
things in order, what does the Lord 
want me to do with my time and 
energy?" And also, "How far can I 
trust my own thoughts and feelings 
and confirmation about what the 
Lord asks of me?" For working LDS 
mothers, these are questions of 
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major importance. 

Church Teachings 

I asked all respondents to 
identify any Church teachings they 
thought to be relevant to mothers' 
working. Most of them first 
mentioned Church leaders' talks 
and articles against mothers' work- 
ing. Many identified specific 
quotes and names; some just 
described general teachings: "A 
woman's place is in the home." (S) 
"The family should always come 
first." (M) "Mormon mothers are 
not to work outside the home." (S) 
"Many church leaders urge women 
not to seek employment outside the 
home unless it is absolutely neces- 
sary." (SC) 

Many women followed such 
statements with but: "But I also 
feel some qualifications should be 
put on this kind of statement." (SC) 
"But I rationalize-push it out of 
my mind." (M) "But some women do 
their families a disservice by being 
slaves to them." (M) "Family comes 
first but the Lord isn't saying that 
to a woman any more than to a 
husband." (MC) ''But each woman 
and her husband should seek per- 
sonal, confirmation from the Lord 
about what is right for them" (SC) 
And perhaps the most poignant 
response: "But if I'm home, doing 
what I'm supposed to be doing, 
why aren't I happy?" (M) 

Some women felt Church leaders' 
advice to be right and good and 
true for ideal conditions but not for 
their own: "If I had a husband. . . ." 
(W) "If my husband could earn 
enough. . . ." (M) "If I could do 
what I wanted to. . . ." (M) "If I 
just had someone to talk to. . . ." (M) 
"If my children were home 
more. . . ." (M) 

Many women mentioned gospel 
teachings which they felt had en- 
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couraged them to work: "People 
should be anxiously engaged in 
good causes and not commanded 
in all things." (M) "Service." (M) 
"Free agency-I have faith in my 
own judgment." (MC) "It should be 
a decision made with much thought, 
study, family discussion, and 
prayer." (S) "We have been taught 
the value of work and have been 
warned against taking something for 
nothing. Work is better than wel- 
fare." (MC) "Don't be idle. Knowl- 
edge is good." (SC) "Be alert. Feed 
your children more than just jam." 
(M) "Where much is given, much is 
expected. I've been given a lively 
brain and a first-class education." 
(MC) "Develop your talents-don't 
hide them under a bushel." (M) 
"The whole gospel to me seems to 
be one of growth- you come to the 
world not only to prove yourself, 
but to improve yourself -grow, 
stretch. Some women who stav 
home when the children are gone to 
school, set a beautiful table- 
elegant. Is that what Christ had 
in mind for them?" lMCl , , 

Some women struggle with seem- 
ing contradictions they hear in 
Church teachings. They struggle 
because they want to be good, 
loving, and obedient to every 
principle. Most of them appreciate 
their leaders' concern about family 
stability and healthy, loving 
relationships. But more than one 
expressed dismay about each of 
the following double messages: 
Stay home with your children yet 
be self-supporting. Be educated and 
intelligent, but don't trust your 
judgment and don't be independent. 
Love your neighbor and serve him, 
but don't teach or nurse for him 
if you get paid for doing it. Pre- 
pare to become gods, but spend 
your time and energy baking bread. 
Develop your talents, but if they 
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take you away from home, don't 
use them. 

Some women who probably 
should spend more time with their 
families use Church teachings to 
justify the employment they enjoy. 
Some other women who have good 
reason to work, and are gone from 
home only when their children are, 
feel guilty about their employment 
because of Church teachings. Some 
women who hear the same Church 
teachings live well with their 
families, either with or without 
employment. Clearly it is not only 
the teachings a woman hears or 
reads that are important; her ability 
to distinguish principles and make 
decisions relevant to them is 
equally important. 

Effects on Family 

Working mothers have raised 
Church leaders and drunkards, 
university presidents and schizo- 
phrenics; mothers who stayed at 
home have done the same. Some 
families of working mothers are 
happy and some are not; the same 
is hue of families whose mothers 
stay at home. Because of the 
diversity in families of working 
women, I asked mothers, husbands, 
sons, and daughters to describe any 
effects the mother's working had 
on the family. 

The most frequent response from 
both parents and children was that 
the mother's working made the 
children more independent, respon- 
sible and hard working: "Her work- 
ing has helped me to be more 
independent-we often had to pre- 
pare meals. We had to do our share 
of housework, and I think that was 
good for us. I never minded having 
her work. We were taught well 
enough when we were young to 
Lnow what was right from wrong.'' 
QS] "One definite effect was that 

the kids in our family were forced 
to take more responsibility in the 
home. For example, I was responsible 
for the older kids and my sisters 
took care of the little ones. We 
each had a night to cook and do 
dishes. The end result was a positive 
one with all of us growing closer 
to each other." (SC) However, 
there were exceptions to this positive 
response: "My oldest son is begin- 
ning to resent being expected to 
pitch in and help around home, but 
I feel strongly that it is much to his 
benefit to do so. I do not believe in 
waiting on my teenagers-I see too 
much of that in our prosperous 
ward." (MC) "I had one older 
brother and two older sisters and 
because we were on our own they 
were pretty bossy-and were always 
bossy about doing housework- I 
always had to do the messy 
kitchen-they got to watch their 
shows on TV. I soon grew to resent 
them and feel unloved (we had a 
lot of fights). Mom went to work 
at 7 A.M. and not home late-I 
never saw her &d therefore was 
never trained in housekeeping- 
love and sharing-no one was ever 
there when I not home to share - 
with or talk to-I was never 
exposed to beauty or music, things 
like that. I felt that I wasn't 
loved." (SC) 

Many children hated coming 
home to an empty house and hav- 
ing no one to talk to after school. 

Some working mothers feel their 
family life is affected by problems 
with housework, cooking and 
laundry. Many unemployed mothers 
have the same feelings. Such prob- 
lems can be difficult ii the mother 
is fatigued, or if she is a pefec- 
tionist, or if her children are young 
and numerous, or helpless, or selfish. 

Successfully maintaining both a 
home and a job requires a lot of 
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plain hard work for most women. 
Many mothers manage the challenge 
well; many don't. Methods and 
results vary: "Very unorganized 
home life. Extra burdens on her 
and us. We were often all grouchy 
because dinner wasn't ready and it 
was hard to keep the house clean." 
(SC) "I helped in her room after 
school until time for her to go home. 
This made me very close to my 
mother, Because she worked full 
time our family missed out on a lot 
of typically homemaker things. We 
never had homemade bread or cake. 
My mother doesn't sew or knit or 
iron. Those things somehow seem 
unimportant when I consider the 
advantages my mother's work gave 
us. It made her a happier person, 
more self confident. Because she 
was happier and more confident she 
felt better at expressing her love to 
us. The extra money is important. 
Our home made up for homemade 
bread with an abundance of books. 
games and records-tools to help us 
grow intellectually, spiritually 
and morally." (SC) 

Some mothers and children who 
described family problems did not 
see work itself as the prime source 
of the problems. More important 
were the mother's feelings about 
herself and her family: "But maybe 
even if I'd stayed home there'd be 
problems anyway." (M) "Later I 
realized my Mom did care for me 
but was insecure in her own right 
about bringing up children and 
therefore went to work." (SC) "I 
never felt she was gone from us. 
She really made us feel that we were 
more important to her than any- 
thing else in the world. We felt it 
because it was true-she didn't 
have to work at making us 
know it." (MC) 

Problems at work could have 
either a good or a bad effect on 

family life: "Her students were 
sometimes a trial and thus we be- 
came a haven." (MC) "I could never 
lose my temper with the wretched 
little beasts. Then when they left, 
my kids would get it in 
the neck." (M) 

Some parents and children feel 
that good babysitters had taught 
the child to enjoy many people and 
be loved by many. But other 
mothers who needed good baby- 
sitters could not find them or 
could not afford them, and the 
results were disastrous: "I hated 
coming home to a babysitter every 
day who really didn't care. Mom 
tried to screen them well, but some 
of them were just fat old ladies who 
watched all the soap operas all day 
and never washed the dishes or 
cleaned up-we sometimes cooked 
for ourselves. One of the sitters 
was later arrested for child abuse! 
I feel that Mom's working has 
greatly affected my brother-he isn't 
an active member of the Church- 
I never felt that he had a fair 
chance-it always seemed like the 
babysitters treated him unfairly. 
He had juvenile delinquent tend- 
encies as a teenager." (SC) 

Instead of finding babysitters, 
some mothers used a stern God as 
babysitter for young children. "God 
will see everything you do. If you 
do one single bad thing He will 
punish you." (MC) "God loves you 
and God wants you to be a good 
girl. And now you've been a 
naughty one." (DC) These children 
did not comprehend their loving 
Father's kindness. 

In some families where schedules 
allow it, fathers do the babysitting 
and feel especially close to their 
children as a result. Some fathers 
are wholly supportive of the wife's 
working. Some, however, have 
mixed feelings, and some don't 
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like it at aI1: "Philosophically he 
agrees with it, when he talks to 
people. But it doesn't work that well 
from day to day when my working 
requires him to do more at home." 
(M) "Maybe one of the reasons it's 
comfortable for me is that's the kind 
of expectation I had anyway-it 
doesn't violate my expectation." (HC) 
"She was bringing in vast piles of 
money and I was making fifty cents 
an hour. It does something to you 
when you think you're supposed to 
be the big breadwinner." (HC) "When 
we were first married, he wanted to 
be very protective of me, but he's 
learned to accept my independence 
and ability to take care of myself. 
He's happier when I am-when I'm 
not staying home, making everyone 
miserable. He's behind me 100 per- 
cent now." (M) 

Some men are unhappy because 
of a neighbor's working wife: "At 
least half the women in our ward 
work. That's why we can't keep up 
with the standard of living. You're 
just an ordinary Joe if your wife 
doesn't work." This comment was 
volunteered by a husband whose 
wife didn't work. He felt that 
neighboring mothers' work allowed 
them luxuries, while he labored for 
his own family's necessities. . . . 

I would venture few generali- 
zations about LDS working mothers: 
their diversity discourages generali- 
zation. However, my interviews and 
observations suggest some possible 
conclusions. 

The women who most success- 
fully combine motherhood and 
employment are those who feel good 
about themselves and love their 
families. If a woman finds life 
meaningful primarily because of 
adult praise for achievements out- 
side the home, her family may be 
secondary to her, and they will 

know it. If she uses her job to 
escape family involvement, for 
whatever reason, she may find her- 
self with increased problems 
at home. 

A working mother needs good 
health, energy, endurance, and 
commitment both to her family and 
to her job if she is to manage 
both well. She must give up a lot 
of personal freedom. 

A woman who must work will be 
happiest if she has prepared her- 
self for a job of her own choosing. 

A woman can most easily combine 
motherhood with employment if 
she can work only part time, with 
flexible hours. 

Sometimes a working mother 
feels she must choose between her 
children's welfare and her own. 
A more useful concept, I think, is 
that of knowing and choosing what 
is best for bofh the mother and her 
family. Any mother who struggles 
for that knowledge and gets it will 
find her life easier, but not nec- 
essarily easy. Christ knew He was 
doing the right thing, but His life 
was neither simple nor easy. 

A working mother must be able 
to bear criticism, because for many, 
criticism is inevitable. She should 
neither ignore just criticism, nor be 
demoralized by unjust criticism. If 
she is truly doing the best she can 
for her children, herself, and her 
husband (if she has one), then it 
might be helpful to her to consider 
the human failings which make some 
people so ready to judge each 
other. I like what Solomon said to 
the Lord: "Thou, even thou only, 
knowest the hearts of all the 
children of men." I Kings 8:39. 




