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What are we first-women, wives, 
or mothers? What are the respon- 
sibilities of women today-in an 
era of so many conflicting concepts 
and priorities? What is our position 
as women in the patriarchal order 
of the Church? What was a plural 
wife, and what really is the celestial 
order of marriage? This collection 
of twelve essays focusing on our 
foremothers' position in Church, 
community, and home meticulously 
illuminates the past and in so doing, 
sheds light on many of today's per- 
plexing issues. 

I am impressed with the confidence 
of the authors: for the most part 
they allow us to answer our own 
questions. We are not herded by 
their biases. Though each author 
has her own strong opinions, she 
maintains her objectivity, working- 
as stated in the editor's intro- 
duction-"to give contemporary 
women a sense of the richness and 
variety of their foremothers' lives" 
(p. xxii). How refreshing not to 
have to wade through an author's 
effusions and speculations in an 
effort to find solid facts! 

But the book is not flawless on 
this count. A couple of authors lose 
their confidence that the truth is 
on their side. Consider, for example, 
Cheryl Lynn May's "Charitable 
Sisters": although the facts therein 
are much too important to ignore, 
the comparisons between the Relief 

Society organization of today and 
that the early Church a 
point of view that, while it is not 
necessarily wrong, is terribly one- 
sided. I would say that the essay is 
valuable for the questions it raises 
but not for the attitude it interjects. 

Another essay that points up the 
need for perhaps a little stronger 
editorial control is Laurel Thatcher 
Ulrich's "Fictional Sisters." Although 
it seemed to me the most entertain- 
ing, it also deviated most widely 
from Sister Bushman's stated purpose 
for the collection. 

And in her own writing, Sister 
Bushman makes some unsubstanti- 
ated assertions and uses at least one 
questionable source. With reference 
to speaking in tongues she says: 
"These people, usually women, 
spoke the 'Adamic tongue' as well 
as contemporary languages" (p. 7). 
Later in a quote by Presendia Lath- 
rop Kimball she says that Eliza R. 
Snow spoke in Adamic (p. 7). But 
in neither case is any proof given 
that the incomprehensible language 
,poken was revealed as Adamic. 
Her credibility was further damaged 
by repeated reference to Fanny 
Stenhouse's book Tell I t  All, a book 
Stenhouse wrote after her apostasy. 

One of the virtues of this collec- 
tion is its tendency to show us the 
non-Mormon framework that the 
Church and its women were operat- 
ing in. The comparative chronology 
on pages xxiv-xxxiii gives us a 
general overview and is well worth 
the considerable effort expended to 
compile it. Comments such as Sister 
Bushman's that "Nineteenth century 
Americans who glorified the nuclear - 



family were offended by such 
deviants [Mormon polygamists] and 
by other religious sects defending 
practices ranging from celibacy to 
free love which grew up at the same 
timeH-such comments help us see 
how the Church was viewed by the 
general public. And information 
regarding non-LDS women's head- 
way in the fight for suffrage 
facilitates a more realistic appraisal 
of Utah's women and attitudes. 
These insights also help us better 
understand the non-Mormon world 
of today and our responsibility to it. 

To further help us deal with the 
baffling questions, nWhere are we?u 
"What should we be doing?" and 
"Where are we headed as LDS 
women?" portraits of pioneer mid- 
wives, schoolteachers, politicians, 
and feminists give us direction. In 
particular, the sketches of Eliza R. 
snow and suss Young Gates help us 
to fathom our potential. Here are 

unafraid to try their hand 
at anything-and virtually always 
with the encouragement of the 
Church leaders. Thus, in Jill C. 
Mulvay's "Zion's Schoolmarms" we 
read, "Brigham Young encouraged 
women to pursue whatever occu- 
pations they could learn. And he 
gave them some propitious oppor- 
tunities in education" (p. 79). 
Brigham also counseled Susa Young 
Gates (his daughter), "Anything you 
can do after you have satisfied the 
claims of husband and family will 
redound to your own honor and to 
the glory of G o d  (p. 202). The 
record of her life suggests that she 
took the admonition seriously: 
"During her lifetime of seventy- 
seven years, she was a prolific 
writer, musician, genealogist, 
teacher, organizer, administrator, 
home economist, public speaker, 
researcher, traveler, suffragist, and 

Church worker as well as a wife and 
mother of thirteen children" (p. 199). 
Along with whitewashing her house 
and making her children's clothing, 
she managed a correspondence with 
Tolstoy and tea at Windsor Castle 
with Queen Victoria. 

Every essay touches upon the sub- 
ject of plural marriage. And it is the 
sole domain of Stephanie Smith 
Goodson's "Plural Wives," Carrel 
Hilton Sheldon's "Mormon Haters," 
and Nancy Tate Dredge's "Victims 
of the Conflict." In these essays 
the women who practiced this 
principle are heard uninter~reted 
and uninterrupted. As a principle 
and a practice, plural marriage be- 
comes understandable- and we are 
reclaimed from the great sewer of 
misinformation that so many of us 
draw upon. 

This book holds the great sur- 
prise- education, enlightenment, 
refreshment. I would not suggest 
that you read it but rather that you 

it. And then pick up 
your pen and continue the work. 




