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"I have yet to see any problem, however
complicated, which, when you looked at it in
the right way, did not become still more
complicated."

Poul Anderson

Figuring out what a close, warm
patriarchal family should be has been
a twenty-year personal quest. It
started in a college class where I filled
out a questionnaire about which
partner should have final say in
different areas of a marriage. For
example, who should take the
initiative in the personal, emotional
sides of the relationship? Naive as it
may sound, it simply had never
occurred to me that anyone but the
father should make the final decisions
about family matters, although I had
seen families where that wasn’t the
case. I still have not resolved many of
the questions about power and
intimacy in a patriarchal family which
were raised in my mind then.

Simple answers satisfied me initially.
A marriage needs to be husband
headed because any group requires a
leader or it will aimlessly drift like a
ship without a captain. One person
must have the authority to break
inevitable stalemates. All family
members will eventually feel all right
about decisions if the head of the
home is long suffering and kind (D&C
121:41-42). But after years of
reflection, study, and discussion, I
realize that questions about the
patriarchal family, about rules at
home, about how we become close are
not simple. Neither are there simple
answers.

First of all it is not so easy to
determine the person in power. Upon
close inspection, it is often not the
person who decides what happens who
has the power but rather the person
who decides who decides what
happens. The wife who insists that
her husband be head of the home is a
good example. One person may be
designated the leader, but the covert
workings between a couple are really
much more important than such overt

ones. "The father is the head of our
home" may be the phrase repeated by
a couple, but the actual balance may
have little to do with institutionalized
norms. A silent or passive partner
may be very powerful indeed. The
factors of dominance in personality,
degree of personal resources, and
ability to give and take are the ones
that determine who has the balance of
power in a marriage. And these
factors seem unrelated to sex or
priesthood. Such realities may lead to
confusion and guilt.

Ultimately no one balance of power
seems best. Arrangements such as
husband dominant-wife submissive,
wife dominant-husband submissive,
husband and wife equally balanced in
separate areas of the marriage, and
wife and husband equally balanced
and working conjointly on most
decisions are all used. (These are not
"pure" categories; the reality in any
one marriage is probably a mixed
model.) Each LDS couple in the search
for the best family life possible must
struggle with the issue of whether
their interaction fits the patriarchal
pattern.

Another subtle issue in the discussion
of power is support. Since following is
as important as leading, no one is ever
powerless in a relationship. But tell
that to a couple locked in battle. The
follower may feel coerced into a
certain action, but the fact remains
that the supporter can withdraw
support, leaving the leader empty
handed. Just ask any leader about the
multitude of ways that followers can
ignore or sabotage a directive without
saying a word or op6nly disagreeing.
The paradox is that giving support is
often more powerful than trying to
control. If one continues to grasp for
control, satisfactory decisions are
rarely made. But if the power issue
recedes, a collective agreement can
often be reached. Note the language
in D&C 121:46: "Thy dominion shall
be an everlasting dominion, and
without compulsory means it shall flow
unto thee forever and ever." Most
simply stated, power cannot reside in
one person’s hands alone. It is always

shared. In fact nothing every really
works well for long without love--
whatever the power and support
arrangements. With caring and
courtesy almost any model seems to
work. The irony may be that more
influence is achieved when control is
invisible and love is visible.

With this in mind, what relationship
does power have to intimacy? A
central and crucial one. As long as
power--or the struggle for it--is in
the foreground for one or both
partners in a relationship, intimacy
will not occur on a regular or
satisfactory basis. I disclose the
vulnerable, cherished feelings and
thoughts of my inner self when I am
not threatened. I feel safe when I feel
in control of myself (and thereby do
not need to control the other person)
and when I trust the other person will
not use anything I say to control me.
Each partner must simultaneously be
able to offer care and support while
giving up attempts to control in order
for the blending of souls to occur. Too
often this happens only during
courtship; each person freely gives
without a close eye to what will be
decided in his or her favor.

Though there may be no final
solution, I have reached a working
conclusion on the question of power
arrangements: No one person should
have the final say in a marriage. Not
the husband. Not the wife. I believe
that jointly held, cooperative power
between husband and wife works
best. It seems to have the most
promise for intimacy. Why?

The primary reason is that partners
who share all their roles and rotate
freedoms and responsibilities increase
their abilities to feel and think
similarly. They acquire a deeper
understanding of each others’ lives.
Additionally, such partners learn that
having one leader or following one
form of marriage is not prerequisite
to living the gospel or to acquiring the
order needed to have a marriage
function well. In my mind, greater
intimacy can be achieved when rules
and roles are tailored to individual and
conjoint needs.

There are disadvantages to a
cooperative arrangement. It generally
takes more time to reach conclusions,
especially during the early stages of a
relationship. Also there is more
ambiguity for each partner as
guidelines for making decisions are
gradually worked out. But the extra
effort needed to reach a joint decision
is often worth it. Such a decision is
less likely to fall apart later.
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