Chapter 12

Th@ N@W M@Tm@m W@m@n'S HiSt@Ty
Todd Compton

An important aspect of the New Mormon History has always been its interest in
women’s history. In fact, many of its practitioners have been and are women. In the “old
Mormon history” (before such “new history” pioneers as Brooks and Arrington), one is
hard pressed to name one woman historian who wrote using professional standards of
research, writing, and scholarship, though many women wrote memoirs, diaries, and charac-
ter sketches that are historical and literary jewels. However, in the New Mormon History
women and women’s history play a prominent part.! When Leonard Arrington, perhaps the
central figure in the New Mormon History, described the limitations of the former Mormon
history, the second of five major biases he identified was “the male bias””2 He wrote,
“Anyone who spends a substantial amount of time going through the materials in church
archives must gain a new appreciation of the important and indispensable role of women
in the history of the LDS church—not to mention new insights into church history result-
ing from viewing it through the eyes of women.” The “male bias” may be especially marked
in Mormon culture, in which the main structure of an authoritarian church leadership is
exclusively male and in which male priesthood authority is a basic Church doctrine. (In mod-
ern mainstream Mormonism, priesthood is still viewed as an exclusively male prerogative.)

Mormon women’s history thus is closely connected with the woman’s movement
in Mormonism, and Mormon women’s history has been one of the most controversial
strands of the New Mormon History. Since a basic axiom of feminism is that women
should have rights and opportunities that are equal with men’s, the women’s movement—
which would expect that women should have full equality within the Church, and thus
priesthood opportunities—has been viewed with suspicion by the Church hierarchy.
Women’s history in the New Mormon History has given support to those women who see
the need for women to hold expanded opportunities and rights—including, for some,
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