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C URRENT discussions about Mormon women and
their roles in relation to the Church and the
gospel question assumptions about women too

long held. These discussions demonstrate an affinity
with the efforts of other Christian feminist theologians
such as Valerie Saiving and, more recently, Judith
Plaskow. Both Mormon and non-Mormon sources
present vibrant, theological articulations of the roles of
women, yet pallid, unsubstantial treatments of male
roles. Moreover, discussions about Mormon men and
the priesthood by Mormon men generally share this
negligence. It is my contention that there exists an
unfortunate conflation of the terms priesthood,
maleness, and fatherhood in most Mormon circles. Not
only are the components themselves problematic, the
admixture itself is often unwarranted. This confusion
stems less from doctrinal misunderstanding of the
priesthood than from cultural prejudices coloring the
definitions of maleness and fatherhood. I want to
challenge these assumptions by referring to Saiving and
Plaskow, to Mormon canonical statements about the
priesthood, and lastly and largely to personal experience
and reflectiion. The question underlying the entire
discussion will be: "Is there anything inherently male
about the priesthood?" My intent is to show that there is
not.

Virginia Woolf tells of her astonishment upon
opening the British Museum catalogue to "women" and
finding scores of works written--mostly by men.1

Simone de Beauvoir even suggests that "a man would
never get the notion of writing a book on the peculiar
situation of the human male.’’2 "And," Judith Plaskow
adds, "apparently, no women would either." Plaskow
continues: "No one writes books about men as men
because men as men are not mysterious; they do not
need to be .explained. Why should they? All books are
about men, i.e., human beings.’’3 Man: the male animal;
that being well-delineated, articulated, appreciated, and
completely understood. All has been written; all has
been said; all is known.

Harward
On first consideration, it would seem that the

innumerable pronouncements and philosophizings
about men (read male of the species) seldom reflect the
richness and complexity of actual experience. The
"wisdom" that all these pronouncements express arises
out of and is reabsorbed into a general social mythology
concerning men which is part of the cultural air we
breathe. Not only is there no direction in which men can
turn without bumping into others’ expectations of
them, but also in the course of their’ education and
grow. th, men internalize these expectations, so much so
that they have come to know themselves and the world
only in lived relation to these definitions of men and
men’s possibilities.

And yet men’s experience and the definitions are not
simply the same. The relationships between them are
always living and complex. Each man has had to
compromise with and adjust to his culture’s
understanding of his role, or has had to struggle within
or against it. Most often, men have accepted and lived
within the limits of society’s definitions of them; their
compromises have for the most part been invisible. On
the other hand, there have been times when experiences
of men have contradicted these definitions and hence
judged them and exposed their restrictiveness. This is
most obviously true of history’s "great men," the Albert
Schweitzers, the Gandhis, the Christs.4

John Ruskin once outlined the cultural definitions of
men which surrounded my own adolescence and to some
extent still circumscribe my present situation: "The
man’s power is active, progressive, defensive. He is
eminently the doer, the creator, the discoverer, the
defender. His intellect is for speculation and invention;
his energy for adventure, for war, for conquest.’’s A
male teenager in Blackfoot, Idaho, played basketball, was
an eagle scout, a church and civic leader, and studied
either electronics-shop-agriculture or physics-
chemistry-calculus. He did not sew, cook, play the viola,
take ballet, or cry. If he did, he built elaborate
mechanisms to disguise or rationalize, if not hide, the
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fact. He had a part-time job so he c.ould buy a car, which
he took to college where he entrolled in ROTC and went
on a mission. He and his collegiate comrades would have
confirmed the study of Rosenkrantz and associates who,
when they surveyed undergraduate men and women,
found that men were defined as dominant, aggressiw.~,
independent, active, unemotional and objective, worldly
and knowledgeable, loud, rough, blunt, and sloppy.6 The
social mythology of masculinity influenced this young
man and his friends, and his own experience either
reinforced the mythology or became inconsequential to
it. Some rebelled and established their own definitions
and roles, but they remained--and remain--the
exceptional, the unusual, the different.Though
recognized as men, they ihold a status apart.

Valerie Salving, whose 1960 article "The Human
Situation: A Feminine View" gave voice, direction, and
attention to the feminist theology movement, uses sex
role distinction as the basis of her argument, and she
appeals to Margaret Mead for justification. Saiving
thinks that the processes of sex role differentiation fit

There is a natural tendency in
Mormon circles to equate the
terms maleness, fatherhood,
and
priesthood.
However, the terms are not
synonomous.

Mead’s description of "real differences [that] exist, in
addition to the obvious anatomical and physical ones--
but just as biologically based~that may be masked by
the learning appropriate to any given society, but which
will nevertheless.., run through all of man’s and all of
woman’s behavior.’’7 In every society, Saiving claims,
the mother is closest to the infant. The young boy’s
process of differentiation from his mother is different
from his sister’s in that

instead of imitating her [his motherl, he must relinquish
completely his original identification with her. He also
finds that, while he is not and never will be a woman,
neither is he yet a man. It will be years before he can
perform sexually as a man, and therefore he does not
need to be guarded, like his sister, against sexual activity
before he is ready for it. He ~s thus permitted far greater
freedom than the girl. But this freedom has its
drawbacks for him... ~rue, he has certain advantages
over the girl, particularly in the fact that he has visible
organs which demonstrate his sex. But, on the whole,
the process of self-differentiation plays a stronger and
more anxiety-provoking role in the boy’s maturation
than is normally the case for the girl. Growing up is not
merely a natural process of bodily maturation,s

This process of self-differentiation from the mother
figure leads ultimately to a passive-active distinction in
female-male sexuality. The "natural process of bodily
maturation" in girls, Saiving concludes, leads to
passivity in female sexuality. Definite sexual events
"happen" to a woman: first menstruation, defloratior~.,
impregnation, childbirth, lactation, menopause. Though

not the purpose of this paper, it could and ought to be
argued that impregnation, childbirth, and lactation are
hardly passive and that menopause is all but definite.

I would take issue, however, with her statement that
"the boy’s history will provide no such dramatic once-
for-all physical signals of his masculinity.’’9 Men
experience a "once-for-allness." with the first shave, first
ejaculation, and/or loss of virginity. There certainly is no
literary dearth of men’s first encounter with sexual
intercourse--from Tom Jol~es to Kierkegaard. Hair
growth, voice change, wet dreams, impotency happen as
passively to men as menstruation and menopause to
women. Saiving claims that in the sexual act itself,
whereas a woman need not participae actively (though
she may), "the case is quite otherwise for the male,
whose active desire and active performance in the sexual
act is absolutely required :for its completion."~0 A
woman’s passivity is dramatically evident in rape.
Granted that women seldom rape men, prison rape, on
the other hand, clearly show:~ that male orgasm is not
always, and thus not necessariily, an active event. A rnar~
is as capable as any submissive or patronizing spouse of
going through the motions of sexual intercourse, all the
while emotionally and psychologically very passive. (A
June 1981 review in Time magazine of the recently
published The Hite Report on M~i’le Sexuality appears to lend
support to my argument.)

Other fallacies are present in Saiving’s argument of
sex role differentiation. Particularly crucial, it seems, are
not those fallacies involving the process of mother-child
self-differentiation but rather the boy-girl, brother-
sister differences in sex role self-differentiation thatcher
rhetoric implies. A boy, she claims, is not yet a man. But
is a girl yet a woman? A small boy differentiates himself:
from his mother because of his genitals. Does not a small
girl make an analagous sort of differentiation based
upon the absence of breasts and menstruation? A boy,
she asserts, must wait several years before he can
perform sexually as a man. Must not a small girl wait the
same amount of time? And why is it not as necessary to
guard a boy against sexual activity as his sister? Is there
more young girl sexual abuse than young boy sexual
abuse? The case of John Gacy :~eems to suggest not. And
finally, I see no particular advantage of a boy having
"visible organs which demonstrate his sex." On the

Cultural definitions and
expectations have
shoved boys outside
the doors of the
home and all but
locked them out.
contrary, I can think of more instances where it would be
a disadvantage.

Another type of fallacy has to do with the notion of
freedom Saiving extends to the male of the species.
Men’s indirect and less bindi~.g role in the reproductive
l~rocess accounts for this freedom--as well as an
accompanying anxiety.~ I question neither the freedom
nor the anxiety. I rather reject the rhetoric which implies
that this freedom distinguishes male from female. The
invalid corollary to men’s freedom is women’s
bondage--men have more choices than women.
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An example from my own life may help demonstrate
this fallacy. One of my first encounters with the issues
presented tlhrough the woman’s movement came one
evening a few years ago in the company of my wife and
three other couples, one of whom was more newly-wed
than we, a~tother newly engaged, and the third newly
introduced. That night we examined our perceptions of
women and their careers--particulary Mormon women.
In terms of: "Mormon women," the evening was not
necessarily enlightening for me because I already felt
"enlightened" on the subject. My mother worked from
the time I started first grade, and I never felt deprived in
my relationship with her, nor in the formulation of my
morals and values. I have developed, as a result, a certain
independence which I appreciate. The thing that
intrigued me about this evening with my friends was the
notion of choice underlying the whole discussion. We
concentrated, unconsciously, on the choice Mormon
women have between a career or none. As is often the
case with Nancy (my wife) and me, the conversation
continued as we walked home, got ready for, and into
bed. As I contemplated this "choice," it became clear to
me why I had had such a difficult time coming to a
decision regarding my own career: I had no such choice.

Both Mormon and
sources present vibrant,
theological
articulations of the
roles of women, yet
pallid, unsubstantial
treatments of male
roles.
I, as a man, because of the cultural air I breathed, had to
have a career. I had no option and had never had. No one,
of course, was forcing me to have a career. We as a
couple could choose, as friends of ours have, to reverse
roles: the lawyer wife is the provder and the husband is
the homemaker. But because that decision defies and
renounces the cultural mythology, a price must be
paid--and is--by our friends. They are strange, odd,
apart, diffe~’ent, and even ridiculed. That a wife and
mother woJ:ks is more socially acceptable today than
previously; but that a husband and father willingly
chooses to stay home is still out of harmony with societal
expectations. Theoretically men may choose as
individual, authentic human beings to reject the idea of a
career, but given our cultural mythology, they really
have no choice. That men have more freedom than
women, then, is unfounded.

Plaskow shares many of Saiving’s fallacies, as well as a
rhetoric which supports the syllogism: women are A and
men are not A; therefore men and women are different. I
have nothing against differences, and I do not wish to
deny them. I am, however, wary of statements of the
general nature "men are    ," because the exception is
usually more prevalent than the rule. That men have
more in common with men just because they are men,
and women with women, is not clear, or at least non-
essential. I am biologically different from every woman I
know and will ever know. That fact, however, separates
me less from many women I know than the

psychological, emotional, spiritual, and intellectual
separation I feel from many, if not most men in the
world. My best friend in high school was female. Few
people understood that relationship, mainly because
when a boy and girl were friends, they were also
potential marriage partners. We were just best friends. I
would have to say I was more like (less different from)

"Is there anything inherently
male about the
priesthood?"
My intent
is to show that
there is not.

Mary Christensen than Bruce Hoban, my first
roommate at college. And today, notwithstanding our
differences, I am more like my wife Nancy than any
other person I know. Male-female differences are
undeniable, but beyond the anatomic-physiological
ones, I am inclined to suggest that the differences are
human differences, similar to the human differences
that exist in male-male or female-female relationships.

Before leaving Saiving’s and Plaskow’s treatments, or
mistreatments, of men, let me suggest what I see to be
basically wrong with their positions--even more basic
than their invalid portrayals of men. "[’hey have bound
themselves to the tradition which they are trying to
criticize by adopting its assumptions and language game,
and therefore are really asking the wrong questions. My
feeling is that for any future Salving or Plaskow to have
a profound effect, she needs to ask new questions which
are not limited by the current tradition of Tillich,~2
Freud, and Masters and Johnson. She must not make the
same mistake Wayne Booth made in a speech geared
toward undergraduate women at the University of
Chicago winter quarter 1980. The speech was entitled
"Is There Any Knowledge that a Woman Must Have?"
The main point was that a woman :needed to learn
strategy, for strategy would allow her to win the game
that is, to be successful within the tradition whose limits
she cannot avoid once she begins playing by its rules.
The underlying assumption seemed to be that men
exploit women and a woman can only win via a well-
executed strategy against that exploitation. Since the
same men who exploit women also exploit other men,
the situation is not going to be remedied by women in
turn exploiting men and eventually other women. Not
only are the rules of the game wrong, the game itself
must be discarded, and an altogether new one begun, if
not an already existing better one incorporated.

I am similarly wary of the existing mythology and
tradition concerning fatherhood. Ashley Montagu
encapsulates the tradition by stating that whereas
"there is not the least doubt that women are by nature
maternal.., men are not.’’13 And why not? Cultural
definitions and expectations have shoved boys outside
the doors of the home and all but locked them out. His
chores around the house are outside ones: he takes out
the garbage, mows the lawn, paints the fence, and weeds
the dandelions. He is not expected to dust, vacuum, or do
the dishes. If he does these things, it is only as temporary
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assistance--they are not on the list of his expected[
contributions to the family. His list of parttime jobs,
rarely includes babysitting. Therefore, in all likelihoods.
before getting married--and often ten years later--he
has never changed a diaper, fed an infant, or rocked a
baby to sleep. The unspoken assumption goes.
something like this: "Behold, the natural disposition of
man is not maternal." Of course not. Maternal stems
from mater which means mother" and men are not
mothers. Therefore, they are not maternal. Non sequitur.
We must not fall victim to equating fatherhood with
maternity; likewise, neither must we necessarily equate
motherhood with what "maternity" has come to mean.

We must not fall victim to equating
fatherhood with maternity; likewise,
neither must we necessarily equate
motherhood with what "maternity"

has come

I was pleased to receive a letter about a year ago from a
well-educated French woman after the birth of her first
child.
Phillip believes in sharing everything, down to
"household tasks."... Then the baby came! And I realized
something that really shook me up! A man can have a
"maternal instinct," if you see what I mean! I guess I
wasn’t quite converted to what I preached because it
really surprised me to see my husband so well at ease
with child care without any previous training.

The problem with the terms father and fatherhood is
that when they are discussed in conjunction with
mother and motherhood, they are generally addressed
on a completely different level. This, too, is a result of
our cultural mythology which colors our use of terms.
Whenever Salving, Plaskow, and this year’s Melchizedek
Priesthood Personal Study Guide discuss women, it is in
terms of women as mothers. Whenever men are.
discussed, it is in terms of men as political entities.
Similarly, discussions of 7motherhood are creator-
educator in orientation, whereas discussions of
fatherhood are businessman-militarist in nature.

On the one hand, current Mormon cultural
definitions of fatherhood parallel the rest of the.
Christian world. At the last stake priesthood meeting 1
attended, the stake Relief Society president was asked to
bear her testimony. Had she had time to prepare, I do not
think she would have made this slip, but that she did is
indicative of how much our culture is ingrained in our’
souls. In essence, what I heard her say was: "Fathers, the.
only way any culture [read artistic refinement] will come.
into your family is through your wives. Please support
them." I was offended. Am I so unrefined and barbaric:
that I cannot teach my children to appreciate good music,
art, dance, and literature?

On the other hand, Mormon theology adds new
dimensions to parental roles. Parenthood is not merely a
temporal phenomenon. Families are sealed as units for
eternity, and the creation of offspring continues in the

next life, though then it is spiritual rather than
temporal. Since I cannot envision the need at that point
for economists, businessmen, and generals (our cultural
descriptions of fathers), am I to conclude that fathers
will have nothing to do--as fathers--in the next life?
Based upon the examples of our own spiritual Father, I
think not. But what is his position as Father? He is our
creator and educator.

My point is that creation, and particularly education,
is not the exclusive domain of women. I do not think
women have usurped the responsibility as much as it has
been foisted upon them. What we call the maternal
instinct, as my French friend concluded, is as instinctive
in men as it is in women. The difference is that from the
moment of birth, and probably prenatally as some
neonatologists would suggest, the male infant is taught
to suppress those instincts, while the female infant is
taught to develop them. I agr’ee with N. Eldon Tanner
who has said:

The happiest women I know are those whose families
would rather be home than any place else; whose
children come bounding in after school to look for
Mother to tell her about their activities of the day; who
share the sorrows and joys and successes of those
children and rejoice in their accomplishments.~4

Likewise, I feel that we should say:

The happiest men I know are those whose families would
rather be home than any place else; whose children come
bounding in... to look for Fatt’~.er to tell him about their
activities of the day; who share the sorrows and joys and
successes of those children and rejoice in their
accomplishments.

There exists an unfortunate
conflation of the terms priesthood,
maleness, and fatherhood in most
Mormon
circles.

Our theology seems to suggest that we must not excuse
fathers from what are normally called maternal traits by
assigning some other traits to their exclusive domain,
such as provision and protection.

Moreover, because all Mormon men hold the
priesthood (uedike other Christians who rely upon a
professional clergy) and because almost all Mormon men
are fathers (given the Mormon doctrine of eternal
marriage) and because all Mormon priesthood holders
are male, there is a natural tendency in Mormon circles
to equate the terms maleness, fatherhood, and
priesthood. However, the terms are not synonomous.
Maleness refers to man’s biological position in nature;
fatherhood refers to a man’s position in the family;
priesthood refers to man’s religious duty and
responsibility. It is easy and convenient for the sake of
symmetry, to stack the three on top of each other:
maleness is on~ the bottom s~,nce one can be male and
neither a father nor a priesthood holder; fatherhood is in
the middle since being a father subsumes being male
without necessitating that one can be a priesthood
holder; and priesthood on top to cap the sequence,
subsuming fatherhood and consequently maleness. This
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model unfortunately emphasizes what I consider the
non-essential elements of priesthood.

Of the many causes of this confusion, one of the most
significant and influential comes from the too frequent
coupling of priesthood and motherhood. Again, as we
have already seen, we attempt to contrast and compare
two concepts while addressing each at very different
levels. I am n~ot even sure that they ought to be discussed
in conjunction with each other. For one thing, where
does one then put fatherhood? Furthermore, the
conjunction can lead to the false equation of godhood
and motherhood. In our temples we learn of gods and
goddesses, not gods and mothers; of priests and
priestesses, not priests and mothers; of kings and
queens, not kings and mothers. There we do work for
husbands and wives, not priesthood holders and wives;
for fathers and mothers, not priesthood holders and
mothers; for parents and children, not priesthood
holders, spouses, and children.

The essence of the priesthood, as I understand it, is
twofold: to perform the ordinances and to preside. The
Doctrine and Covenants tells us that: "In the ordinances...
the power of godliness is manifest. And without the
ordinances.., and the authority of the priesthood, the
power of godliness is not manifest unto men" (84:20-1).
"The Melchizedek Priesthood holds the right of
presidency, and has power and authority over all the
offices in the church.., to administer in spiritual things"
(107:8). Bei~tg a provider or protector has nothing to do
with the priesthood itself. It just happens that most
priesthood holders are also providers and protectors.
They are because of our social mythology, not because of
anything to do with the priesthood.

It is significant to me that in the Doctrine and Covenants it
also states that "the rights of the priesthood are
inseparably connected with the powers of heaven, and
that the powers of heaven cannot be controlled nor
handled only upon the principles of righteousness"
(121:36). The powers of heaven are not controlled by the
principles of maleness or fatherhood, but only upon the
principles of righteousness. I find nothing inherently
male about the rights of the priesthood. Certainly
righteousness is not the exclusive domain of men. There
is, likewise, no connection between being male and being
capable of performing ordinances or presiding. Female
workers perform the holy ordinances of washing and

Men have accepted and lived
within tlhe limits of
society’s definitions of
them; th,eir
compromises have
for the most part been
invisible,.
annointing in the temple, and thousands of Relief
Societies and single female parent families survive and
succeed throughout the world. The only significant male
aspect of the priesthood is its history--and I do not want
to deny that that history is important. There is no way
around the fact that all priesthood holders of whom we
know are or were men, with the possible and
problematic ,exception of Deborah.

About the same time in my life as the discussion with
our friends, I began thinking a lot about the priesthood. I
was bothered by the subtle elitism and chauvinism I saw,
and to some degree felt. What, I wondered, gave me the
right as a male to hold the priesthood? For a long time, I
asked the question in terms of "better than": what
makes me "better than" Nancy, that I hold the
priesthood? I even experimented with the inverse: what
makes her "better than" me that gives me the need to
hold the priesthood? I never found the answer in terms
of "better than." I think that the dilemma is analagous to
the problem the church faced regarding blacks and the
priesthood before June 1978. The world answered in
terms of "better than," but believing Mormons who
loved God and His prophets could not. There was only
one answer for me then: "It seems wrong to me, but I
believe in God and in his prophets when they speak--
and they have not spoken."

I find nothing that indicates that there is anything
inherently and essentially male about the priesthood.
Why then do only men hold the priesthood? I do not
know, other than that God and his prophets have not yet
spoken. But unlike the black question, we have no
promise that they will speak. I am not sure that it really
matters whether they do or not. Because I see the
priesthood as something distinct and separate from
maleness and femaleness, fatherhood and motherhood;
the way men and women, fathers and mothers relate to
it is what is important. In terms of eternal progression,
the fact that men and fathers must hold the priesthood
sustains challenges and conflicts that are no less real and
rewarding and anxiety-bound than the fact that women
cannot.
Notes                                                      ~a
1. Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Own (Hardmondsworth, England:
Penguin Books, 1945) p. 28.

2. Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, Inc.,
Books, 1961), p. xv.
3. Judith Plaskow, Sex, Sin and Grace: Women’s Experience and the Theologies of
Reinhold Neibuhr and Paul Tillich (Washington, D.C.: University Press of
America, 1980), p. 12.
4. The preceding two paragraphs are essentially rewrites of Plaskow,
pp. 9-10 except that the word "men" has been substituted whenever
the word "women" appeared.

5. John Ruskin, "Of Queens" Gardens," Sesame and Lilies (New York: The
Macmillan Company, 1954), p. 99.
6. Paul Rosenkrantz, Susan Vogel, Helen Bee, Inge Broverman,
Donald Broverman, "Sex-Role Stereotypes and Self-Concepts in
College Students," Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology 32 (1968), p.
293.

7. Margaret Mead, Male and Female (New York: New American Library,
1959), p. 17.

8. Valerie Salving, "The Human Situation: A Feminine View" in
Womanspirit Rising: A Feminist Reader in Religion, Carol P. Christ and Judith
Plaskow, eds. (New York: Harper and Row, 1979),. pp. 30-1.

9. Ibid., p. 31.

10. Ibid., p. 32.

11. Ibid., p. 33.

12. Tillich is one of the targets of Plaskow’s criticism.

13. Ashley Montagu, The Natural Superiority of Womt’n (New York: The
Macmillan Company, 1954), p. 99.

14. Nathan Eldon Tanner, Ensign (June 1978): 2.

MICHAEL HARWARD received an MA in humanities from the
University of Chicago.

September-October/49




