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Abstract 

The scholarly field of traditionally religious women has during the last decade gone from a so 

called “paradox-approach” which identifies women’s agency with the capacity of acting 

autonomously – something most clearly demonstrated through acts of resistance – to a non-

paradox approach defining agency as a continuum encompassing both resistance to and 

compliance with traditionally religious structures. While the latter approach assumes that 

women’s participation in traditional religions is not necessarily a paradox – mainly because 

some women value religious submission – this thesis argues that the paradox of women and 

religion becomes essential when speaking about religious feminism. This has proven 

particularly evident in this study’s Grounded theory approach to blog posts written by 

Mormon feminists. By combining theories on cognitive dissonance with religious 

ambivalence this thesis finds that Mormon feminist bloggers express an agency of virtuous 

ambivalence where they perceive the relationship between their faith and their feminism as 

dissonant but simultaneously describe this as an ambivalence of religious virtue which bestow 

upon them a sense of freedom, authenticity and creative potential.  

Key words: Agency, ambivalence, cognitive dissonance, Mormon feminists, blogging  
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1. Introduction 

The participation of women in traditional religions is sometimes viewed as a paradox that 

requires explanation.1 To answer the question of why women adhere to religious traditions 

that work to their disadvantage, a great deal of scholarly efforts have been made to 

demonstrate how these women are more than merely doormats to their religions. They are, as 

many scholars argue, on the contrary agentive individuals who resist and who use their 

religion to empower themselves in both soulful and instrumental ways.2 During the last 

decade however, a growing critique has been directed toward this so called “paradox-

approach” for its secular and western bias.3 By assuming that agency is synonymous to 

autonomy, freedom and resistance, the paradox approach neglects women who value religious 

submission and compliance.4 Contemporary scholars therefore define agency more broadly as 

the capacity to act, including both resistance to and compliance with religious structures. One 

group which has been attached to this discussion are women within the Church of Jesus Christ 

of Latter Day Saints (LDS), also known as Mormons,5 whose doctrine has highly pronounced 

constraints regarding gender roles for men and women. Instead of describing them as either 

resisting or complying, scholars thus tend to create more “textured” definitions of agency 

where Mormon women draw from both their community and their selves in motivating their 

choices.6 Although this trend is valuable in that it urges scholars to tread more carefully when 

theorizing about Women’s agency in traditional religions, what is lost is the fact that many 

Mormon women, and especially those who are overtly resisting, feel ambivalent toward their 

religion – something which builds on the premises that there actually is a paradox between 

                                                 
1 Orit Avishai, Doing Religion in a Secular World. Women in Conservative Religions and the Question of 

Agency, Gender & Society, 22, 4, 2008, pp. 409-433.   
2 Irit Koren, The Bride's Voice: Religious Women Challenge the Wedding Ritual, Nashim: A Journal of Jewish 

Women's Studies & Gender Issues,10, 2006, pp. 29-52; Linda B. Arthur, Deviance, Agency, and the Social 

Control of Women's Bodies in a Mennonite Community, NWSA Journal, 10, 2, 1998, pp. 75-99; 

Linda E. Brasher, Godly Women. Fundamentalism and Female Power, (London: Rutgers University Press, 

1998); Sally K. Gallagher, Agency, Resources, and Identity. Lower-Income Women's Experiences in Damascus, 

Gender and Society, 21, 2, 2007, pp. 227-249. 
3 Avishai, 2008. 
4 Avishai, 2008; Catherine Brekus, Mormon Women and the Problem of Historical Agency, Journal of Mormon 

History, 37, 2, 2011; Phyllis Mack, Religion, Feminism, and the Problem of Agency: Reflections on Eighteenth-

Century Quakerism, Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 2003, 29, 1, pp. 149-177; Saba Mahmood, 

Politics of Piety. The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject, (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2005). 
5 Although it is important to distinguish the LDS church from other Mormon groups such as the Community of 

Christ, as well as to recognize that the LDS church officially rejects the term. 
6 Amy Hoyt, Agency, Subjectivity and Essentialism within Traditional Religious Cultures: 

An Ethnographic Study of an American Latter-day Saint Community, PhD diss., Claremont Graduate University, 

2007.  
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traditional religion and women’s emancipation.7 Also, whereas much research has been 

devoted to understand compliant individuals, Mormon women’s overt or public resistance, 

that is, actions intended by LDS women themselves as resistance, has with a few exceptions8 

received less attention.  

 

1.1 Purpose and Research Questions 

What interests me is therefore how Mormon feminists understand the relationship between 

these two seemingly paradox constituents of their identity and what consequences this has for 

the theoretical discussion on agency. The purpose of this thesis is therefore to investigate how 

Mormon feminists speak about the relationship between their faith and their feminism and 

what consequence this has for agency.  

2. Delimitations  

Due to the church’s history of ostracizing individuals with progressive and otherwise critical 

interpretations of Mormonism, this form of resistance is primarily found online. To 

investigate this subject I have therefore chosen to conduct a Grounded theory inspired content 

analysis on Mormon feminists’ blogposts. More specifically I am interested in blogposts 

written on Mormon feminist blogs between 2004 and present day. These texts can be found 

on websites such as Feminist Mormon Housewives, Ask Mormon Girl, Doves and Serpents, 

Wave (Women Advocating for Voice & Equality), Young Mormon Feminists, Ordain Women, 

Zelophehad’s Daughters and Exponent II. Most of these websites are defined as having a 

feminist agenda, although a few of them, are more generally defined as spaces to openly 

discuss Mormon faith. The history of these websites goes back to the beginning of the twenty-

first century. Some of them (The Exponent II) have existed since the 1990’s in closed 

communities and small email lists, but most of them were founded after 2004 following the 

major success of the blog Feminist Mormon Housewives.9 One of the things that makes these 

sites intriguing is that they include such a vast range of topics and genres. The sites are often 

                                                 
7 See for instance Caronline Cline “Mormon Feminist Blogs and Heavenly Mother. Spaces for Ambivalence and 

Innovation in Practice and Theology” in Feminism and Religion in the 21st Century. Technology, Dialogue and 

Expanding Borders, eds. Gina Messina-Dysert and Rosemary Radford Ruether (London: Routledge, 2015); Lisa 

Patterson Butterworth ”Looking Back” in Sara K. S. Hanks and Nancy Ross (eds.) Where We Must Stand. Ten 

Years of Feminist Mormon Housewives, (Cataloging-in-Publication Data, 2018).   
8 Gavin Feller, A Moderate Manifesto: Mormon Feminism, Agency, and Internet Blogging, Journal of Media 

and Religion, 15, 3, 2016, 156-166; Reid J. Leamaster, Women’s Resistance to and Compliance With Gendered 

Expectations in the LDS Church, PhD diss, Purdue University, 2014. 
9 Nancy Ross, “A Brief History of Feminist Mormon Housewives and Online Mormon Feminism” in Sara K. S. 

Hanks and Nancy Ross (eds.) Where We Must Stand. Ten Years of Feminist Mormon Housewives, (Cataloging-

in-Publication Data, 2018).   
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composed of several different profiles, creating not only an environment that encompasses 

many topics but also an individual variation expressed both in their interests and style of 

writing. While some texts are more similar to personal diaries others are written in lengthier 

essay forms, some of which are highly academic in style. There are also more particular 

reasons why these blogs are well-suited sites to investigate for the present purpose. For one, 

they are among the most frequently referenced blogs when speaking about Mormon 

feminism10 but also a popular medium to express ambiguities concerning one’s faith,11 an 

attitude which also resonates with how Mormon feminists historically have valued the 

personal essay as a space/strategy to explore their complicated lives.12 Written essays, in this 

case blogposts, are therefore invaluable assets when exploring the field of Mormon feminism 

and agency.  

3. Disposition 

This thesis is structured around five chapters. Before embarking on the subject of Mormon 

feminism and agency, it is necessary to acquaint ourselves with Mormon culture and the 

background to Mormon feminism – perhaps especially because any notion of agency should 

also recognize cultural specificities. In chapter four I will therefore outline some specifics to 

Mormon doctrine and culture, beginning with a description of what role self and agency plays 

among Mormons, continuing with the importance of gender and how it plays out in both 

doctrine and family life, and concluding with a background to Mormon feminism, its 

struggles and successes through history, and how it finally made a home in the virtual space 

of internet. In chapter five I will present and evaluate previous research on the subject of 

agency among traditionally religious women. Firstly this includes a description of three main 

group of scholars; those who define agency as acts/thoughts that subvert patriarchal systems 

and/or uses their religion for empowerment or extra-religious advantages, those who criticize 

the tendency to synonymize agency with resistance and suggest more textured and culturally 

specific definitions of agency which mostly focus on compliant individuals, and lastly those 

who try to bridge these two approaches. Secondly it includes an evaluation of the potential 

gaps of previous research when studying Mormon feminists and, in relation to this, a re-

evaluation of the paradox approach to traditional religion and women. To account for 

                                                 
10 Joanna Brooks, ”Mormon Feminism. An Introduction” in Joanna Brooks, Rachel Hunt Steenblik, Hannah 

Wheelwright (eds.), Mormon Feminism. Essential Writings, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016). 
11 Butterworth, 2018, p.6. 
12 Joanna Brooks, Rachel Hunt Steenblik, Hannah Wheelwright, Mormon Feminism. Essential Writings, (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2016). 
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Mormon feminist bloggers and their understanding of their faith and their feminism as 

inconsistent, in chapter six I will therefore present theoretical alternatives for dissonant or 

ambivalent values, consisting more specifically of Leon Festinger’s theory of cognitive 

dissonance and Mary Bednarowski’s idea of ambivalence as a religious virtue. In chapter 

seven I will demonstrate and motivate the model for Grounded theory used for this thesis, 

such as choices regarding sampling and models for analyzing the material, as well as a short 

discussion on ethical considerations for the study at hand. Lastly, in chapter eight I will 

present the results of how Mormon feminists describe the relationship between their faith and 

their feminism, how they manage this relationship and what consequences I believe this has 

for the question of agency. Along with summarizing and defining the results, chapter nine 

will conclude this thesis by discussing the contributions of my thesis to research on women’s 

agency within traditional religion and its potential relevance for sociological research more 

generally.  

4. Agency and Gender in Mormonism 

Whereas we will speak, in the following, about subjects such as agency, gender and self 

through a scholarly point of view, these concept are also inherent to Mormonism. Agency is 

for instance frequently used in LDS religious language. Before acquainting ourselves with 

how agency can be conceptualized among Mormon feminists it is therefore important to 

recognize how such concepts are understood by Mormons themselves.  

4.1 Revelation and Agency 

Mormonism is often distinguished from other so called restoration churches13 because it not 

only uses the New Testament as a blueprint for developing doctrine and practice but considers 

itself a direct continuation of Jesus original church. Hence rather than just “emulating biblical 

religion” the LDS church reenacts the early church with the result of a doctrine and practice 

focused primarily on direct revelations.14 This belief in a God that continues to speak to his 

followers is considered the most foundational tenet of Mormonism, and underlies both its 

institutional and individual aspects. 

 That revelation is essential for Mormonism is apparent, first of all, in how it was 

founded. The first revelation was received when Joseph Smith, then 12 years of age, went to 

the forest to pray about which church he should pursue, where God and his son appear to tell 

                                                 
13 Churches with the goal to restore the original church of Jesus. 
14 Richard Lyman Bushman, Mormonism. A Very Short Introduction, (New York: Oxford University Press, 

2008) p.21. 
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him that all were wrong and that he should not join any. Believing himself not to be worthy of 

such a vision, Smith repented and awaited further instructions. In 1823 Smith received three 

visionary visits from an angel called Moroni which tells him to translate a prophetic text 

written on gold plates and establish a church based on this scripture. In 1830 the text was 

translated and published as the Book of Mormon and was established as the official scripture 

of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints.15 The scripture which is divided in 15 

books named after prophets, tells the story of a people’s migration from Jerusalem to the 

promised land of America. The narrative follows how this people, the Nephites and 

Lamanites, and how they struggle to uphold divine laws despite the rebellion and faithlessness 

of the latter. It tells how Jesus establishes a messianic kingdom in America after his 

resurrection and how the last standing prophet of this kingdom, called Mormon, passed along 

his wisdom to his son Moroni who then passed it on to Joseph Smith.16 That ongoing 

revelation is fundamental to the LDS church is also present in its doctrines and practices 

which are based on prophetic revelations, beginning with the Book of Mormon, and 

continuing with the church’s second scripture Doctrines and Covenants, a text with more 

directed revelations instructing how the church should be organized and how its community 

should be built. It is furthermore also evident in the church’s organizational structures where 

it is led by authorities with prophetic abilities. The highest authorities, usually referred to as 

the general authorities, are considered the present day’s spirit-guided apostles and prophets 

with the authority to mediate the words of God.17 With this capacity their prophetic statements 

are viewed with high regard, and members tend to adopt them as doctrinal. Besides this group 

of top-authorities the ability to mediate God’s will is more generously distributed to all men, 

as they are initiated into the priesthood at a young age.18  

 Revelation also highly influences Mormons everyday life. Not only is the prophetic 

revelations closely followed by Mormons privately but Mormons also believe that God 

interacts with all his followers. Smith argued that one did not need to “be dependent on man 

for knowledge of God”19 and urged his fellow Mormons to not only read the scriptures and 

blindly follow others revelation, but ask god to communicate the truth to them individually. 

Personal revelation was not meant for a privileged few but for all Gods children. General 

                                                 
15 Douglas J. Davies, An Introduction to Mormonism, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003). 
16 Bushman, 2008. 
17 Doctrine and Covenants 107:93. 
18 Bushman, 2008; Davies, 2003. 
19 Joseph Smith, The Honorable Men of the World, Evening and Morning Star, 1, 3, 1832, p. 22. 
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authority also encourages members to prepare personal revelation and prayers are therefore 

often formed as questions anticipating confirmation.20  

 Another unique belief proclaimed by the LDS church, which perhaps testifies its 

influences from mystical and esoteric movements,21 is the notion of divinization. Mormons 

believe that there is a premortal existence where God creates spirits, and a mortal existence 

where these are given bodies in order to advance into divine beings themselves. In line with 

this, Smith believed that God was previously a human being who eventually learned to be 

divine. This is furthermore based on a belief that existence consists of matter and intelligence 

without beginning or end. Rather than creating earth and humans from nothing God thus 

organized the eternal existence of matter and intelligence into their present form. Because of 

this the creation does not begin with creating humans, but with spirit beings who are sent to 

earthly bodies in order to become Gods. In contrast to the Christian God who imposed his 

laws on mankind the Mormon God thus created earth and the human form as possibilities for 

divinization. These spirit beings – by becoming bodied in the mortal existence – therefore live 

and strive to become exalted in the post-mortal existence. Mormonism with its instructions for 

living furthermore serve as a plan to progress toward this divinization. 22 And this is where 

agency comes in. There are several fundamental tenets to this plan and agency is one of them. 

Mormons believe that when the great plan was presented, Lucifer opposed God’s plan of 

divinization because it allowed spirits to keep their own agency and free will instead of being 

compelled to obey God. Because of this Lucifer was cast out and denied the possibilities for 

salvation. Spirits who chose to follow God’s plan however, were therefore endowed with 

agency to prove themselves worthy in the face of temptations. The ideal model for agency 

was demonstrated for example through Jesus and his choice of coming to earth to atone for 

humans’ sins. His agency is particularly recognized in the garden of Gethsemane where he 

fought his own will to live in order to remain obedient to his cause, namely to die for human 

sins.23 Thus, agency in these terms are arguably displayed as the possibility to subvert; God’s 

followers need to choose the right path independently. Concepts such as agency and personal 

revelation therefore demonstrate the belief in a communicating God and in the believer’s 

ability to discern the right path individually.  

                                                 
20 Russell M. Nelson, 1984, October. Protect the Spiritual Power Line, General Conference; David A. Bednar, 

2011, April. The Spirit of Revelation, General Conference. 
21 John L. Brooke, The Refiner’s Fire. The Making of Mormon Cosmology, 1644-1844, (New York: Cambridge 

University Press, 1994). 
22 Bushman, 2008.  
23 Davies, 2003. 
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4.2 LDS and Gender 

Mormons furthermore believe that both Gods and spirits are gendered. They sometimes refer 

to God as their Heavenly parents and themselves as their male and female spirit children.24 

Although less frequently recognized, Mormon tradition tells not only of a Heavenly Father 

but also of a Heavenly Mother. The interdependency between the two genders are furthermore 

important for their exaltation in that men and women must obey the covenant of marriage – 

mirroring the heavenly marriage between their divine parents – in order to become divine in 

the afterlife. Reaching the highest degree of glory is furthermore enabled by producing 

spiritual offspring, which means that reproduction within marriage is central for Mormons.25 

Believing that human gender is an eternal quality that not only precedes humanity but is also 

considered a divine quality to strive toward, thus affects norms on what being men and 

women entails. As Holman and Hardin express it "For Latter-day Saints, marriage and family 

are more than a matter of social convention or individual need fulfillment; they are 

fundamental to personal salvation”.26 Stated in the The Family: A proclamation to the World, 

this entails that men or fathers “are to preside over their families in love and righteousness 

and are responsible to provide the necessities of life and protection for their families” whereas 

mothers “are primarily responsible for the nurture of their children”.27 As already mentioned, 

priesthood on all levels are solely intended for men, which means that men also “preside” 

over their families spiritually by being their link to God. This gives him the authority to bless, 

pray for and give anointment to his family, but also the authority to administrate his family 

spiritually. Mormon families are therefore considered patriarchs, which means that men carry 

on and administrate the link between their families and God, and as such are the head of the 

family. Although Mormons negotiate the roles this entails for men and women differently, in 

practice it often results in Women being stay-at-home mothers and to a lesser degree engaging 

in work-employment and that men are the primary source of income and wisdom. Whereas 

women today are encouraged to educate, education is more of a back-up plan in case the 

economic situation requires them to work outside of the home, rather than a prioritized course 

                                                 
24 The Family: A Proclamation to the World, 1995, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. 
25 Amy Hoyt, “Maternal Practices as Religious Piety: The Pedagogical Practices of American Latter-day Saint 

Women” in Cheryl A. Kirk-Duggan, Karen Jo Torjesen (eds.) Women and Christianity, (California: ABC-CLIO, 

LLC, 2010). 
26 Holman, T. B., and J. R. Harding. The Teaching of Nonmarital Sexual Abstinence and Members' Sexual 

Attitudes and Behaviours: The Case of Latter-Day Saints. Review of Religious Research, 1996, 38, 1, pp. 51-60, 

p.52. 
27 The Family: A Proclamation to the World, 1995, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. 

https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/umeaub-ebooks/reader.action?docID=617352#ppg=326
https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/umeaub-ebooks/reader.action?docID=617352#ppg=326
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of life.28 As head of the family, Mormons report that fathers often carry the role of being 

“spiritual instigators or facilitators” and decision-maker.29  

 The gendered division not only shows in doctrine and family-order but also expresses 

itself in practical rituals. The fact that men carry the priesthood and thus a direct link to God, 

means for women that many ceremonies are conditioned by men acting as mediator.30 In the 

endowment for example, a ceremony which initiates and prepares Mormons for their 

exaltation in the afterlife, men are promised to become “priests unto the Most High God” 

while women are promised to become “priestesses to [their] husbands”.31 Before changes 

occurring in the temple ceremony language in 1990, in the reenactment of Adam and Eve, 

Eve also promised to “obey” Adam the same way he obeys God. In other words, the first 

woman and the women coming after her are aligned in a relationship to God through the first 

man and all men coming after him. This imbalance has not always tilted so much to the 

benefits of men however and men-exclusive priesthood has been a site for struggle since the 

founding days. Women between 1842 and onwards were for example performing priesthood 

ordinances until a shift occurred in the 1940’s and women’s roles were restricted.32  

4.3 Mormon Feminism  

The first wave of Mormon feminism can be traced back as early as the 1840’s and 1870’s 

where it coincided with the suffragette movement which focused on legal issues such as the 

right to vote. However, it was not until a century later, during the second wave of feminism, 

that Mormon women started to organize as a feminist movement. During this period many 

religious women started using feminist analytical tools to reflect on their own traditions and 

cultures, and as an effect, organize to create change. It was in this environment that Mormon 

women started to meet in “conscious-raising groups” where they discussed women’s issues, 

educated themselves on their history, and eventually wrote magazine issues and created 

                                                 
28 Lori G. Beaman, Molly Mormons, Mormon Feminists and Moderates: Religious Diversity and the Latter Day 

Saints Church, Sociology of Religion, 62, 1, 2001, pp. 65-86. 
29 Amy Hoyt, Agency, Subjectivity and Essentialism within Traditional Religious Cultures: 

An Ethnographic Study of an American Latter-day Saint Community, PhD diss., Claremont Graduate University, 

2007, p.87. 
30 Davies, 2003. 
31 Elizabeth Hammond, “The Mormon Priestess: A Theology of Womanhood in the LDS Temple” in Joanna 

Brooks, Rachel Hunt Steenblik, Hannah Wheelwright (eds.) Mormon Feminism. Essential Writings, (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2016). 
32 Nazneen Kane, “Priestesses unto the Most High God”: Gender, Agency, and the Politics of LDS Women’s 

Temple Rites, Sociological Focus, 51, 2, 2017, pp. 97-110. 
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history classes for other women.33 In relation to the church’s opposition to the Equal Rights 

Amendment (ERA) in late 1970’s however, the feminist movement faced some difficult 

years. Since the ERA wanted equal rights for citizens regardless of sex – something which 

feminists naturally supported – and the church wished on the contrary to protect its traditional 

gender roles for men and women, the conflict between feminism and the LDS church was 

heightened. As a result, the church reinforced its emphasis on female roles of subordination, 

motherhood and domesticity – urging its women to maintain their places as submissive wives 

or risk destroy “the timeless and divinely created distinctions between man and woman that 

ordered life”.34 Opposing the ERA thus allowed women to demonstrate their obedience and 

“to signal to themselves and to others their ‘exalted’ destiny in the afterlife”.35  

The increasing tension between church and mainstream society caused a stigma to 

feminism that forced Mormon feminists to create new spaces where they could be open about 

their values. Independent magazines such as Sunstone and Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon 

Thought, which also received its first women editors during this time, and Mormon feminist’s 

retreats – the first one convened in 1982 – became their shelters. Aided by these spaces, 

Mormon women explored both theological and social issues and managed to produce a body 

of writing and scholarship that eventually led to a resurgence of the Mormon feminist 

movement during the late 1980’s and 1990’s. Much like its previous reaction to the feminist 

movement, the church responded by publicly denouncing Mormon feminists. Several 

Mormon feminists, and especially scholars and faculty members from Brigham Young 

University who were prominent in the field of women’s and feminist studies, were surveilled, 

excommunicated and fired. It was in relation to this that the church decided to fortify its own 

traditional gender roles by releasing The Family: A Proclamation to the World in 1995 (see 

above).36 The fear of institutional reprisals caused a heavy backlash for the Mormon feminist 

movement. Many women who now felt reluctant to speak out discontinued their feminist 

activism or ceased participating in church. Magazines struggled to find editors and feminist 

retreats or conferences were difficult to gather. The situation seemed so hopeless that 

prominent Mormon feminist Claudia Bushman wondered if the movement would even 

survive into a new generation.37  

                                                 
33 Brooks et al. 2018, p. 10. 
34 Neil T. Young, “The ERA Is a Moral Issue": The Mormon Church, LDS Women, and the Defeat of the Equal 

Rights Amendment, American Quarterly, 59, 3, 2007, pp. 623-644, p. 630. 
35 Ibid. p. 624. 
36 Brooks et al. 2018, p.18. 
37 Interview with Claudia Bushman in Peggy Fletcher Stack, “Where Have All the Mormon Feminists Gone?” 

Salt Lake Tribune, 2003.  
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One year later, however, a stay-at-home mother from Idaho named Lisa Butterworth 

radically changed those prospects by launching the Feminist Mormon Housewives blog. By 

writing about her own experiences as a Mormon woman and inviting other women to do the 

same, the blog expanded and started to inspire others to follow her concept. Zelophehad’s 

Daughters was founded in 2005 and The Exponent released its own website and blog in 2006. 

By creating global, accessible and anonymous foundations for Mormon women to express 

their concerns, these blogs “brought Mormon feminism roaring back to life”.38 New activist 

organizations were founded such as WAVE (Women Advocating Voice and Equality) in 

2010, Ordain Women in 2013 which focuses on women’s roles in church and more 

specifically has the goal of ordaining women to priesthood, and new initiatives such as Wear 

Pants to Church Day occurring in 2012, where women via Facebook and online communities 

were invited to wear pants to the Sunday service. In similarity to the other Mormon feminist 

“revivals” the twenty-first century’s movement has also faced sanctions from church – 

perhaps one of the more profound losses was the excommunication of the Ordain Women 

leader Kate Kelly in 2014. While such incidents seem to have resulted in a declining 

participation in church activities among Mormon feminists, the movement itself seems to 

prevail,39 and as some argue, has grown more resistant to such setbacks.40  

5. Scholarly Approaches to Agency among Traditionally Religious Women 

When speaking about religious women’s activism one becomes embedded in a long tradition 

of research on women’s agency within traditional or conservative religions; a question which 

have provoked a lot of attention from scholars of both religion and gender. Agency is 

typically identified with intention and autonomy which are two terms rarely used to describe 

traditionally religious women.41 Since traditional/conservative religions are patriarchal in 

organizational structures and doctrine, many scholars are intrigued by the question of why 

women adhere to religious traditions that promote their subordination.42 To answer such 

questions scholars have employed various approaches to agency. As Orit Avishai suggests, 

                                                 
38 Brooks et al. 2012, p.19 
39 Jessica Finnigan, Nancy Ross, “Mormon Feminists in Social Media: A Story of Community and Education” in 

Voices for Equality: Ordain Women and Resurgent Mormon Feminism, Gordon Shepherd, Lavina Fielding 

Anderson, Gary Shepherd (eds.) (Greg Kofford Books, 2015), p. 335-376.  
40 Brooks et al. 2016, p.20.  
41 Kelsy C. Burke, Women’s Agency in Gender-Traditional Religions: A Review of Four Approaches, Sociology 

Compass, 6, 2, 2012, pp. 122-133. 
42 Kelly H. Chong, Negotiating Patriarchy. South Korean Evangelical Women and the Politics of Gender, 

Gender & Society, 20, 6, 2006, pp. 697-724; Elizabeth Weiss Ozorak, The Power, but Not the Glory: How 

Women Empower Themselves Through Religion, Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 35, 1, 1996, pp. 

17-29. 
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they can roughly be divided in two categories. The first group of scholars tries to solve the 

paradox question by focusing on how women resist, feel empowered or liberated by their 

religion. The second group, which emerged during the late 1990’s and consists of scholars 

who aspire to reform the concept of agency, argues that agency is not only visible when 

women are resisting but also when women are complying with the patriarchal structures of 

their religion and view their religious acts as ends in themselves.43 I would also suggest that 

there is a third category of alternative approaches to agency which often include scholars who 

try to bridge these two. Although they are sometimes included in the latter group they pose 

enough differences to be categorized on their own.  

5.1 The Paradox Approach 

The first approach is sometimes referred to as the “paradox approach” by critics because it 

tends to frame religion as a site of oppression and therefore view women’s participation as 

puzzling.44 This in turn creates an either-or position of traditionally religious women, where 

they are either complying with their religions and thereby defined as oppressed and lacking 

agency or resisting (or otherwise using religion as a means for empowerment) and thus 

counting as women with agency. Women within traditional religions is therefore an oddity 

that must be explained, and with the paradox approach as a frame of reference, the focus is 

often on women who either break the patterns or subvert the system. Within this approach 

there are at least three variances; Resistance, empowerment and instrumental agency.  

 Researchers within the resistance agency approach view agency among traditionally 

religious women as especially visible when they are resisting or attempting to break free from 

constraining gender roles. The focus of this research is thus on women who either overtly or 

subtly challenge their traditions. The agentive act of a woman is thereby understood as 

performances where an individual resists, challenges or attempts to overthrow a patriarchal 

system. The outcome is therefore that agentive behavior is found among individuals who 

make autonomous choices which may or may not be intended as resistance but still pose a 

challenge to religion as a patriarchal system.45 Reading between the lines, agency as 

resistance is thus often equated with acts that have the potential to change social and cultural 

systems. Scholars within the empowerment agency approach agree with the notion that 
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traditional religion is harmful for women but argue that women still appropriate their religion 

in ways that empower them or at least make them feel empowered, for instance by improving 

their ability to direct the course of their lives. Hence the empowerment approach highlights 

how women feel strengthened by their religion, often with emphasis on certain spiritual or 

psychical benefits.46 This approach can be described as closely related to the notion held in 

psychology of religion that tradition is desirable due to the sense of security and stability that 

it offers. Another agency approach that focuses on how women can be empowered by their 

religion is instrumental agency. However, contrary to empowerment agency, instrumental 

agency is interested in how women use religion for extra-religious advantages such as 

material or relational benefits.47  

5.2 The Non-paradox Approach  

Whereas resistance, empowerment and instrumental agency are based upon the idea of 

autonomy and the capacity of women to act in their own interests, the critique to this approach 

recognizes that many women on the contrary value submission and religious obedience as 

ends in their own right. Since the previously mentioned approaches do not sufficiently explain 

the motivations and behaviors of complying individuals it is suggested that the concept of 

agency should be broadened to include, not only women who challenge their traditions, but 

also women who comply with them.48 These scholars argue that the previous use of agency is 

bound to a western and protestant tradition where an agent is a person who makes 

autonomous choices and resists normative traditions and authorities based on some kind of 

“true” or inner self. Due to this there is a tendency among previous scholars studying religious 

women to attach agency to liberalism and feminism and its inherent values of freedom and 

resistance. The consequence is that scholars either try to locate ways that traditionally 

religious women challenge the patriarchal norms of their religion or dismiss them as 

oppressed and lacking agency. Hence, the beliefs and practices of compliant women like those 

who value submission over freedom cannot be adequately accounted for. Scholars within this 

non-paradox approach therefore suggest that agency should be defined as a continuum 

between resistance and compliance49 and that self is created, not through inner qualities, but 
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through receptiveness to external forces such as social and cultural structures.50 In other 

words, agency should be identified with respect to the specific culture or belief system which 

the scholar is investigating. If we turn more specifically to Mormon women it is evident that 

they often position themselves within this compliance/nonvoluntary approach. One example 

of the scholars51 who have followed this suggestion is Amy Hoyt in her dissertation on a local 

LDS congregation in Bay Town.52 The use of feminist theory or the will to find proof of 

feminist concepts among scholars analyzing religious women she argues “inadvertently masks 

the primary commitments and knowledges of traditional religious women”.53 Instead of 

defining agency as a form of resistance – and thereby obscuring the lives of traditional women 

– Hoyt suggests that agency should be conceptualized “as a fluid concept that includes strands 

of the self and community between subjugation and autonomy” and that by negotiating 

between these strands, Mormon women can simultaneously resist and comply.54 Depending 

on the situation and context, the women in Hoyt’s study illustrate how one’s self is measured 

and balanced against one’s community’s values and doctrines, something which can result 

both in subjugation and resistance.  

5.3 Alternative Agency Approaches  

Besides the paradox and non-paradox approaches a few scholars have begun to emphasize 

situations in which the two become entangled, resulting in an alternative stance toward 

agency. This can especially be seen in research devoted to understanding political activism 

among traditionally religious women, and more specifically through concepts such as devoted 

resistance and pious critical agency.55 These scholars tend to view religion as a “cultural 

repertoire” or a “tool kit” which consists of a scheme or a set of possible actions used or 

rationalized by individuals. Agency in these terms are thus founded upon the belief that one’s 

acts are relational to the prerequisites of one’s tradition, creating for each individual a 

“relational capacity”. Hence it is the activists’ connectedness to their religion that 
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“legitimates, delimits, and gives meaning and purpose to both their piety and critical feminist 

action” thereby to “some extent merging the two”.56 Traditionally religious women can 

therefore resist while devotedly remaining in relationship with and employing the cultural 

schemas of the tradition they resist. To describe such a phenomenon Tanya Zion-Waldoks 

therefore borrows the word “devoted resistance” which was originally coined by Tova 

Hartman and Charlie Buckholtz to account for heroic characters in canonical texts who 

“betray the very culture they purport to represent”.57 This is demonstrated for example by 

what Zion-Waldoks refers to as Religious reformers, who interpret their own activism as a 

“sanctification in God’s name” or a “holy rebellion” and therefore view their resistance as 

directly inspired by their piousness.58 The self-fulfillment of this radicalization is also evident 

among groups of visionaries who describe their activism as reaching their true potential. 

Embodying anomalies and radically visioning an alternative future gives the activists a sense 

of “becoming” and is as much a project for social change as it is for the soul. To Zion-Waldok 

it is thus clear that agency is not bound to either submission or free will but to individuals’ 

capacities/competencies which in turn are informed by surrounding cultural structures. Some 

traditionally religious women’s resistance are thus embedded in a religious/cultural legacy, 

thereby forcing us to consider that resistance is not unique to western secular feminism. 

5.4 Paradoxes in Religious Feminism 

As we have seen, research on traditionally religious women tend to position itself within the 

non-paradox approach and its focus has mostly been on how these women manage 

institutionalized patriarchy in their everyday life. There are a few exceptions, seen primarily 

among the alternative approaches, where focus lies on activism, but these are mostly on 

Muslim or Jewish women. The subject of Mormon feminists, or of Mormon women who 

more generally engage in overt resistance is thus a rare commodity. When faced with the 

latter, previous research on traditionally religious women seem too occupied with trying to 

prove that there is no paradox, and that women can simultaneously resist and comply or that 

women can be both feminist and religious. While this idea is not necessarily a problem in 

itself – obviously women are combining both resistance and compliance – it does not 

adequately capture the feelings of inconsistency and ambivalence that Mormon feminists 

often describe in relation to their identity as both Mormon and feminist. Since the contribution 
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I am trying to make differs in both material and content, the first step of making sense of it is 

to find a theoretical alternative.  

Although the trend has been to highlight the non-paradoxical relationship between 

agency/feminism and traditional religion, there are a lot of empirical findings that support the 

idea of conflict between feminist and religious beliefs. If one looks at contemporary theories 

on gender and secularization for instance many scholars are suggesting a tension between 

traditional religious values and more egalitarian/emancipatory values. One example of this is 

Linda Woodhead’s understanding of secularization, where she argues that although women 

were liberated in the sense that they from the 1960’s onwards entered paid employment, their 

traditional duties of unpaid domestic labor continued, therefore leaving them with a double 

burden. This, Woodhead explains, creates two conflicting standards that women are 

encouraged to live up to; self-sacrificing loving mothers and wives on the one hand, and 

values of “confidence, assertion, individuality, competitiveness and ambition” on the other.59 

Whereas the traditional theory of secularization depicts a story about how men leave behind a 

world of tradition and meaningfulness in favor of a disenchanted, rational, impersonal and 

competitive world, women on the contrary continue to live in both worlds and are therefore 

forced to handle their conflicting identities as both liberated/rational and 

submissive/traditional. Woodhead imagines several responses to this conflict; firstly, women 

may continue to be committed to their religion to find appreciation for their domestic labor, or 

secondly, they may leave their traditional role (and perhaps ultimately their religion) to have a 

career. Thirdly, some will also try to “juggle” both commitments.60 As Woodhead argues 

however, women who do not find their religions as hospitable for forging new identities, tend 

to leave for alternative spirituality; an argument which goes in line with her and Paul Heelas 

research on how religion is giving way to spirituality, sometimes referred to as the “spiritual 

but not religious” movement.61 

 When it comes to religious feminists more specifically it becomes even more important 

to recognize the conflict between traditional and secular values. Statistically, there are several 

studies showing the incompatibility between these two identities. Research shows for instance 

that college-educated women with feminist inclinations are the least represented group in the 
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Catholic Church,62 and that feminist churchgoers feel less close to god than non-feminist 

churchgoers.63 In fact, the conflict itself is often accentuated by religious feminists as 

fundamental to both their self-understanding and their project of moving their religious 

traditions forward. This can be seen in the work of Jewish feminist Tova Hartman who 

describes the relationship between her modern orthodoxy on the one hand and womanly 

integrity and critical thinking on the other as disconnected or dissonant.64 It is necessary to 

emphasize however, that religious feminists often operate within such inconsistencies in 

creative and developmental ways. In similarity, Hartman does not reject the tension between 

her feminism and religious tradition but demonstrates the many creative ways they can meet. 

Hence, it seems reasonable to believe that while the conflict between faith and feminism 

should be recognized as fundamental to religious feminists, it should not solely be accounted 

for in negative terms. To capture this tension among Mormon feminists we therefore need a 

theoretical framework that comprises feelings of inconsistency and ambivalence. 

 

6. Theory 

The suggestion made here is that the conflict between feminism and religion should be 

understood as a psychological inconsistency. One of the most recognized theories on this 

subject, which I have chosen to use as a theoretical framework for this essay, is Leon 

Festinger’s cognitive dissonance theory.65 To account for Mormon feminists’ agency in 

relation to this dissonance, I will borrow Mary Bednarowski’s theory on ambivalence as a 

religious virtue.  

6.1 Cognitive Dissonance 

Festinger’s theory argues that inconsistencies in beliefs, values and attitudes lead to 

psychological discomfort, something which will motivate a person to try to reduce the 

dissonance and avoid situations and information which would likely increase it. This theory 

has been used by several scholars to describe religious dissonance and is commonly referred 

to when speaking about how religious people with progressive identities feel about the 
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relationship between their religion and their values.66 At its core, cognitive dissonance refers 

to relations between cognitive elements. Such elements can be knowledges about yourself or 

your surrounding – including values, beliefs, actions and behaviors – and can vary in how 

relevant their connections to each other are. When two or more cognitive elements are 

relevant to each other and both are deemed important to an individual there is a high risk of 

dissonance if those cognitive elements are incompatible for either logical, cultural or other 

reasons. Thus, to exemplify, Mormon feminists value their faith and their feminism as equally 

important, and both worldviews contain information about women which are relevant but 

contradictory to each other, thereby increasing the risk of cognitive dissonance. 

Festinger suggests three strategies that are commonly adopted to reduce dissonance. The 

first way is to (1) change one of the cognitive elements causing the dissonance. When one of 

the elements consists of a certain behavior, the dissonance can be reduced by altering the 

feelings or acts behind this behavior. If, on the other hand, the dissonance consists of a certain 

environment, such as being surrounded by certain people, one can reduce the dissonance by 

(2) changing the environment. A third way to reduce the dissonance is to (3) add new 

cognitive elements, by either adding or avoiding new information.  

An example of how this theory can be employed when studying traditionally religious 

women can be found in the work of Elizabeth Weiss Ozorak.67 To cope with patriarchal 

religions she argues that women can a) make behavioral changes, also called translation, 

where they work to change the environment that causes them pain, for instance by making 

requests for more equal treatment, participating in feminist activities or women’s groups, or 

engaging in discussions on gender inclusive language, or if they feel unable or unwilling to 

act they can b) change how they cognitively respond to inequalities, also referred to as 

interpretation, by choosing how they interpret the issue, by for instance focusing on the 

positive aspects of their tradition or its possibilities for change or by “substitut[ing] her own 

words, images or interpretations for those offered by her faith tradition”.68 A third alternative 

is also to c) reject their religion and avoid the problem entirely. She also adds to this equation 

the term integration to speak of events where translation and interpretation are used 
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simultaneously – it is, for instance, common for the women in her study to both engage in acts 

that relate to the environment while also being committed to finding alternative 

interpretations. Another example of cognitive dissonance reduction in relation to religion can 

be witnessed in a study on how the Christian organization Good News helps evangelical gays 

renegotiate their identity to evaluate their homosexuality in a new positive way. Scott 

Thumma argues that Good News reduces gay evangelicals’ cognitive dissonance by providing 

a new cognitive structure and a new social environment where this structure can be embodied 

and internalized.69 This includes 1) learning new and more critical interpretations of scriptures 

where the problem of homosexuality is reinterpreted as a problem of cultural manner i.e. the 

shortcomings of men, rather than being the will of God. It also includes providing its 

members with new theological focus, such as on God as a creator, where homosexuality, as 

well as other sexual orientations are viewed as purposely created by God. 2) The social 

environment furthermore includes various ways of both promoting and maintaining their new 

identity, such as participation in gay right activities or attending support groups. Hence 

members are able to change their behavioral and environmental elements and as a part of this 

also add new cognitive information by finding new scriptural and theological material that 

support their gay-evangelical identity. In these two examples, feminist and gay-right activism 

with its inherent qualities of critical interpretation and action for change, present individuals 

with strategies that enable what Festinger would refer to as a reduction of cognitive 

dissonance.  

6.2 Ambivalence as a Religious Virtue  

If the inconsistencies between feminism and faith is described as a cognitive dissonance, 

where does that leave us in terms of agency? I believe it requires two things; that the paradox 

is recognized as a fundamental aspect to agency, and that this paradox is not merely 

recognized for its negative consequences but also for the virtuous qualities religious feminists 

tend to attribute to it. This is a concept promoted by Mormon feminists themselves, and more 

specifically by Mormon feminist and scholar Caroline Kline who suggest that blogposts 

written by Mormon feminists, and specifically those on Heavenly Mother, can be examined 

for evidence on religious ambivalence.70 To do this she adopts the idea of ambivalence as a 

religious virtue described by historian Mary Bednarowski.  
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In The Religious Imagination of American Women Bednarowski argues that a common 

experience among religious women is to be simultaneously insiders and outsiders, something 

which causes feelings of contradictions and ambivalence. This tendency results in what 

Bednarowski describes as an intensely participatory nature of women’s religious thought. She 

describes this ambivalence through three qualities. The first quality is the discovery of being 

“othered”. Even though women are present in their religious traditions and its history, they 

inhabit what feminist theologian Judith Plaskow calls a “terrain of silence”,71 where their 

tradition is created and sustained through a male lens. Also, women rarely have any structural 

influence or authority, something which Roman Catholic theologian Anne Carr believes 

creates an official “oddity” that “must be accounted for by a special theology for women”72 – 

a theology that often implies that women and men have different but complementary roles 

(and thus equally important). Many women, however, feel that this complementary aspect, 

emphasizes their otherness rather than their inclusiveness.   

The second quality of ambivalence is the dual responses/feelings toward this otherness. 

Being other can have both negative and positive meanings. Mormon feminist and scholar 

Laurel Thatcher Ulrich describes how her otherness gives her a better perspective; a distance 

which allows her to see her religion’s true values. In a similar manner Christian feminist Mary 

Daly believes the otherness of women in religious traditions gives them a “double vision”  

and a creativity that allow women to shape their independent selves. 73 Otherness according to 

her is thus something that should be claimed rather than something that is merely imposed. 

Being othered also result in negative experiences of being denied a voice, or having values 

imposed upon one that are difficult to live up to. Almost always, this type of negative 

experience is coupled simultaneously with a positive experience. A woman member of 

Church of the Brethren for instance, speaks about feeling both nurtured and stifled at the same 

time. Related to this is the third quality of ambivalence which is the feeling of being both 

insider and outsider at the same time or being “in two or three contradictory places at once, 

constantly in a state of ambivalence”.74 Many of the women referred to by Bednarowski thus 

experience feelings of alienation but at the same time describe this state of unsettlement as 

bearing creative potential. Bednarowski argues that it both allows and forces women to be 

creative and innovative – and therefore ambivalence should be considered a virtue rather than 
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a “vice to be avoided”.75 Faced with the situation of being ostracized, religious feminists 

come up with various theological innovations that supports the enterprise of women. 

Religious feminists thus experience both pain and creativity due to the inconsistencies 

between their faith and their values.  

7. Method 

For the purpose of the present essay I have used a qualitative content analysis inspired by 

Grounded theory. Qualitative content analysis can be defined as a “research method for the 

subjective interpretation of the content of text data through the systematic classification 

process of coding and identifying themes or patterns”. 76 As such it is used to unravel “the 

messages embedded in texts” and is one of the more common methods for investigating 

online communities. 77 This method can be especially useful in cases like mine where 

previous theories are inadequate for the phenomenon of interest or if one is interested in 

finding an alternative framework.78 Grounded theory can be defined as a “systematic yet 

flexible method that emphasizes data analysis, involves simultaneous data collection and 

analysis, uses comparative methods, and provides tools for constructing theories”.79 In 

practice its process is thus iterative or cyclical where one moves back and forth between data, 

coding, sampling and emerging theory.80 Although other possible methods could have been 

imagined, such as discursive psychology – which would suite this thesis focus on how agency 

becomes constructed through texts – the choice of using Grounded theory was made on the 

basis of my initial approach being more inductive. When I began this thesis I only had a 

vague idea of what would later become my theoretical framework. I had read Mormon 

feminist blogs for several years and recognized that their way of describing the relationship 

between their faith and their feminism did not always match the trend in previous research to 

portray feminism and religion as non-paradoxical. However, I was not sure how to 
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conceptualize this relationship other than as sometimes conflictual. I had some thoughts about 

how this could be recognized, for instance through theories on gender and secularization, and 

Bednarowski’s idea of religious ambivalence, but did not know if and how these ideas would 

help me in my explorations and for what theoretical ends this potential conflict could be 

studied (i.e. whether my material could be used to speak about agency). The initial choice of 

using Grounded theory was thus motivated by the fact that I wished to remain flexible, but 

also by the inability to foresee what type of analysis the material would enable (which among 

other things can be traced to the vastness and complexity of the blogs (see description of data 

collection below)). Hence, although you will recognize in the following that concepts such as 

cognitive dissonance and ambivalence are used quite explicitly by Mormon feminists 

themselves, and while I have presented these concepts as central – along with their 

consequences for agency – early on in this thesis, they did not precede it, but were rather 

constructed along the way. I had not decided to focus on these concepts until after the first 

analysis – where I also saw that these concepts occurred and decided to do go back and collect 

more material based on them, and use them as guiding concepts for the continued analysis 

(more about the process of analyzing below). 

 As highlighted in the definition used to explain content analysis above, qualitative 

research is however an interpretative task. Hence, the theory that emerges is based on my 

choice of focus and interpretation, i.e. along the way I chose to be extra attentive to certain 

concepts, which means that someone else might have chosen another focus and interpreted 

differently. This is an essential consideration when thinking about how to establish quality to 

one’s study, i.e. given the interpretative nature of qualitative research how can I provide 

sufficient amount of evidence to prove my study’s trustworthiness? Satu Elo et al. argue that 

one important strategy is to present a clear and understandable description of the relation 

between the raw data and the results.81 Providing a “thick description” of how the study has 

been conducted is imperative for others to be able to replicate the study and draw their own 

conclusions.82 In the following chapter, I will therefore describe and motivate the choices of 

sampling, what analytical concepts or principles have been used and what they signify.  
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7.1 Method of Sampling and Unit of Analysis 

There are at least two preconditions of a qualitative content analysis, deciding the unit of 

analysis and choosing how to sample data. The first precondition of doing a qualitative 

content analysis is to determine the unit of analysis, that is, which wholes the analyst should 

“distinguish and treat as independent elements”.83 In this case I chose to analyze whole 

blogposts since this allowed me to capture coherent individual messages and to capture 

potential variances/differences between Mormon feminists.  

The second precondition is method of sampling. There are various ways of sampling 

data concerning people’s feelings/attitudes/opinions, but since I am interested in how 

Mormon feminists describe the relationship between their feminism and their faith, something 

which due to reasons described above primarily exists online in the form of personal essays 

on websites, the choice of material follows quite naturally. Because some of the Mormon 

feminists active on these sites are scholars actively speaking on the subject of religion and 

feminism in academic research and in media, some of the topics found online have been 

complemented with academic essays and media articles.  

To collect material, I have employed what is sometimes referred to as a purposive 

sampling which “aims at selecting all textual units that contribute to the given research 

questions”.84 In other words, I have selected texts on Mormon feminist websites which deal 

with or relate to my research question. The choice of websites were initially based on the most 

frequently referenced websites in terms of Mormon feminism by both scholars and Mormon 

feminists themselves and were later delimited to four websites which proved most fruitful 

when investigating the topic at hand. This includes Feminist Mormon Housewives, The 

Exponent blog, Zelophehad’s Daughters, and Young Mormon Feminists. Since purposive 

sampling, in contrast to other sampling techniques such as random sampling and snowball 

sampling, requires that the sampler knows the content enough to know what is relevant, it has 

been necessary to gain familiarity with the material. The difficulty of doing this is that the 

websites of interest are composed of several domains with different authors – resulting in a 

vast amount of topics. Because of this I have made samples in several stages. In the first stage 

I endeavored to search directly for blogposts on the relationship between faith and feminism 

by using both google and the chosen websites, which allowed me to find a few topics that 

seemed more rewarding than others to be especially attentive to and which I therefore used in 
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search engines on the chosen websites and while scanning texts. Some of the topics were 

feminism, spirituality, Heavenly Mother and temple experiences. The first sample made by 

these attempts contained around 80 blogposts. This initial sample was then analyzed broadly 

to find concepts significant for further sampling. This can be defined as a theoretical sampling 

where the sampling is made “on the basis of concepts that have proven theoretical relevance 

to the evolving theory”. 85 In my study, this meant that certain concepts were repeatedly 

present and proven significant for how Mormon feminists chose to talk about the relationship 

between their Mormon and feminist identities. In a second stage I therefore conducted a more 

defined and concentrated sampling based on these concepts. This included key-words such as 

“cognitive dissonance” and “ambivalence” and a few key-events such as the church’s support 

of California proposition 8 which opposes same sex marriage in 2008 and changes in church 

ceremony language adopted in April 2019. As this material was analyzed (see below) further 

delimitations were made. Based on the theoretical body that was emerging, I excluded less 

relevant texts, which finally landed the material on ca 55 blogposts. My sampling method can 

therefore be summarized as an iterative process of going back and forth between coding and 

data, where the former both develops throughout the process of analyzing data as well as 

guides the further sampling of the latter.  

 

7.2 Analysis  

In this thesis I have followed the instructions for coding as it is presented by Anselm Strauss 

and Juliet Corbin’s version of Grounded theory.86 The first step in this model is to do open 

coding where the text is broken down into smaller discrete parts. These parts are more 

specifically analyzed by asking questions and making comparison – in other words, each line 

or part is described based on what it signifies i.e. what is its central happening or message and 

how does it compare to other parts. More practically, this is often done by using a line-by-line 

coding, thereby producing hundreds of codes, some of which will be filtered out and perhaps 

only a few of which will be theoretically productive. Hence, to analyze my material I have 

used (1) line-by-line coding where each sentence or consistent paragraph have been labeled 

with a suitable word or short description of what is happening or being said. Since the 

purpose is to organize “the empirical material with an eye to concept building” that 

furthermore “seem to fit the data” the second step contains structuring of the data into 
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concepts which are close to the data. 87 However, since Grounded theory has the purpose of 

producing theory, these concepts are highlighted with an eye to generating theoretically useful 

concepts.88 More specifically this means that some lines have been coupled to demarcate (2) 

categories which denotes theoretically useful themes, central happenings, assumptions or 

subjects throughout the text. Specifically, these categories have the function of condensing or 

summarizing especially significant text passages by labelling the phenomenon at hand with a 

short description or a word. To summarize, I have used categories to denote commonalities 

between the most significant parts of the text in relation to my research question. The third 

step in Grounded theory is referred to as selective coding which can be defined as “the 

process of selecting the core category” and “systematically relating it to other categories, 

validating those relationships, and filling in categories that need further refinement and 

development”.89 In my analysis I have used selective coding in terms of pairing theoretically 

significant categories into (3) concepts which I identify as an attempt to find more abstract 

and theoretical relations between categories. Lastly, after breaking down the text into 

categories and then coupling them into to larger concepts, I started to identify the core 

message of my interpretations, something which I will refer to as (4) story-line coding. In 

Grounded theory this is most closely referred to as theoretical coding which connects “prior 

level codes in order to push the analysis to more abstract and general levels”.90 This means 

that I have formulated, based on the inferences previously made, the most substantial core of 

my findings, and in turn, used this substantial core to further integrate data that supports it. To 

do this I have been especially aided by another typical part of a Grounded-theory method, 

namely writing memos. Memos can be described as elaborate side-notes containing emerging 

analytical descriptions. This can include notes to oneself on subjects to explore further, 

indications of theoretical values, or both descriptive and interpretive stories drawn from the 

work so far. For the current study I have used a type of memo referred to by Strauss and 

Corbin as theoretical notes, which they define as “theoretically sensitizing and summarizing 

memos. These contain the products of inductive or deductive thinking about relevant and 

potentially relevant categories, their properties, dimensions, relationships, variations, 

processes, and conditional matrix”.91 To be explicit, my own memos/theoretical notes can be 
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identified as short descriptive and interpretive text where I try to make more coherent 

conclusions about where the results are heading.  

These steps have however not followed a linear process and in similarity to how I have 

sampled my material by going back and forth between coding and sampling, the coding has 

both faced a process where it informed my search for a suitable theoretical framework as well 

as where it was directed by the theoretical framework I eventually chose. For a demonstration 

of this process, see model for analysis in the attachments.  

 

7.3 Ethical Considerations  

There are a few ethical aspects to consider when studying Mormon women’s blogging – 

especially considering the stigma historically related to being Mormon and feminist. In an 

anthology on research ethics online, Charles Ess and Steven Jones highlight two important 

questions to ask when undertaking internet research that I wish to invoke in this regard, which 

are what are the initial ethical expectations/assumptions of the authors/subjects being 

studied? I.e. what expectations does the individual being studied have on their communication 

online – is it for instance a private communication or public? And what ethically significant 

risks does the research entail for the subject(s)? I.e. what potential harm would the content do 

to the individual if it were to come out?92 To begin with, if the individuals being studied are 

communicating in a private chatroom, or closed forums where their texts are written without 

the intent for others to read, then a good research ethic would entail a protection of this 

privacy by for instance anonymization and informed consent – otherwise one’s research risks 

publishing content that would harm an individual. Although the nature of Mormon feminists 

blogs are sometimes more diary-like and contain sensitive topics, they are publicly accessible 

for anyone, which I would argue makes it possible to use them for research purposes without 

asking for consent. It is suggestable that the Mormon feminists studied in this thesis are not 

“best understood as ‘subjects’” but rather “as authors whose texts/artifacts are intended as 

public”93 which makes the potential risk/harm of publishing their words no more severe than 

what their own publishing of it would do. A possible objection to this is that Mormon 

feminists might post their stories online for other purposes than what is intended here, and 

that direct quotes should be avoided to protect their online identities. While this might be 
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preferable sometimes, I argue that the quotes must be included in their original form for the 

sake of trustworthiness – especially considering that the theoretical suggestion I am trying to 

make relies on the specific ways Mormon feminists describe the phenomenon at hand.  

Research ethics, it can be argued, more broadly also include the relationship between 

researchers and researched and how words are used and presented. Many scholars arguing for 

a feminist method believe that qualitative methods should be interactive and subjective in 

style, favorably where the subjects are able to respond to the ongoing study and where 

researcher and researched build relationships rather than distance and objectivity. The subject 

is thereby given more space as an active participant where the research can be dialogued and 

checked continuously, thus potentially avoiding a hierarchal relationship.94 I argue that this 

would be more ethical as well as more beneficial to a study on agency among religious 

feminists, but more suitable in a study with more time and resources at hand. In the following 

results I have instead endeavored to present their words and my own interpretation of them as 

transparent and clear as possible, believing that it can serve as a pilot study for future more 

inclusive research on the subject.  

8. Results 

In the following chapter I will demonstrate how Mormon feminists describe the relationship 

between their faith and their feminism and how this relates to the question of agency. To do 

this, I have outlined the chapter in two parts. Firstly I will demonstrate the significance of 

dissonance and ambivalence in how the relationship is perceived and secondly I will describe 

the most common strategies used to reduce or eliminate this dissonance. In both of these 

instances I will try to discuss possible outcomes for the subject of agency.  

8.1 Cognitive Dissonance among Mormon Feminists 

While the present understanding of traditionally religious women suggests that religion and 

feminism is not a paradox, I have found that Mormon feminists tend to describe the 

relationship between their faith and their feminism as inconsistent, and as causing them 

cognitive dissonance. I have also found that this dissonance is important to their self-

understanding and that it is not only described in negative terms but as a higher path, or as 

Bednarowski would define it, as a virtuous ambivalence.95  
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8.1.1 Cognitive dissonance 

The question which, as we have seen, permeates much of previous research on traditionally 

religious women, is why women choose to stay in oppressive environments and how they 

make sense of it if they do. The answer which I will suggest here is that women who have or 

are experiencing a feminist awakening do not necessarily manage to make sense of it, and that 

their choice of being feminist or, in broader terms, value women’s emancipation, forces them 

to live in a constant state of dissonance. As Festinger would define it, being a Mormon 

Feminist and practicing/believing in two inconsistent cognitive elements means living with 

cognitive dissonance.96 Not only is it – as we will see in the following results – apparent 

indirectly in how women describe and narrate the relationship between their faith and their 

feminism but also in how they themselves choose to define their Mormon feminism. The short 

extracts below demonstrate the commonality among Mormon feminists to use terms like 

“cognitive dissonance” or feelings of “ambivalence” to identify themselves.  

Aj from Mormon Feminist Housewives: 

Feminism, to me, means not being artificially limited by gender. It means taking emphasis off gender as a 

defining characteristic and letting people define themselves using whatever characteristics they like. 

Feminism means that I am not my body. […] Mormonism, unfortunately, places artificial limits based on 

gender, and because of that being Mormon means living with cognitive dissonance [emphasis added]. I wish 

Mormonism meant peace to me – at the moment, it doesn’t –but I have a strange fondness for the religion 

and a nagging suspicion that parts of it might be true.97 

fMhLisa from Mormon Feminist Housewives: 

I know I chose this path, I chose to live with the cognitive dissonance of trying to embrace both my faith in 

the Gospel and to be true to my feminist beliefs [emphasis added]. And to do so openly and publicly.  It pulls 

me in both directions, hurts me from both directions. Sometimes I wish I could just choose one, and live 

comfortably there, with lots of moral certainty and very few shades of gray.  I have been there before and it 

is a very cozy place to be […] But being a feminist Mormon is at times lonely and scary and frustrating and 

full of unresolvable conflicts that must be balanced ever so carefully.98   

Suzette from the Exponent: 

If I did have a faith crisis, it happened long ago.  Now, I’m simply in varying states of conflict (or 

harmony). At times, the conflict ebbs and I feel peaceful in my church attendance. At other times, the 

conflict flows and I feel upset, frustrated, and full of angst. Periodically, the conflict reaches a real crescendo 

– and then I feel despair. The cognitive dissonance threatens to tear my soul in two [emphasis added]. That’s 

where I am now.99 

Woah Man from the Exponent: 

I have been trying to figure out my relationship to the church for close to a decade now. Over the course of 

this time I have felt a lot of sadness, betrayal, fear and uncertainty. One of the reasons why my faith 

transition has taken such a long course is that I feel paralyzed by my own ability to discern truth. 

Controversial discoveries of church history and policy did not just disintegrate my testimony; they also 

destroyed my confidence in my capacity to evaluate information. If things “I knew” turned out to be 

erroneous what does that say about my ability to know?  Thus far it has been this distrust that has kept me in 
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a sort of spiritual limbo—a liminal space betwixt and between believing and leaving. […] The perfect 

description for this middle ground is ambivalence. Rather than the colloquial connotation of apathy, 

ambivalence actually means feeling equally passionate about two contradictory, mutually exclusive things 

[emphasis added].100  

From what these bloggers seem to suggest one could interpret that cognitive dissonance is a 

fundamental part of being a Mormon Feminist. Aj from Mormon Feminist Housewives 

articulates cognitive dissonance as what it means to be Mormon and feminist and fMhLisa 

seem to suggest that living as a Mormon feminist means choosing a path of cognitive 

dissonance. It is also described by Woah Man as a form of ambivalence and of feeling 

compassionate about “mutually exclusive things” which implies that Mormon and Feminist 

are two inconsistent aspects Mormon feminists are forced to deal with. The conflicted feelings 

among Mormon feminists are not only grounded in the inconsistencies between feminism and 

religion as two systems of a particular logic however, but also in an inconsistency between 

two types of identities. In a blogpost written by Amy from the Exponent called Leaving Eden 

she describes how becoming feminist meant losing the possibilities of being the “Mormon 

woman [she] was always taught to be” the woman whose ideals included having the idyllic 

home with a husband, the “quiver full of children”101 and homemade meals: 

I never asked for my faith to take a dramatic shift, held together by ribbons of choice and streams of hope 

rather than anchored in certainty. I never asked for my mind to be so thirsty for more knowledge and 

information that the easy answers stopped working [emphasis added]. I never asked for the postpartum 

depression that followed my births, making motherhood an excruciating tumble into the abyss of despair 

rather than a joyous journey in those first months and years. […] But every day as I work to reason and share 

my heart with others about the experiences that have brought me to Mormon feminism, I am confronted with 

the woman that I once thought I would be: the woman who believes so easily, who finds joy and fulfillment 

where she’s told she would, the woman who is that Mormon woman. I mourn her despite the fact that my 

life experiences have caused me to cry out, “Please stop defining me by a biological process that, while 

bringing light and life, also brought utter darkness! Please stop telling me that I ‘just don’t understand,’ 

when my mind spends countless hours of every.single.day mulling over, praying over, writing over, and 

pondering over these things! Please stop telling me that I just need to have more faith when I’ve exercised 

all that I have in me and still, somehow, try to keep my faith together.”102 

 

Amy seem to view her thirst for knowledge as disconnected from the ideals of being “that” 

Mormon woman. The dissonance between her feminist and Mormon self is also characterized 

by being unable to enjoy reproduction due to postpartum depression. Something which 

according to Mormons is otherwise cherished as a fundamental part of divinization, on the 

contrary brought her “utter darkness”. Whereas a rejection of being defined by biological 

processes might be common to many secular feminists, for a Mormon feminist it arguably 
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becomes a protest of a larger scale since reproducing is essential for their belief in post mortal 

life. Amy thus struggles with a dissonance not only between her Mormon woman ideal of a 

perfect homemaker and feminist self, but also between the former and what she is 

physically/mentally able to achieve.  

 That knowledge is somehow dissonant to what women believe to be their innate 

capabilities as Mormons can also be interpreted in what Emeritus from Feminist Mormon 

Housewives describes. In a Relief Society lesson where Emeritus teaches on the subject of 

“integrity” the manual she uses speaks about encouraging members of the church to build a 

consistent moral framework where “each part of [one’s] lives” is incorporated into “solid 

framework of consistent, core values” so that each person can become “whole”103 – 

something which she herself has not been very successful at:  

I was struck by the dissonance between what I have learned and believe about women’s innate capabilities 

and responsibilities in my secular education and work experiences, and what I have learned in the Church 

about the true “nature” and roles of a woman. For example, if it is acceptable to foreclose opportunities to 

women to serve in religious institutions because of their gender (i.e., passing the sacrament), why is it 

generally unacceptable to foreclose opportunities for women to fully participate in our secular institutions 

because of their gender? […] The beliefs and practices taught by the LDS Church regarding the nature and 

responsibilities of women are so separate and distinct from the beliefs and practices I have learned in my 

education and profession that I don’t think I’ve been very successful at reconciling these inconsistencies to 

believe and to act as a “whole” person. […] Are the inherent contradictions between patriarchal religions 

and Western secular society simply irreconcilable in this instance? If not, how have you reconciled these 

beliefs into an integrated “whole” moral framework?104 

 

As Emeritus highlights, being a Mormon feminist poses difficulties for building a consistent 

self – mainly because the roles/opportunities of women in the LDS church versus “Western 

secular society” cannot be integrated. These ideas also resonate with the thoughts of one 

Desiree C. from Young Mormon Feminists. Being a huge fan of singer Marina, Desiree likes 

to compare herself with Marina’s alter ego Electra Heart who sings about her various 

personalities and complicated self: 

This last year I’d been going through my faith crisis, which manifested into different stages, and at times 

would be more extreme than others. I would use Electra as a way to draw correlations to my experience as a 

Mormon woman. In other words, I would use the lens of Electra’s experience as a complicated woman 

critiquing American culture as me being a complicated woman critiquing Mormon culture. […] Electra 

would be my outlet to release pent up emotions I felt daily as I struggled with experiences of cognitive 

dissonance. I’d leave from church or institute, plug in this album, and sing really loudly as I aggressively 

drove off. One second I wanted to be this perfect Mormon woman who was dutiful and calm and happy and 

sweet and pure and selfless (get the picture?), another second I wanted to be that bold and fearless and 

courageous and independent and intellectually thinking feminist…  I couldn’t have it both ways.105 
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Hence, it can be interpreted from this that Mormon feminists experience dissonance of at 

least two kinds, a logical inconsistency where two forms of knowledges collide and an 

identity conflict where ideals on what being a Mormon woman/feminist should entail are 

inconsistent.  

8.1.2 Feminist Awakenings 

There are various narratives surrounding this dissonance. Often, it is spoken about in relation 

to a “faith crisis” or “faith transition” which tends to be described as triggered by either 

continuous subjection to misogynous teachings and rites or by sudden or more specific 

experiences of such, with the effect of an immediate and chocking realization. Whether the 

realization occurs immediate or over time, the description of being subjected to such 

experiences is often used to mark a turning-point in how Mormon Feminists view or relate to 

their faith. This can be likened with what Bednarowski describes as the first quality of 

ambivalence; the discovery of being othered. A particularly common topic on faith 

crisis/transition the last few months has been the Church’s recent changes in temple ceremony 

language. While women in their endowment ceremony previously promised to “hearken” to 

their husbands and men promised to hearken to god – thus making women’s relation to god an 

indirect one depending on their existing or non-existing husband – since January 2019 women 

now promise to hearken directly to god. Another change in the same ceremony concerned 

parts where the genesis is enacted. While the re-enactment of the genesis previously meant 

that Eve was silent after hers and Adams expulsion from Eden, the changes meant that Eve 

was given several lines. The change, while positive and long awaited by many Mormon 

feminists, also brought fourth painful memories. In addition, the first presidency asked its 

members not to discuss the matter, thereby making many women feel silenced and as if the 

changes were merely “damage control”.106 Or as one woman expressed it, they were “trading 

Eve’s silence”107 for their own. One woman writes that while she is “incredibly happy that 

women going through the temple for the first time will be saved so much cognitive 

dissonance, pain, and trauma”  the fact that the church refuses to acknowledge these changes 

as other than mere “details” and “adjustments” makes it feel like “generations of pain mean 

nothing to them”.108 The frustration and dissonance felt over this matter can be witnessed in a 

series of blogposts called Sisters Speak: Changes in the Temple. Published at the Exponent 
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blog by its Administration, the series consists of shorter quotes from guest posts or comments 

where Mormon women respond to the changes: 

As I’ve mulled over these changes, I’ve felt more and more upset and hurt. The temple is the main thing that 

contributed to me doubting the existence of and love of God. I’m not sure how to recover from that, or if I 

ever will. Part of me is so glad I was “right” and the temple was wrong, that God apparently isn’t sexist and 

I’m not inherently inferior as a female. But the pain I felt for so many years is not so easily erased. I don’t 

know how to heal from the spiritual trauma. I don’t really know what I believe about God anymore, and I’m 

unsure how to pick up the pieces of my shattered faith in a loving and just God.109 

I’m in tears over this. So much pain and angst over this for the last 15 years. The darkness I felt in the 

temple, the visceral sickness in my gut during those parts- I had always heard that influences like that 

couldn’t be present in the temple. What did it mean that I felt them? This is where we are taught about 

Eternal Truths- is this how God really feels about his daughters? […]Years of crying in the shower and in 

prayers raging against an unresponsive heaven. Thinking something was wrong with me because this hurt. 

Everyone acts like it’s fine what is wrong with me? I don’t have the tools to make sense of this. And I can’t 

talk about this with anyone. It’s too sacred. It would damage other people’s testimonies. I’d get released 

from my callings. Ostracized from my peers. If people knew how I really felt. Me silently searching for 

answers for years, looking for the key of knowledge that would make it ok. Me finally telling my husband, 

in tears, afraid he’ll reject me for feeling this way. Many tearful conversations later, still trying to make 

sense of it and what it means for me and our relationship. […] Me talking to my visiting teacher, my bishop, 

and them telling me ‘there is no sexism in the temple!’ Me wondering what it means if heaven is like the 

temple but I don’t want to go there. Is there a place for me in heaven? Afraid to die because I’m afraid of 

heaven. Instead of heaven I found myself hoping for oblivion. […] Me stepping away from the temple and 

feeling alienated from friends, family, fellow Mormons, and even God for my own mental and spiritual 

health. Marking the boundaries, holding it at arm’s length because letting it closer will hurt. Removing my 

garments110 because more than anything they remind me of being complicit in my own dehumanization. I no 

longer trust the people who told me to go there. I can no longer sing I love to see the temple to my children 

because I feel like a hypocrite. And now it’s changed. And they’re not going to tell us why our suffering was 

necessary. I fought this Balrog all the way down and at the end of the day it all meant nothing. I wrestled 

with the angel. Everything broke into a billion pieces as I struggled. And it meant nothing. Jacob was left 

with a promise and a limp. I’m left with a spiritual wound and I don’t know what to do with the promise I’m 

left with. I don’t know if it’s worth anything or if I even want it.111  

Years ago, when I stopped attending the temple and consciously decided not to renew my recommend,112 I 

thought that if the temple ever changed, I would be back. Now, I have spent the day devouring everything I 

can find about the changes, and I’m not sure I’ll ever return. I am grateful for changes that feel like a 

significant step forward. I am grateful for the message that women are not eternally subservient to men. But 

my heart can’t stop screaming the question: Was the endowment wrong then, or is it wrong now? Was it 

truly revelation from God or was it in response to women leaving in droves? Shouldn’t God be revealing 

truth to his prophets, including these truths? Why did it take until 2019 to reveal equality? If President 

Nelson is a “true prophet” and is receiving all of this revelation, what does that mean about Presidents 

Monson, Hinckley, and others? Much like the term “Mormon” being accepted and encouraged 10 years ago 

and condemned now as a tool of Satan, I’m supremely confused about how such a drastic change in the 

temple ceremonies doesn’t mean that somewhere, sometime, we got it completely wrong for years and years 

at a time. I am grateful for the change. But despite the fact that problems with the temple were the instigation 

of my faith transition, I don’t know that changes in the temple can stop the unraveling of my faith in the 

church as an institution.113  
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The quotes above demonstrate the pain and mental struggles of trying to cope with or 

understand temple ceremonies from an aspect emphasizing women’s value. The endowment 

ceremony was not only spiritually wounding in itself, but the changes of it also stirred other 

dilemmas such as the relativity of prophetic revelations and the accompanying feelings of 

meaninglessness and doubt. More specifically the changes toward more equality in temple 

language seem to weaken or make difficult their faith in both God and his prophetic 

messages. One can argue that it shows the importance of being able to theologically back up 

one’s feminist ideals, and that when, mostly, this is difficult or even logically impossible, the 

relationship to the church and sometimes even to God, comes crumbling down. It might also 

be important to hold in mind, since we are going to look closer at feminist interpretations as 

solutions to cognitive dissonance later, that contextual and relative outlooks on divine 

messages does not help everyone. For some it causes further doubt.  

 The subject of temple ceremonies as a source of trauma and faith crisis/transition was 

emphasized even before the temple language changed however. On Feminist Mormon 

Housewives there is a whole series called When the Temple Hurts containing multiple stories 

on women’s negative experiences with the church. 114 Whereas the text above are short 

responses quoted secondarily by the Exponent Administration, faith crises/transitions – in this 

case those transitions related to temple experiences – are often written more chronologically 

as life-stories. A piece written by Petra from Zelophehad’s Daughters before the temple 

changes were made called I Loved to See the Temple demonstrate this matter. In this piece she 

describes how she grew up with an ideal childhood where she was “imagining God like [her] 

father” and the loving and affectionate role model that he was. 115 Her childhood and early 

youth was a period where her religion came natural to her and where it was as “easy for [her] 

to take [her] concerns to God in prayer” as it was to “take [her] thoughts about an interesting 

math problem to [her] earthy father”.116 At 23 she was eager to go to the temple to “truly 

understand [her] relationship to God” and had been preparing herself for a long time.117 But 

when the time finally came for her initiation and they uttered the final words of the patriarchal 

blessing, the cherished image of her religion came to a dramatic halt. If what was proclaimed 
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during the ceremony reflected her true relationship to God, then the closest Petra would get to 

God, was her husband: 

I can’t and won’t deny that my initiatory was one of the most powerful spiritual experiences of my life; as 

the women put their hands on my head and pronounced their authority to bless me I felt shivers of all that 

was good and right and true. And yet, when they pronounced the final words of the blessing it felt like a 

sudden power outage, the Spirit shuddering to a stop and darkness descending. Going into the endowment 

only led me further into blackness, as it felt like I was promised an eternally secondary position to my (non-

existent) husband, covenanted to obey my (non-existent) husband, watched my female role model pushed to 

the side and silenced, and was told to cover my face during the true order of prayer. The veil over my face 

felt like a potent symbol of all the temple was teaching me: in true prayer, I was to be neither seen nor heard. 

The veil felt claustrophobic and dark, and my father’s grip on my arm felt not like reassurance and love but a 

controlling power. […] I could see nothing in the temple, that supposed source of the true and pure gospel, 

that indicated I could have a direct relationship to God, or that I might take after him directly. My covenant 

of obedience was not to God but to my husband. At the veil I clasped not God but my husband, representing 

God again. During the most true and powerful prayer I felt covered and cut off, held firmly in a patriarchal 

grip. The promise in my patriarchal blessing went from being an exciting blessing of power and spiritual joy 

to a curse: what if this really is my true relationship to God?118 

After the temple, she did everything she could to find peace; she called in agony to her 

parents, visited the temple matron and the temple president, researched everything she could 

find, attended ceremonies, and read the scriptures, all in desperate attempts to find answers. 

She even “spent a night in the desert pouring out [her] heart in tearful, begging, pleading 

prayer” but all she found was “more questions and dark, hurting confusion” and “the stars 

silently glinting back at [her]”.119 Although when she wrote this piece it had gone six years 

since her endowment, she has still not figured out how to repair her relationship to God, and 

still feels that she is “one gentle breeze away from falling of the tightrope into the oblivion of 

[her] own cognitive dissonance”.120 She wants desperately to believe in Mormonism she says, 

but how is she to make it work for her “when its highest rite, its most sacred place, its most 

eternal promise holds no joy for [her], only terror”.121  

 Petra’s story is however not unique. Similar, and almost identical, stories can be found 

among other Mormon feminists. Not rarely however the faith crisis resulting in cognitive 

dissonance is triggered in interaction with other instances than church. A lot of Mormon 

feminists experienced their so called awakening – and started reacting to their church’s 

misogyny – when they started university. East River Lady narrates her faith transition 

experience focusing on when she started Brigham Young University which was during the 

church’s support of proposition 8, a Californian proposition against same-sex marriage. She 

believes that she has always had an inner feminist inside her but recalls how she during high 
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school thought that homosexuality was “an affront to God” and that women should be 

“submissive to their husbands and stay home and raise children”.122 The change came when 

she started going to the university where she started seeing her values for what they truly were 

and “didn’t like what [she] saw”123: 

 

Did I really believe that? Did I truly act that way? Was I that offensive? My inner-feminist couldn’t hold it 

in any longer. I burst out. And I suffered major cognitive dissonance [emphasis added]. I became that person 

once more. The one who doubts and questions. […] Could I be faithful and feminist? What does it mean to 

sustain the Prophet, if I no longer support what was done during Prop 8? Does this mean I no longer ache for 

the ideal, nuclear family I want and need? […] I still don’t know the answer to these questions. But I know 

I’m coming to a peace, slowly but surely. I still struggle greatly with the issue of women and the priesthood 

and women’s equality within the Church. It takes a lot out of me to perform the mental gymnastics of 

reconciling my feminism with staying in the Church [emphasis added]. There are times I want to call it quits, 

but I remember my testimony and the words of my Patriarchal Blessing: “So with your inquiring mind, ask 

the questions you need to have answered. Find out the information you need to know and the Lord will guide 

and direct you that you might gain this knowledge.”124 

 

In similarity to Petra, East River Lady hits a turning point when she realizes the misogynous 

(and in this case also homophobic beliefs) of her church (and herself). As this caused her 

“inner feminist” to “burst out” she experienced cognitive dissonance and all her previous 

opinions – that brought sense of security to her life – became filled with question marks; how 

could she be feminist and faithful at the same time? How could she believe in or support the 

prophet now that she had changed her mind on the church’s stance against same-sex 

marriage? And how would she deal with this question in relation to the fact that she herself 

wanted the nuclear ideal family? The ambivalence and cognitive dissonance are apparent. 

Another aspect which is present, and which we will return to later, is the fact that the 

insecurity and questioning is not altogether negative – East Rive Lady remembers her 

Patriarchal blessing which told her to use her “inquiring mind” and trust that God would 

direct her to gain knowledge, which seems to give her some sense of comfort. If we recall the 

background on Mormonism in chapter three, an “inquiring mind” can thus be compared to 

Mormonism’s concept of agentive freedom. In other words, opposition can be divinely 

inspired. 

 The way that both Petra and East River Lady narrates their faith transition, as beginning 

in a state of pre-feminist security and going through a painful awakening that ultimately 

positions them in a state of ambivalence, is a reoccurring tendency among Mormon feminists. 
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Another example of this is blogpost written by Jess R called Stages of Grief where the process 

of becoming feminist is laid out as various stages of grief. Going through a feminist 

awakening, she says, feels like developing a completely new version of herself, which 

“necessitated the loss of a lot of other things” such as her “old ideals”, “beliefs and the clarity 

they bring” and “a loss of trust in the church”.125 Since the church has been her home and her 

worldview for her entire life, these losses have been difficult to work through and as she 

expresses it, has caused her a long process of grieving: 

 

1. Denial – when I first started college, I became aware of feminism for the first time and was immediately 

drawn to it. Misogyny and sexism were wordly vices that I was happy to be aware of and fight against, but 

any hint that the church was not immune to them would make me very defensive. I clung to the benevolent 

sexism that permeates our discourse about the ‘moral superiority’ of women. I voluntarily closed my eyes 

to and internalized so many harmful messages and practices. 

2. Anger – Gloria Steinem famously said, “The truth will set you free, but first it will piss you off.” I can 

testify that this is true! Once the cognitive dissonance got to be too much, I had to admit that the Church has 

more than it’s fair share of sexism happening. And I was mad. How could the institution that I had leaned 

on, had thought of as my haven from the world, had worked so hard for, be so…well, so worldly? The 

double standards, the hypocrisy, the double-speak, the over emphasis on not questioning the status quo of 

gender relations – all of that goes against what I had learned in the best parts of Mormonism. 

3. Bargaining – Sometimes my bargaining involves praying things like, ‘Heavenly Father, if no one says 

priesthood = motherhood in Relief Society today I will come back to church next week.’ Sometimes it is 

with myself. Sometimes it is with those around me. Sometimes I get what I need from it, sometimes not. But 

it has so far been enough to keep me coming back both to feminism and to the church. 

4. Depression – This is probably the worst one. About a year after I started getting involved in the MoFem126 

community it all became too much. I asked for my Heavenly Father’s help. And to an extent I got it. 

However, I still felt caught between my desire to be true to myself, not knowing what that meant, my desire 

for community, and a deep hollow sadness. It is hard for me to write about it even now. But by the grace of 

God and with the help of many in the MoFem community I got through it and I try not to look back. 

5. Acceptance – I am definitely not here, and am not even sure what this stage would look like for me. Does 

it mean accepting that the church is a sexist patriarchy and I need to suck it up and deal? Does it mean 

accepting that the church is a sexist patriarchy and I need to work to change it from the inside? Does it mean 

accepting that actually this is how God wants it to be and being quiet? Does it mean accepting that the 

church is a sexist patriarchy and I should leave for my own spiritual well-being? I don’t have the answer. I 

suppose the form of acceptance can change over time. I just hope that I get to some version of it some day.127 

 

In the passage above Jess R has travelled from denial, where she defended her faith against 

any suggestion of it being misogynous, to anger of realizing this misogyny, through 

bargaining where she simply takes what she can get from her religion, to depression where 

she is caught between her desire to be her true self and her desire for community and lastly 

ending in a position of ambivalence. The last stage of Acceptance and Jess R’s response to it 

arguably demonstrate the difficulties of going forward after acknowledging the misogynous 

teachings of one’s church. Going through a feminist awakening forces women like Jess R to 

try to make sense of or deal with their feminism in relation to church, something which places 
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these women in a state of static ambivalence/dissonance or a sense of not knowing where to 

go from there.  

 I argue therefore that the above examples demonstrate what Festinger would view as a 

cognitive dissonance, an inconsistency between two cognitive elements – the feminist and the 

faith element – which causes a great deal of “mental gymnastics” and struggle. But also what 

Bednarowski refers to as a first stage of ambivalence, i.e. realizing one is occupying a “terrain 

of silence” to quote Plaskow, where in the case of Mormon women they reach a feminist 

awakening but simultaneously continue to adhere to a religion where they find no 

representation and no authority to speak. They continue in “pleading prayer” hoping to find a 

state of acceptance or resolution.  

8.1.3 Ambivalence as a Religious Virtue 

However, living with cognitive dissonance or ambivalence is not always described in a 

negative manner. Whereas one part of ambivalence as Bednarowski describes it, is the 

realization of one’s othering, the other is the dual responses/feelings toward this otherness. As 

one blogger describes it, Mormon feminism feels like “a source of nourishment and a disease” 

at the same time.128 Or as Alice Fisher Roberts writes in her Mormon Feminist Housewives 

blogpost The Trouble with Feminism, while it can be difficult to be feminist, in the sense that 

you cannot “un-see” inequalities, it also forces you to be more involved in your own spiritual 

wellbeing: 

If I could go back and un-see all the inequalities, I wouldn’t. It’s harder to feel peaceful at church  now than 

it was when I didn’t notice things, back when ‘they didn’t bother me’, but I also feel they have taught me so 

much and made me a more loving, accepting person. I no longer judge people who aren’t doing things just 

the way I think they should, because I recognize that things are messy sometimes and we’re all just doing the 

best we can. I feel like feminism has forced me to take more responsibility for my own spiritual wellbeing. 

For me personally, that means that when I find myself focusing on the things that frustrate me to the point 

that church is a chore every week, I have to figure out how to recalibrate so that I can see the love and 

beauty that keeps me firmly rooted as a Mormon. For you that may mean something very different. […] 

Feminism has meant that I can no longer pick up my feet and be carried along in the current of other 

people’s testimonies. I have to figure it out myself, and that can be scary and more spiritually satisfying than 

anything else I’ve ever done.129 

 

Arguably, this quote goes in line with what Bednarowski suggests, namely that ambivalence 

results in an intensely participatory nature of women’s religious thought. As Alice expresses 

it, even though having a feminist awakening makes it harder to feel peaceful at church, she 
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feels the transition has led her to take greater responsibility for her own belief. She cannot just 

be carried along with other people’s testimonies anymore but must figure it out for herself. It 

is important to recognize here that the idea of taking responsibility for one’s own belief and 

the “figuring out for oneself” – even if that means taking unorthodox or even heretical turns – 

also rings true to the Mormon belief in personal revelation and agency. God is believed to 

have bestowed agency upon humans in order for them to be able to make free choices and 

hopefully to align themselves on the right path (without coercion). In line with this, others 

also express that the path of ambivalence gives them an increased sense of power and 

integrity. In the continuation of WoahMan’s description of cognitive dissonance seen above, 

she writes that:  

 

At times I have felt like my ambivalence toward the church was me being too scared to leave. Other times it 

felt like my ambivalence was being honest to the complicated and often contradictory nature of gaining 

insight. Through it all I have tried to maintain a thoughtful skepticism. Although it often dips into a 

frustrated cynicism, especially surrounding women’s issues in the church, I have felt a great deal of integrity 

and loyalty in embracing the spiritual ambivalence of my present state rather than looking for reassurance of 

belief in my past or confirmation of doubt in my future [emphasis added]. There is something powerful 

about surrendering to uncertainty [emphasis added]. At first I assumed this period was a short stop on the 

long journey toward either believing or leaving. Ten years later I am no closer to either.130 
 

It can be understood from this that ambivalence is coupled with gaining knowledge and that 

surrendering to its uncertainty without being close to “either believing or leaving”  is not 

merely a necessary evil to gain this insight but considered “something powerful” in itself. The 

understanding of agency as it is framed within Mormonism arguably shines through. 

Although “surrendering to uncertainty” demonstrates an underlying positive dissonance 

between religion and feminism it does not suggest an ambivalence without religious 

undertones. I.e. the conflict or mismatch between religion and feminism is used as a positive 

force, and this force in itself, is arguably connected to a Mormon-specific understanding of 

agency. 

 However, the path of ambivalence is not only recognized for bringing integrity and 

spiritual satisfaction, it is sometimes also considered an act of bravery. Jenny from the 

Exponent blog describes being Mormon feminist as a “river going beyond” and uses a water 

analogy to depict her relationship with the church. 131 Noticing a theme of water analogies in a 

Sunday afternoon session, made Jenny think of how differently she and the church were 

viewing differing or exploring individuals. The elder was sharing a story of “The Old Ship 

Zion” where the boat represents the church and its passengers i.e. its members who must 
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“hold tightly to it and obey [their] trusty guides lest [they] fall overboard and drown”.132 

Because of similar narratives, Jenny explains, she has spent her whole life “fearing the unsure 

waters of the world”.133 However, little did she know that it was not the scary waters that 

would “cause doubt and cognitive dissonance for [her]” but the boat and its captain, and the 

“life jacket” they made her wear.134 Like many scriptural heroes, her faith was on the contrary 

never about staying safe: 

 

I began to realize that my faith was slightly misplaced.  After all, faith has never been about staying safely 

on the shoreline or holding tightly to a boat.  Look at our great scriptural heroes.  They didn’t fear the water, 

they controlled it and conquered it with their faith.  Moses didn’t say, “Well it’s too dangerous to cross this 

sea so I guess we will stay on solid ground.” No, with faith greater than his fear and uncertainty, he parted 

the waters. Nephi and the Jaredites didn’t give up on discovering the promised land because the unknown 

waters were too scary for them. No, they put their faith in God and conquered those waters. Sure, they 

stayed in the boats, but in this case, the boats represent the unknown, not the safe, sure bet. […] Peter didn’t 

stay in the boat.  He took those scary unsure steps out into the raging sea so that his faith could grow. Like 

Peter, I also had to leave the boat in order for my faith to grow. Sometimes it is necessary to plunge into the 

raging waters in order to build enough faith to walk on the water. Isn’t that what life is for? To discover our 

own divinity and power, not to obey mandates that take us all down one smooth safely charted 

course? When I left the boat, all my ward members and leaders saw was me leaving the safety of the 

boat. They didn’t see what I saw. They didn’t see the Savior standing with outstretched arms, beckoning me, 

saying, “You can do it. You were born to walk on the water, not to be afraid of it.” So I can understand why 

their perspective is different from my own. […] Unfortunately my shipmates and trusty guides are all used to 

the familiar narrative that Elder Ballard shared. From their perspective I had already drowned. So they 

steered the ship away from me in hopes that no one else would fall over. From my perspective, I was 

clinging to the boat when they pried my hands loose and sailed away, throwing my Mormon belongings 

overboard as they went.135 

 

It is not difficult to see the parallel between her own ambivalence and the scriptural heroes 

crossing unsure water, something which together with the above quotes can be related to 

Zion-Waldok’s concept of devoted resistance and her arguments concerning how traditionally 

religious women infuse their resistance with religious heritage. That the relationship between 

feminism and faith among Mormon feminists is understood by themselves as paradoxical 

then, does not mean that the anomalous path one chooses is void of religious legacy. Much 

like the activists who use their tradition to resist that same tradition, Mormon feminists choose 

a path of ambivalence comprised of both resistance and belonging and rationalize it through 

religious language. As Jenny articulates above, she connects her ambivalent quest with what 

she believes is the purpose of life, to “discover [her] own divinity and power”. If we return to 

the description of Mormon belief above, the goal in life is to become worthy of divinization – 

i.e. to be a God in the afterlife. Hence it can be interpreted that Jenny’s own understanding of 
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divinization is being connected to the virtuous path of ambivalence. Choosing to be 

anomalous, and dissonant, thus seems to bring an insight deemed important for one’s ability 

to become divine. Jenny then tries to capture her own perspective through a new water 

analogy:  

I had just broken through the mounting cognitive dissonance and realized that the raging sea is not what I 

had once believed it to be. I felt a mix of exhilaration and sadness. Exhilaration because I was learning to 

walk on water. Sadness because I knew exactly how my experience would be perceived by my friends and 

family. I knew that it would be almost impossible to help them see it from my perspective. So, regardless of 

the narrative the church leaders are sharing about people like me who have experienced a faith transition, 

here is my narrative, based on my experience and perspective: Oh to go back! Sweet sweet oblivion! My 

path is full of pain and anguish. I didn’t want to come head on with the construct of the world that I have 

always known. But once the cracks began to form, the water started seeping in. I tried to plug them up, but 

some cracks were just too deep. Soon my dam broke and the water came faster than I could handle. How 

much easier it might have been if I wasn’t surrounded by people whose dams are sure. They look at me and 

say, “You are only a ruined dam. You gave up everything because you let the cracks take over. You should 

have stayed on the safe side. Read your scriptures, pray, strengthen your testimony…” But I am NOT a 

broken dam! I am a river going beyond. I see a world that they will never know as long as they are a wall 

built to keep things in. I am not departing from the things I gained through religion. A dammed lake that 

becomes a river takes with it the essence of what it is. I take it all with me as I search other paths and seek 

for fertile ground. I keep the good and beautiful things and let go of the dirt that tries to follow. My paths are 

exciting and new. I change the world around me while my world shapes and directs me. I have a relationship 

with life and God that I never knew was possible during my time as a solid wall. Back then I was too busy 

keeping my lake stagnant and still, to notice the complexity of everything. Now the fear is gone and I am 

free. Free to roam, free to live, free to love, and free to learn. Yet still, it is hard to know that I am a river 

exploring new and beautiful places…because still, they call me a broken dam.136 

 

Jenny thus tries to explain the process of cognitive dissonance she faced after realizing that 

the sea, i.e. her exploration of new and perhaps unorthodox paths, was not what she once had 

believed it to be. To do this, Jenny likens her old self with a dam, and her realization about the 

church with the water that runs in through the cracks of the dam. Jenny recalls how “the 

cracks began to form” and how she tried to plug them up but how the dam eventually broke 

and all the truths came in “faster than she could handle”. The ambivalence she felt is 

poetically described as a “mix of exhilaration and sadness”, exhilaration because she was 

“learning to walk on water” and sadness because of how she would be perceived by others. 

Contrary to what others think however, Jenny believes she is not a broken dam but “a river 

going beyond”. Although I believe the text speak much for itself, it can be interpreted from 

this that going through a faith transition and experiencing the consequential cognitive 

dissonance, is not the negative path of unfaithfulness that the church wants to depict, but a 

path of greater knowledge and perspective that means finding new “fertile ground” to build 

new relationships with life and with God. This resembles Bednarowski’s description of 

religious feminists whose distance and otherness give them a “double vision” and an ability to 
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see their religion’s true values, something which leads them to argue that otherness is 

something that should be claimed rather than something merely imposed. 

 Another parallel between ambivalence and scriptural heroes is made in relation to Eve. 

If we remember Amy’s description about mourning her old pre-feminist self in the quote 

above, the following text is a continuation of the same blogpost. In this part of the text she 

describes how she mourns the “straightforward answers” of her pre-faith transition where life 

was not “conflicted” and where she merely had to follow the protocol to succeed.137 But at the 

same time she recognizes the divine message inherent in choosing a path of paradox and pain:  

 

One night as I shared the profound sadness in my loss of innocence with a friend, the picture became clear. 

Much of the time when we speak of the story of Adam and Eve, we forget how radical the underlying 

message is–in order to truly live and progress, we must choose knowledge. We must choose a life of paradox 

and pain. We must choose to have our eyes opened. We must leave the Garden. We must leave what we 

thought was the ideal, the simple and well-laid path, in favor of life. […] I wonder if Eve, in those moments 

of toil in the lone and dreary world, ever looked back on Eden in the way that I look back on the woman I 

was always told I should want to be. I wonder if she thought, “what if my eyes had never been opened? 

What if I could have continued on peacefully without having to struggle, without being removed from the 

certainty of God’s presence? What if I had just done what I was supposed to do? Why did I seek out this 

knowledge?” […] But like Eve, we go forward. This is the work of women. Forward, ever forward, eyes 

constantly lifted to heaven for more understanding, a space in our hearts for that piece of us that could have 

been continuously content but chose choice, uncertainty, and the height and depth of human emotions. 

Forward, ever forward, with faith held together by ribbons of choice and streams of hope.138 

 

In other words, Eden is made to symbolize the simple and straightforward path of her 

previous life and Eve’s transgression as her new feminist self and all the paradoxes and pain 

it includes. Adam and Eve who chose to sin, and were punished with immortal life, were 

also gifted with knowledge and the ability to create, i.e. reproduce. It can be interpreted 

from this that although being feminist and Mormon means experiencing a lot of mental 

struggle and pain, it is also a path toward greater understanding and creativity. As Amy 

describes it, women go forward; instead of being “continuously content” like Eve in the 

garden, they “choose choice” despite the turmoil and uncertainty it brings.  

 Ambivalence therefore seem to be viewed as a religious virtue rather than a vice to be 

avoided, as Bednarowski expresses it. As previously mentioned, one Mormon feminist in 

particular who demonstrates an appreciation for Bednarowski’s idea, is Caroline Kline. 

Being a frequent blogger and a scholar on Mormonism, Caroline is particularly invested in 

the scholarly discourses on feminism and religion. Her appreciation of ambivalence, it could 

be argued, therefore weighs especially heavy. In a blogpost called Ambivalence as a 
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Religious Virtue she says: 

 

Ambivalence generally has a negative connotation, despite its neutral root definition of simultaneous 

conflicting feelings (ambi = both, valeo = feel strongly). Indecision, wishywashiness, lack of commitment is 

what generally comes to mind when you hear the term. However, in The Religious Imagination of the 

American Woman, Bednarowski argues that religious ambivalence – feelings of constraint and exclusion 

within a religious tradition, but at the same time feeling shaped, enriched and nourished by it – can be a 

religious virtue and a conscious choice that enriches and enlivens a person’s spirituality and community. 

This was beautiful and deeply exciting to me, since I have feelings of ambivalence towards the Church. 

Until recently, I often felt guilty and frightened by my hurt and anger at certain Church policies, feelings that 

coexist with my love for certain unique Mormon ideas. This new theory renewed my hope that there is 

indeed a nourishing, creative, and vital role that I, with all my ambivalence, can cultivate in my faith 

community.139 

 

As Caroline describes it, the concept of a virtuous ambivalence gives her renewed hope that 

she can use this ambivalence consciously in a creative and vital way. Thus ambivalence 

becomes both the cause and solution to the sometimes painful experience of 

ambivalence/cognitive dissonance. In conclusion then, how Mormon feminists describe the 

relationship between their feminism and their faith is deeply connected with feelings of 

cognitive dissonance and ambivalence. As I would argue, this is also significant for how 

their agency should be conceptualized. Mormon feminists’ experience of the relationship 

between their respective identities seem to both hinder and enable them in their thoughts 

and acts. While burdened by the dissonance, their sense of ambivalence also infuses them 

with integrity, choice, and even more radically suggested, their ability to become divine. 

Ambivalence is a struggle to cope, to be forcefully awake and aware about the discrepancy 

between one’s self-value and the neglected role of women within the LDS church on the one 

hand, and a framework for self-conceptualization and motivation permeated with virtue and 

religious legacy on the other. It is my argument therefore that Mormon feminists’ agency 

should be conceptualized along the lines of a virtuous ambivalence, and that this agency 

urges us to recognize the paradox and inconsistency between feminism and religion. 

8.2 Coping with dissonance  

In the same way I would argue that being a Mormon feminist is connected to cognitive 

dissonance and feelings of ambivalence, it is equally about solving it. A reoccurring question 

asked by these bloggers is therefore how to deal with the conflicting aspects of values gained 

through their feminist awakening on the one hand and their Mormon beliefs on the other, and 

how to cope with the mental struggle that follows. If we recall Bednarowski’s description of 

ambivalence above, being both religious and feminist, i.e. balancing two conflicting elements, 
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forces women to be creative and engaged intellectually in their traditions. This engagement 

brings forth theological innovations which allow traditional religion to be combined with 

egalitarian values. As for example Thumma and Ozoraks studies demonstrate, solving 

dissonance between faith and feminism therefore coincides with activism and critical 

interpretations. Naturally, being a religious feminist is often about finding out how to 

combine/manage the two – and being feminist is often related to creating change – in an 

individual’s life or collectively. Hence, solving inconsistencies between faith and feminism 

psychologically should for logical reasons entangle with feminist responses to patriarchy 

more generally – such as critical readings, building a feminist movement/community, and 

engaging in feminist activities/manifestations. I found evidence for this in what I have chosen 

to label interpretational and environmental changes. I also found that a few Mormon 

feminists chose to reject their religion entirely because they find themselves unable to 

combine it with their feminist and egalitarian values. A few also seemed to integrate 

strategies with outcomes looking more like New Age spirituality than Mormonism. 

8.2.1 Changing Interpretations 

Interpretational changes among Mormon feminists entail reassessing one’s religion – its 

scriptures or traditions – through a feminist lens, which for example includes contextual 

interpretations, personal revelation and searching for liberating aspects within the tradition – 

such as praying and contemplating over Heavenly Mother.  

8.2.1.1 Feminist Readings 

An example of where the strategy of changing interpretation entails feminist or critical 

readings is a blogpost written by Lynnette from Zelophehads daughters called Sources of 

Mormon Feminism. In this piece, she describes that some view Christianity and patriarchy as 

too closely intertwined to be pulled apart and that individuals therefore either abandon 

Christianity or their feminist inclinations. Some others however, maintain serious 

commitments to both by “looking for creative ways of negotiating the tension”.140 To do so 

Lynnette propose three strategies; contemporary experience, liberating elements within the 

tradition, and personal revelation.  

In the first approach, which emphasizes experience, one questions the proposition that the tradition is 

unproblematically normative or definitive, noting that it always exists in the context of an interpretive 

community. It is misleading to point to some aspect of the tradition and say “this is what Christianity 

essentially is,” as this varies depending on one’s historical, geographical, and denominational location. The 

Bible is not a closed or static authority, it is noted, but one which is continually re-interpreted over time. 

Contemporary experience therefore becomes a crucial aspect of engaging the tradition. And from this 
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perspective, the tradition should be viewed with a fair amount of skepticism because of the way it has 

contributed to women’s oppression throughout history. A critical feminist reading of it uses lenses drawn on 

the contemporary struggle for justice. The idea here is not to supplant the tradition in favor of contemporary 

experience, but to put the two in dialogue. The possibility of drawing on contemporary experience for 

theological critique is sound if one believes that revelation is not limited to a closed canon. It is also 

important, one might point out, that the Christian tradition actually speak to contemporary experience; if it is 

completely foreign, there is no point to it. Experience matters for theology. And women have the experience 

of being full human beings, of being agents. Aspects of the tradition which subordinate them and place them 

in other roles are therefore problematic. A second approach is to look for liberating aspects within the 

tradition itself. This is sometimes called the canon-within-a-canon approach. In Christianity, there is not 

only patriarchy—there is also a strong message that God has particular concern for the oppressed, and that 

God is no respecter of persons. These elements of the tradition can be used to critique any suggestion that 

God engages in favoritism on the basis of sex, or social systems which place women in inferior positions. 

One finds the liberating elements of the tradition, then, makes them normative, and uses them as a lens to 

make sense of the rest. (The Mormon version of this might involve appealing to particular prophetic 

statements as definitive.)[…] A third possible approach, one particularly cited by Latter-day Saints, is that of 

using personal revelation to critique everything else. If God reveals to someone individually that s/he does 

not view women as less than fully human, or approve of female subordination, one can use that as a method 

for critiquing elements of the tradition which suggest otherwise.[…] In my own approach to these issues, I 

find that I draw on all three of these sources: the contemporary experience of women (including my own); 

the liberating aspects within the tradition; and my own encounters with God. Especially when putting these 

three together, I have a strong hope that God does not in fact expect female subordination, or see women as 

less than full human beings. However, like any other individual making her best attempt to make sense of an 

often conflicting and confusing tradition, I have to recognize that my perspective is limited–and I therefore 

think it is worth doing our best to articulate our assumptions and our methodology.141 

It can be understood from this that using feminist interpretations as a strategy to negotiate 

the tensions between feminism and faith gives Lynnette hope in God, in the sense that she 

can imagine a God who does not encourage female subordination. This can be likened to 

the Christian homosexuals in Thumma’s study, who heal their confidence by re-

interpreting the bible; or the traditionally religious women in Ozorak’s study who finds 

feminist “substitutes” for their beliefs.  

 Another example of this, which goes hand in hand with one of Lynnette’s strategies, 

finding liberating aspects within the tradition, is Mormon feminists’ search for Heavenly 

Mother. Although Mormon tradition includes references to a Heavenly Mother, the wife of 

God and mother to all spirits inhabiting earth as humans, she is absent in canonized 

scripture and rarely mentioned in church. Some church leaders have even considered it 

inappropriate to pray to her.142 For obvious reasons, this subject has become one of the 

more popular subjects among Mormon feminists. Whereas men can look up to a Heavenly 

Father as a role model and as representing divine qualities believed to be held by men in 

their afterlife, women lack this divine representation. As Lynnette expresses it, she has 

come “to see the silence of Heavenly Mother” as her “feminist linchpin, a kind of 
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theological black hole that allows for female subordination and marginalization”.143 More 

importantly for our present purpose, Heavenly Mother is not solely claimed in the struggle 

against subordination, but also in the quest of solving a faith crisis or cognitive 

dissonance. In the blogpost Gods Song Sings within Me Louise narrates how Heavenly 

Mother helped her in a time where cognitive dissonance was hard to bear. She explains 

how she joined the LDS church in her 20’s and that she was satisfied to discover that God 

had a wife, which “gave [her] some glimpse that [she had] an extra purpose that [was] not 

an appendage to a man”.144 Over time however, she also learnt that church didn’t really 

discuss her or “discuss much of anything that helps a woman understand her place in the 

eternities” which did not suit her need for more of Heavenly Mother in her life “so that 

[she] could better understand who [she] was to become”.145 The perceived inequality 

mirrored in the absence of Heavenly Mother made her question Gods devotion to her as a 

woman: 

 

My meditative practice dwindled and even though I was praying to feel God’s love for me, to 

understand that I was still supported and loved, I was finding more and more teachings and quotes that 

made the cognitive dissonance so hard to bear [emphasis added]. I had a couple of panic attacks late at 

night at the thought that God cared less about me because I am a woman. […] All of these emotions 

caused me to be so angry at God. Why was I angry? Because God chose to make a man before a woman 

(which is biologically impossible). And he made her after him because he couldn’t be alone (procreate 

his posterity). He chose to ask women to give more of their heart than their husbands had to in order to 

be more selfless in polygamous marriages. He chose to give women away as if that is possible. He chose 

to expect women to serve without complaint. He chose to give (mainly white) men power and authority 

over women (and other people on the earth). He chose to let us suffer. He chose to let me suffer. He kept 

Her hidden [emphasis added].146 

 

The fact that God had chosen to make women secondary to men she continues, “sank in so 

deeply” and caused her relationship to God to crumble. She describes how she “prayed 

constantly, was having faith, started meditating again, listened to mantra music, hymns, and 

songs of Christ almost daily, attended the temple, and was at church and took the sacrament 

consistently” but still could not “comprehend why God would leave [her] in this place”.147 All 

of this changed however, when she started praying to Heavenly Mother: 

Then, I let Her in. I let my Mother into my life. I let Her into my spirituality. I prayed to Her. Over and 

over I asked to feel love [emphasis added]. I felt assured that She was there for me, had always been 

there for me. I felt an assurance that my anger with God was not making Him angry with me. Of course 

God can see all of our life and the generations of ancestors that are living through us. He knew exactly 

what I was angry about. Generations of women in bondage. Generations of women feeling beat down, 
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trodden, and incomplete. He let me mourn. He let me reach for my Mother because that did not take 

away from His status as God or His status as my Father. Slowly, I reached a point of apology to Him. In 

that prayer I felt loved; I saw both my Father and Mother hug me as a united family. They blessed me 

and offered comfort and support. I knew I was on my own path and my way to Them was different than 

other people’s.148 

 

Louise seem to mark her relationship to Heavenly Mother as a turning point for her wellbeing 

and, it can be interpreted, also from the cognitive dissonance she experienced. In a similar 

manner to Louise many Mormon feminists consider Heavenly Mother significant for spiritual 

development and healing. In a response to an article written on Heavenly Mother shared by 

April Young Bennet from the Exponent, Caroline says the following: 

 

When I first read Janice Allred and Margaret Toscano’s work on God the Mother fifteen years ago, I 

was blown away by their courage to catapult this shadowy and all but forgotten divine female into the 

heart of the Mormon godhead. Their insistence on her equality with God the Father resonated deeply. 

Reading their work gave me, a young Mormon feminist, hope for an eternity where I as a woman would 

not be subordinated and pushed aside. It helped me to not despair over my eternal future. Their work on 

Heavenly Mother helped give me heart to cling to my Mormon identity and practice, even in the face of 

the horrors of Prop 8, last year’s exclusion policy of LGBTQ people and their children, and 

excommunications of prominent feminists and intellectuals [emphasis added].149 

 

The last sentence where Caroline describes scholarly work on Heavenly Mother as helping 

her to conquer the horrors of anti-homosexual/anti-feminist stances of her church, together 

with her feelings of hopefulness in the face of what she believes to be her eternity, 

demonstrates the coping/healing potential that divine representation has for Mormon 

feminists. It also demonstrates more generally the impact developing a feminist theology has 

on Mormon feminist’s potential to mentally cope with their patriarchal traditions. 

Paradoxically, Heavenly Mother is both the cause and solution for the dissonance felt by 

Mormon feminists. This is something that Exponent blogger Elizabeth emphasizes in her 

blogpost A second atonement: Mother’s Milk and Healing a Theological crack in 

Mormonism’s heart, where she reviews Rachel Hunt Steenblik’s new book called Mothers 

Milk. Poems in search of Heavenly Mother. The poems written on Heavenly Mother in this 

book she says “map a path for our spiritual seeking that contains the guiding hope of one day 

healing the wounds of [Heavenly Mothers] absence” and “paradoxically, it is in the crack and 
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in the cracking” i.e. the theological gap “that we can hope to find healing”.150 Hence these 

cracks “serve as places where a deepened spirituality emerges”.151 Besides reducing 

dissonance this can also be related to the previously mentioned positive and negative aspects 

of ambivalence; while misogyny, in this case silence on Heavenly Mother, causes both 

cognitive dissonance and spiritual agony, it can also function as a coping strategy or even as a 

possibility to deepen one’s spirituality.  

8.2.2 Changes in Environment  

If we regard the above examples as expressions of a cognitive dissonance reduction through 

more cognitive and interpretative means, the following section will demonstrate changes in 

behavioral and environmental elements to reduce dissonance.  

8.2.2.1 Finding a Voice  

A strategy that is repeatedly valued in the face of cognitive dissonance is to join the Mormon 

feminist community, and especially the community of bloggers behind it. The act of blogging 

is sometimes even recognized as a space particularly suitable to explore and find support for 

the paradox of feminism and religion. In the introduction to a book published to celebrate the 

ten-year anniversary of the blog Feminist Mormon Housewives, its founder Lisa Patterson 

Butterworth writes that for Mormon feminists who wear their “identity like a complicated 

garment that [they] can neither discard nor wear with an uncomplicated joy of belonging” 

blogging is “the place where [they] learned to sit and walk in the complicated messy 

unresolvable paradox that is Mormon feminism”.152 In a continuation of her quote above she 

similarly describes how blogging serves the purpose of dealing with uncertainties: 

 

We work very deliberately toward that delicate balance, but it’s never easy, this is not a cozy blog. 

If you want to be comfortable and have people agree with you, you are in the wrong place. You can go to 

Sunday School for that. You can go to a secular Feminist blog for that. They both serve important 

purposes. But we can’t be that here. If you are full of certainty, you are in the wrong place.153 

 

Thus suggesting that the Mormon feminist blog is not a cozy blog for individuals whose 

identities are balanced and easy, but a blog meant for dealing with uncertainties. Besides 

demonstrating my earlier point that the concept of paradox is important in their self-

understanding, these quotes show that blogging is particularly useful when coping with 

dissonance. An example of how the feminist community and its blogging can be a “lifeline” 
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when trying to cope with being both Mormon and feminist is the article mentioned previously 

written by Caroline where she explicitly identifies the blog as a forum for expressing one’s 

religious ambivalence: 

I found the world of Mormon feminist blogs in 2005 at a time when I was struggling to navigate my 

feminist path within Mormonism. These blogs proved to be a lifeline – here I found and befriended 

innovative and insightful women striving to live authentic and progressive Mormon lives. As I became 

more deeply entrenched in this world of Mormon feminist blogs, I saw this new blogging forum opening 

space for a religious ambivalence that leads to innovative and creative approaches to living and thinking 

about the Mormon faith.154 

One can interpret that blogging is important for mainly two reasons; As Caroline describes it, 

it provides a community of likeminded women, and offers a “space” for religious 

ambivalence. Many feminists seem to have found blogging during a time of faith crisis, and in 

similarity to how Caroline expresses it, Jessawhy from the Exponent views blogging as a 

space where she can articulate her feminist concerns and where she can find validation for her 

cognitive dissonance: 

Three years ago I entered my crisis of faith. I think of it either as a sweater that slowly unraveled, or as 

Pandora’s box. Either way, my faith in the church went from unshaken, to hardly there. It started with 

feminist concerns (Why aren’t there more women in leadership positions? Why aren’t women the 

closing speakers? Do we have a Heavenly Mother and where is she?) but it evolved into learning more 

about church history including Joseph Smith’s polygamy and other issues I couldn’t easily 

resolve. During this time I found the bloggernacle,155 starting with Feminist Mormon Housewives, then 

Zelophehad’s Daughters, and finally The Exponent. I was and am so grateful to the women on these 

blogs for helping me articulate my concerns and give me validation for my cognitive dissonance 

[emphasis added].156 

That Mormon feminists identify the blog and the Mormon feminist community that follows as 

a space/crowd where ambivalence can be explored and validated, I would argue, not only 

proves that it aids them in their mental struggles but also strengthens the results found above, 

that ambivalence/dissonance is a significant part of how Mormon feminists define themselves.  

8.2.2.2 Avoiding the Temple 

Another way of dealing with dissonance seem to be to avoid the temple or to leave the 

physical church entirely. In the blogpost My Temple Experience and Hope for Equality Dani 

Addante describes how she stopped going to the temple and found peace as a volunteering 

temple cleaner instead, where she could experience the temple without its inequalities. She 

explains how she first noticed the inequalities in the endowment session and after that had 
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trouble going to the temple without feeling deep sadness, leading her to stop attending 

sessions. She tried various alternative ceremonies but soon realized that they too were 

unequal: 

 

I decided to do sealings157 instead. I went with my fiancé to do proxy sealings. Listening to the words, I 

realized there was one major difference in what was being said about the husband and wife. The 

husband “takes” and the wife “gives.” Once again, I was severely disappointed by the words, because it 

implied that a woman is a possession. It implied an unequal relationship between husband and wife. 

Needless to say, I stopped doing sealings. I decided I would do initiatories instead. I remembered how 

much I’d enjoyed doing initiatories before my mission. But while I did initiatories, I noticed two similar 

phrases that are used in the endowment. Is this for real? I asked myself. Could I not find peace 

anywhere? Did this gender inequality have to exist even in the initiatory? I was incredibly disappointed 

and miserable. I stopped going to the temple. It hurt too much. I wanted to be happy and did not want 

those horrible reminders. Especially since I didn’t know if it was doctrine or not. [… ] I didn’t attend the 

temple for about two years or so. I did go several times as a volunteer to clean the temple, since this 

particular temple relied on volunteers to clean it each night. I enjoyed that part, because I got to go to the 

different rooms of the temple and see the art in the creation room. I was able to enjoy the temple without 

experiencing gender inequality. I felt equal, which made me feel good. Also, I was one of the people in 

charge of the cleaning, so I would give out assignments to both men and women. I felt empowered, 

especially since the temple had become a place I associated with gender inequality.158 

 

Addantes environmental changes thus included visiting the temple when it was empty of 

oppressive ceremonies. That way she could continue to enjoy it and the empowering feeling it 

left her. A reoccurring notion also seem to be that the choice to stop going to church is made 

for the benefit one’s personal authenticity. This can be seen in the blogpost On “Struggling” 

with Questions and Doubts by rah from Feminist Mormon Housewives. As she and her family 

were stepping away from activity in the church for a while, she reflects on the “well-meaning 

members” who reached out to them to express regret for their pain. 159 Although many felt 

pity for them, believing they were struggling like “a drowning man far out to sea – desperate, 

exhausted, and in need of rescue” she is convinced their break from church “will be good for 

[their] family, [their] marriage, and [their] individual spiritual development”.160 She argues 

that “it is a decision driven by [their] own need for personal integrity and expression of [their] 

moral agency”.161 Avoiding or taking a break from the temple is therefore motivated by a felt 

need for integrity and agency, something which arguably means that re-interpreting things 

through a feminist/egalitarian lens does not always solve the dissonance entirely, and that 

sometimes the only way to manage it is to avoid the organizational church. It does not entail a 
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break from their Mormonism belief however, and if we recall the background on Mormonism 

earlier, agency is a common term used to describe the responsibility of Mormons to direct 

their own religious life.  

8.2.3 Rejection  

The last resort in dealing with the inability of combining one’s feminist values with one’s 

faith is to reject one of them altogether. One common response I have found was to leave 

Mormonism entirely, or as one blogger referred to it, she needed to “break up with god”.  

8.2.3.1 Breaking up With God 

While Dani and rah temporarily avoid the church, many Mormon feminists feel that their faith 

and their feminism are too incompatible to stay. This can be seen in a blogpost on 

compartmentalization written by DefyGravity from the Exponent blog. She writes that “when 

[she] started [her] faith journey away from Mormonism, [she] was often met with one request: 

just ignore the parts of the doctrine that were bothering [her]”.162 In other words, she was 

asked to compartmentalize her beliefs about feminism and her religion.  

 

I found I was incapable of doing that. I was unable to say “I’m not okay with this kind of behavior 

outside of the church, but I’m fine with it inside of the church.” My bishop said to me, “If you put aside 

the feminist stuff, how do you feel about the rest of the church.” He didn’t understand that I saw the 

church as a whole and was not able to just put aside the parts I did not like. My mother is a feminist, but 

remains active in the church. When I asked her how, she said she doesn’t apply the same criteria to the 

church as she does to other things. I’ve had Facebook arguments where someone has said in the same 

post that separate but equal laws are not okay, but it is fine for the church to teach separate but equal 

ideas. In all of these instances I find myself reeling. How does one compartmentalize like that? I’ve 

started to wonder if that ability is the key for some people to stay religious. As I hear people’s stories 

about Mormonism, I see people in very similar circumstances choose to leave and choose to stay. Of 

course there are millions of reasons people leave and stay in religions, but is the ability to 

compartmentalize one of them? I can’t divide the church from my “secular” beliefs. I can’t divide the 

church into bits and ignore the ones I don’t like. That inability is really the core of why I left. I wonder if 

I had that skill if I would still be Mormon.163 

 

DefyGravity therefore finds that because she cannot combine her egalitarian beliefs with her 

faith, she must leave. Interestingly enough she reflects on whether compartmentalization is in 

fact the reason people manage to stay in church – which can be interpreted as saying that 

feminism and faith are incompatible and one can only be engaged in both if they are held 

apart. In another example of where feminist concerns causes women to leave church is a 

blogpost written by Nona from the Exponent called I Broke up With God Because of the 

Temple Now What. She writes: 
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I spent YEARS crying, praying, talking to church leaders, reading scripture, at times literally lying on 

the floor in despair. And at the end of the day I could not resolve this issue in any other way than to 

decide (primarily on the proof of every word uttered in the temple) that the district president had been 

correct. That, according to Mormonism, women are in fact lesser than men. If God wasn’t even willing 

to covenant directly with me–what did that say about me as a human? Eventually, I realized I couldn’t 

live that way any longer. For the sake of my own mental, spiritual, and physical health I had to cut my 

emotional and spiritual ties to the church. I had to decide that it didn’t really matter to me. I let my 

temple recommend expire. I quit wearing garments. And while I continued to attend church, (because 

leaving the church is such a process–leaving the church would cause rifts in my family and social 

network) I quit looking to the church or God for moral guidance. Instead I turned inward. I began 

deciding for myself what the right choices in my life were. And I became happy. In order to become 

happy, I had to turn my back on the God who was hurting me. I kept the people in my life, because I 

truly believe that most Mormons are good, well intentioned people. It was God who had hurt me. It was 

God I couldn’t trust. It was God I left behind. These changes leave me doubting that decision, but at the 

same time–I really couldn’t have lived like that for another five years as I waited on the changes to 

come. And I can’t just forgive and forget and go back. It’s too late for me. For the sake of survival, I let 

go of my faith. I can’t get it back now.164 

 

For the sake of her mental and spiritual health, Nona felt compelled to leave, or as she 

expresses it, she had to let go of her faith “for the sake of survival”. To reduce the dissonance 

between one’s faith and one’s feminism it therefore seems like many women choose to reject 

their religion.  

8.2.4 Integration: Spiritual but Not Religious 

While the above examples can be related to reducing dissonance by changing the 

environmental element, another strategy used by Mormon feminists looks more like an 

integration between interpretations and environmental changes, and more specifically a 

change in religious behavior. Besides physically avoiding the temple building, some choose to 

alter the very form of their religion in favor of a more individualized and spiritual path. The 

blogpost quoted above where Louise lets Heavenly Mother in, continues in something that 

looks more like New Age than Mormonism:  

 

Although I had such a faith-promoting experience, it did not leave me any more supported during 

church. I still felt the sting of everything I saw that was wrong and hurtful. All the things that didn’t, and 

still don’t, ring true in my soul. After a huge shift happened physically for our family, I realized that 

what was still providing hurt in my life was church. God does not want me feeling hurt and spiritually 

wounded every week of my life. God (She and He) want me happy. They want me to feel them deeply 

every moment of every day. They want my happiness to carry me into singing my own song and singing 

it loudly in my own way. God speaks to me through meditation, through the plants, within energy, 

through music, within my family, through my husband and children, through friendships, books, the 

zodiac, and technology. God sings to me through the ethers. They have been calling me in harmonious 

ways. Take what feels true, leave what doesn’t. It is all working to one great whole. That whole is a 

whole me. A woman who is strong, true, pure, holy, righteous, sexual, smart, cunning, bright, cheery, 

loud, zoned-in, chaotic, lunar, cyclical, loved, lovely, adventurous, beautiful, and enough. Right now, I 

                                                 
164 Nona. 2019. Guest Post: I Broke Up with God Because of the Temple. Now What? The Exponent. 

 



51 

 

am where God wants me to be. All my past steps have been stepping stones to now and as many 

stepping stones as are in my future will still lead me to God—and grace within Their harmonious song is 

what will guide my steps to my next stone.165 

 

An interesting thing to observe in this blogpost is that finding Heavenly Mother seem to 

initiate a belief in a more present or worldly divinity. Besides finding God through 

meditation, plants and the zodiac, the sentence “God sings to me through the ethers” seem 

very much inspired by a more spiritual interpretation. Similarly, her emphasis on 

wholeness/oneness and the picking and choosing what feels true are common aspects of 

Holistic and New Age beliefs. I would therefore argue that the quote above represent a 

reduction of dissonance by changing the form of one’s religiosity. But what happens when the 

belief changes so much that even the existence of God is questioned? This is a question that 

Feminist Mormon Housewife blogger Dorothy Hatch Ward asks in her blogpost Authentic 

Prayer after a Faith Transition: 

 

I think a lot of us in the bloggernacle have gone through or are in the process of a ’faith transition’ or, as 

we used to call it, ’a loss of testimony’. But let’s stick with the more positive and more descriptive ’faith 

transition’. After a faith transition, what happens to prayer? Particularly if that transition is so broad in 

scope that we start to question not just the LDS church, but also Christianity, organized religion, and the 

very concept of God? Does prayer cease? Does it morph into meditation and mindfulness practice? Does 

it dry up like a raisin in the sun? My belief in a loving God capable of divine intervention is weak and 

often disappears completely… Yet, I have not lost my faith in prayer. My habit of prayer reminds me of 

the importance of quiet and of mental stillness; the act calms me and reminds me of my priorities. I 

meditate too, but for me meditation is best in addition to prayer rather than as a replacement for prayer. 

After and during my faith transition, I decided to just keep the practice and the form: Dear God, Thank 

you for my kids. They’re actually pretty fun. And thank you for leading me away from the temptation of 

getting in the car and driving alone to Vegas for the weekend; Netflix was indeed a better option. In the 

name of Jesus Christ, Amen. Or: Dear Heavenly Father and Heavenly Mother, please help me stop 

spending money on Kindle Books. May I be content with the twenty unread ones that I already have. In 

the name of Jesus Christ, Amen. […] What matters in prayer isn’t the measure of faith, but the measure 

of authenticity. So on the days when I believe that there is no higher power and humans are the only 

chance we have for ourselves, I’ll still pray…Because when I pray honestly, prayer is more than a 

beneficial mental exercise. It’s a spiritual exercise, too, and yields powerful spiritual benefits that I can’t 

fully articulate because I don’t know what I believe.166 

 

Having a faith transition or losing one’s testimony to the degree of doubting such a 

fundamental tenet of one’s doctrine as the Mormon belief in an intervening God, does not 

keep Dorothy from praying and meditating. However, her emphasis is on praying for the sake 

of mental stillness, spiritual benefits and for keeping her priorities straight.  

 Arguably, dealing with the inconsistencies between faith and feminism by leaving 

church and devoting oneself to more individualized and spiritual beliefs/practices can be 
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considered relatable to what secularization scholars such as Woodhead would call being 

“spiritual but not religious” which denotes the increasing amount of people referring to 

themselves as not religious but spiritual.167 Also, more specifically it relates to what she 

considers a natural consequence of women living in two conflicting worlds – the secular and 

the traditional – namely joining spiritual/new age religions instead.168 One should keep in 

mind however that such mystical/esoteric interpretations are sometimes viewed as inherent to 

Mormonism – its rituals and doctrines have for instance been traced back to esoteric traditions 

such as alchemy and Hermeticism, and its temple ceremonies are not rarely likened to those in 

Freemasonry – so any conclusions on whether spiritual/new age interpretations among 

Mormons is actually a “break” from Mormonism should perhaps be made carefully.  

9. Conclusions 

The purpose of this thesis was to find out how Mormon feminists describe the relationship 

between their faith and their feminism and what consequence this has for the theoretical 

discussion on agency. In this chapter I will describe and critically evaluate my results and 

their significance for future research.  

 To begin with I have found that Mormon feminists self-identify with concepts such as 

cognitive dissonance and ambivalence, and seem to understand this as something inherent to 

what being Mormon and feminist entails – it is a path of dissonance. In similarity, they also 

express a dissonance between ideals; being feminist, which is often described as being thirsty 

for knowledge or courageous and independent, makes the ideal Mormon woman, who is 

dutiful and happy and who believes easily, a source of pain. Because of this I have argued 

that the relationship between Mormon feminists’ faith and feminism could be understood 

through a framework of cognitive dissonance. This dissonance furthermore is often spoken of 

in relation to a “faith crisis” or a “faith transition” which seems to be triggered gradually or 

through sudden realizations often in relation to misogynous language in temple rituals. 

Valuing oneself and other women comes in conflict with the inequity of church doctrine and 

rituals, and often leave women who chooses to stay, in a constant state of dissonance. Against 

the ideas of Bednarowski it is thus possible to view these narratives of feminist awakenings as 

the first part of ambivalence – namely a realization of one’s othering. 

 The other part of ambivalence however is the dual responses to this otherness. In line 

with this I have also found that living with cognitive dissonance is not solely understood as 

                                                 
167 Heelas, Woodhead, 2005. 
168 Woodhead, 2008. 
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something negative. As Bednarowski argues, ambivalence also gives women a double vision 

and a creativity from which they can create an independent self. Mormon feminists, in 

similarity, speak about how living with ambivalence also means choosing knowledge, wisdom 

and integrity and seem to view ambivalence as a difficult but necessary path for gaining 

insight and freedom. In other words, while the relationship between faith and feminism is 

understood as inconsistent and as causing Mormon feminists cognitive dissonance, they seem 

to perceive this dissonance in both negative and positive terms, as both hindering and 

enabling them in their thoughts and acts. It is a paradoxical force of motivation keeping 

Mormon feminists in a state of doubt and questioning while simultaneously in a position of 

strength and integrity. Because of this I have argued that Mormon feminist’s agencies should 

be understood as virtuous ambivalences. To be Mormon and feminist thus means to choose a 

path of ambivalence where faith and feminism may never mix or coexist easily, but will cause 

a tension that can be appreciated for the sense of improved ability to act creatively and 

authentically. Intriguingly, this paradox is furthermore described in a language fused with 

religious legacy, where ambivalence is connected to previous prophets and scriptural heroes 

who conquers unsure waters and who choose disobedience to receive knowledge. I have 

therefore suggested that Zion-Waldok’s concept of “devoted resistance” strengthens 

Bednarowski’s idea of ambivalence as a religious virtue. In extension, I have also 

demonstrated what seems like a growing theoretical appreciation of ambivalence among 

Mormon feminist bloggers. From what bloggers such as Caroline Kline have expressed, 

ambivalence seems to hold both a theoretical and personal value – providing a theoretical 

framework for the felt inconsistencies between faith and feminism, but also, based on how 

ambivalence can be thought of as a source of strength, hope in the continuous battle against 

inequality.  

 In the second part of my results I analyzed how dissonance is managed or reduced. This 

showed that dissonance reduction for example occur through critical interpretations – 

including for example their appreciation of Heavenly Mother – and by joining a feminist 

community. Especially blogging seem to be held in high esteem when it comes to exploring 

or dealing with dissonance, something which goes in line with how Mormon feminists 

historically have found personal essays as a space to intellectually and personally stimulate 

and/or manage their conflicting identities. This makes it imaginable to conceptualize internet 

or blogging as the home of Mormon feminist ambivalence, and that it perhaps is due to this 

that the movement manage to persist.  
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 However, reducing dissonance or dealing with one’s feminist awakening in contrast to a 

misogynous church sometimes forces Mormon feminists to escape by avoiding church 

periodically or leaving church entirely. For those who experience the physical church as 

empowering but find themselves unable to reconcile with its temple rituals, solutions are 

sought by for instance visiting the temple when it is empty. Those who leave church entirely 

find that “breaking up with god” is the only alternative in order to save themselves from 

further wounds. As Nona expresses it, it was (not just the church) but God who was hurting 

her and she therefore had to leave (both) “for the sake of survival”. Arguably, this shows that 

the paradox between feminism and faith or even between women’s self-evaluation and 

religion is highly present among Mormon feminists, and that sometimes it cannot function as 

a source of integrity and strength. Another interesting result in terms of how Mormon 

feminists deal with this inconsistency is what I have labeled integration – i.e. the form of 

“spiritual but not religious” found among some bloggers. Although this is a matter which I 

believe needs more scrutiny, I think the fact that some hold on to meditation and mindfulness 

when they have left church or experienced a “loss of testimony” is telling of what Woodhead 

has described in her critique against secularization. For traditionally religious women who 

cannot “juggle” both commitments or for those who experience traditional religion 

inhospitable for their new identity, spirituality becomes the solution.   

 I believe that these results are significant for several reasons. Since this ambivalence, to 

begin with, seems to live in a symbiotic relationship with internet and more specifically 

blogging, it is evident that any research conducted on this subject should pay close attention 

to the significance of blogging for Mormon feminist agency. As such the present thesis can be 

positioned, not only within research on traditionally religious women and agency, but also in 

relation to research interested in the role of internet for the existence and vitalization of 

minorities and subgroups. Internet is for instance sometimes described as a “thirdspace” 

which presents women with the ability to negotiate their identities outside the box.169 Hence, 

it is possible to imagine that the results of this thesis might be valuable for sociological 

research on religion and internet. Furthermore, this thesis also touches upon a long tradition of 

agency versus structure debate within sociology, and possibly poses interesting questions in 

this regard. If agency has a history of being something posed against or contrary to structure 

– enabling theories of how they coexist and effect human behavior on various levels – what 

happens if we accept agency as compliance to structures? If women are self-denying, is it 

                                                 
169 Kristin Aune, Sonya Sharma and Giselle Vincett, Women and Religion in the West: Challenging 

Secularization, (Farnham: Ashgate, 2008), p.9.   
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reasonable to recognize them as agentive? To be critical, one could for instance argue that 

complying individuals can be studied without turning agency on its head. Another pending 

question, I believe, is the relevance of my results in relation to secularization. If women who 

cannot reconcile their faith with their feminism turn to more spiritual interpretation, what does 

that mean in terms of the success or decline of religion?  

 The results of this thesis therefore provoke many interesting questions. At its heart 

however it is primarily significant for research on agency among traditionally religious 

women. By studying Mormon feminists’ online descriptions of their feminism and faith, this 

thesis hopes to demonstrate why the paradox of women and religion – contrary to the popular 

rejection of it – is the background and fundament to the struggles and successes of religious 

feminism. If we accept that virtuous ambivalence is an essential concept for Mormon 

feminists’ agency, it is necessary to recognize feminism and religion as conflictual. Hence, 

while the “paradox approach” is sometimes described as an antiquity in relation to the new 

refined discussions on agency, it does not erase the potential a conceptualization of religion 

and women as paradox has when understanding present day religious feminists. The fact that 

Mormon feminists draw from their religious scheme to embrace ambivalence adds an 

interesting aspect to the divide between paradox and non-paradox approaches but does, in my 

opinion, not neglect the fact that the foundation of this ambivalence is the conflict or paradox 

between feminism and traditional religion. Whereas Zion-Waldok’s study positions itself 

between the paradox- and non-paradox approaches, I would argue (especially in terms of the 

results found here) that even if we accept that resistance is preconditioned by religion it 

cannot erase the bottom line, that traditional religion and feminism are inconsistent. 

Ambivalence as a religious virtue means that Mormon feminists’ agencies, i.e. the choices, 

thoughts and acts suggested in their blogging, are fueled by the ambivalence caused by the 

paradox of their identity. This agency means being limited and suffering cognitive dissonance 

– seen in the various stories about temple experiences above – and simultaneously being 

strengthened by using its ambivalence as a source of creativity and integrity. Without saying 

that this paradox encompasses agency among traditionally religious women generally, it is a 

fundamental component in how religious feminists perceive themselves. Describing Mormon 

feminists without this accentuation would etiolate the essence of their stories. Also, it would 

neglect the centrality of blogging as spaces they use to explore this ambivalence.  
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Appendix A: Model for Analysis  
 

Material extracts  Line-by-line Categories Concepts Storyline 

 

Eventually, I realized I 

couldn’t live that way any 
longer. For the sake of my 

own mental, spiritual, and 

physical health I had to cut 

my emotional and spiritual 
ties to the church. I had to 

decide that it didn’t really 

matter to me. I let my temple 

recommend expire. 
I didn’t attend the temple for 

about two years or so. I did 

go several times as a 

volunteer to clean the temple, 
since this particular temple 

relied on volunteers to clean 

it each night. I enjoyed that 

part, because I got to go to 
the different rooms of the 

temple and see the art in the 

creation room. I was able to 

enjoy the temple without 
experiencing gender 

inequality. I felt equal, which 

made me feel good. 

- End 
Three years ago I entered my 

crisis of faith. I think of it 

either as a sweater that slowly 

unraveled, or as Pandora’s 
box. Either way, my faith in 

the church went from 

unshaken, to hardly there. It 

started with feminist concerns 

(Why aren’t there more 

women in leadership 

positions? Why aren’t women 

be the closing speakers? … 
and other issues I couldn’t 

easily resolve.  During this 

time I found the 

bloggernacle, starting with 
Feminist Mormon 

Housewives, then 

Zelophehad’s Daughters, and 

finally The Exponent. I was 
and am so grateful to the 

women on these blogs for 

helping me articulate my 

concerns and give my 
validation for my cognitive 

dissonance. 

- End 
I have been trying to figure 

out my relationship to the 

church for close to a decade 

now. Over the course of this 
time I have felt a lot of 

sadness, betrayal, fear and 

 

She could not live 

with inequality in 
church. 

She had to cut ties to 

church for the sake of 

her health. 
She had to let go of 

church. 

She let her 

recommend expire. 
Took a break from 

temple visits. 

She went to temple as 

volunteer cleaner 
instead. 

 

She enjoyed being in 

temple because she 
could appreciate it 

freely. 

She enjoyed visiting 

temple without 
inequality. 

Equality felt good. 

 

 
She experienced faith 

crisis. 

Faith crisis came 

slowly. 
Faith shaken. 

 

Faith crisis started 

with her feminist 

concerns.  

Examples of feminist 

concerns. 

She could not resolve 
her feminist concerns 

with church 

misogyny. 

She found the 
blogging community 

during her faith crisis. 

 

 
She is grateful to 

blogging community. 

 

Blogging validated 
her cognitive 

dissonance. 

 
 

Figuring out 

relationship to church. 

 
Has felt sadness 

during this time. 

 

Difficulties 

combining 
feminism with 

misogynous 

temple rituals or 

teachings. 
Cut ties to 

church. 

 

 
Take break from 

temple. 

Alternative 

solutions. 
 

 

Avoid temple 

ceremonies. 
 

Avoid temple 

ceremonies. 

 
 

 

 

 
Faith crisis.  

 

 

 
 

 

Feminist 

awakening. Faith 

crisis. 

 

 

Conflict between 
feminism and 

faith. 

Fem community 

help cope. 
Blogging help 

cope. 

 

 
Fem community 

help cope. 

 

Blogging help 
cope. 

 

 
 

Being Mofem 

means mental 

struggle. 
 

 

 

 

Dissonance/conflict 
between faith and 

feminism. 

 

 
Methods/strategies to 

cope with patriarchy or 

to avoid mental 

conflicts. 
Methods/strategies to 

cope with patriarchy or 

to avoid mental 

conflicts. 
 

 

Methods/strategies to 

cope with patriarchy or 
to avoid mental 

conflicts. 

Methods/strategies to 

cope with patriarchy or 
to avoid mental 

conflicts. 

 

 
Dissonance/conflict 

between faith and 

feminism. 

 
 

 

Dissonance/conflict 

between faith and 

feminism. 

 

 

Dissonance/conflict 
between faith and 

feminism. 

Methods/strategies to 

cope with patriarchy or 
to avoid mental 

conflicts. 

 

 
Methods/strategies to 

cope with patriarchy or 

to avoid mental 

conflicts. 
Methods/strategies to 

cope with patriarchy or 

to avoid mental 
conflicts. 

Dissonance/conflict 

between faith and 

feminism. 
 

 

 

 

Cognitive 
dissonance. 

 

 

 
Cognitive 

dissonance 

reduction. 

 
Cognitive 

dissonance 

reduction. 

 
 

 

Cognitive 

dissonance 
reduction. 

 

Cognitive 

dissonance 
reduction. 

 

 

 
Cognitive 

Dissonance. 

 

 
 

 

Cognitive 

dissonance. 

 

 

 

Cognitive 
dissonance. 

 

Cognitive 

dissonance 
reduction. 

 

 

 
Cognitive 

dissonance 

reduction. 

 
Cognitive 

dissonance 

reduction. 
 

Cognitive 

dissonance. 
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uncertainty. One of the 
reasons why my faith 

transition has taken such a 

long course is that I feel 

paralyzed by my own ability 
to discern truth. Controversial 

discoveries of church history 

and policy did not just 

disintegrate my testimony; 

they also destroyed my 

confidence in my capacity to 

evaluate information. If 

things “I knew” turned out to 
be erroneous what does that 

say about my ability to 

know?  Thus far it has been 

this distrust that has kept me 
in a sort of spiritual limbo—a 

liminal space betwixt and 

between believing and 

leaving. 

The perfect description for 

this middle ground is 

ambivalence. Rather than the 

colloquial connotation of 
apathy, ambivalence actually 

means feeling equally 

passionate about two 

contradictory, mutually 
exclusive things.  At times I 

have felt like my ambivalence 

toward the church was me 

being too scared to leave. 
Other times it felt like my 

ambivalence was being 

honest to the complicated and 

often contradictory nature of 
gaining insight. Through it all 

I have tried to maintain a 

thoughtful skepticism. 

Although it often dips into a 
frustrated cynicism, 

especially surrounding 

women’s issues in the church, 

I have felt a great deal of 
integrity and loyalty in 

embracing the spiritual 

ambivalence of my present 

state rather than looking for 
reassurance of belief in my 

past or confirmation of doubt 

in my future. There is 

something powerful about 
surrendering to uncertainty. 

At first I assumed this period 

was a short stop on the long 

journey toward either 
believing or leaving. Ten 

years later I am no closer to 

either. 

Spiritual ambivalence can be 
a very lonely and difficult 

path. Extended 

disillusionment and 

 
Faith transition long 

because feel paralyzed 

by ability to discern 

truth. 
 

Finding controversial 

church history 

disintegrated her 

testimony. 

 

Uncertain about her 

ability to discern 
truth. 

 

Afraid of her own 

ability to discern truth 
leaves her in a space 

betwixt and between. 

 

 
 

 

 

In between = 
ambivalence. 

Positive ambivalence 

i.e. equally passionate. 

 
 

 

 

Ambivalent meaning 
too scared to leave? 

 

Ambivalent meaning 

honest/gaining 
insight? 

 

 

Thoughtful 
skepticism. 

 

 

Often gets cynical 
surrounding women’s 

issues in church. 

Embracing 

ambivalence means 
having integrity. 

 

 

 

 

Surrendering to 

uncertainty feels 

powerful. 
 

Ambivalence is not 

temporary but a 
journey.  

 

 

 
Ambivalence can be 

negative (unhealthy or 

difficult). 

Faith crisis. 
 

Ambivalence 

 

 
 

Faith crisis. 

Feminist 

awakening. 

Conflict between 

feminism and 

faith. 

Ambivalence. 
 

 

Ambivalence 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Ambivalence as 
positive or 

empowering. 

 

 
 

 

 

Ambivalence as 
negative or 

uncertainty. 

Ambivalence as 

positive or 
empowering. 

 

 

 
Ambivalence 

 

 

 
 

 

Ambivalence as 

positive or 
empowering. 

 

 

 

 

Ambivalence as 

positive or 

empowering. 
 

Ambivalence as 

positive or 
empowering. 

 

 

Ambivalence as 
negative or 

uncertainty. 

 

 
 

Ambivalence as both 

positive and negative. 

 
 

Dissonance/conflict 

between faith and 

feminism. 

 

 

Dissonance/conflict 

between faith and 
feminism. 

 

Ambivalence as both 

positive and negative. 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Ambivalence as both 
positive and negative. 

Dissonance/conflict 

between faith and 

feminism. 
 

 

 

Ambivalence as both 
positive and negative. 

 

Ambivalence as both 

positive and negative. 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

Ambivalence as both 

positive and negative. 
 

 

 

 

 

Ambivalence as both 

positive and negative 

 
 

 

Ambivalence as both 
positive and negative 

 

 

 
Ambivalence as both 

positive and negative 

 

 
 

Cognitive 

Dissonance 

 
 

Cognitive 

Dissonance 

 

 

 

Cognitive 

Dissonance 
 

 

Ambivalence 

as religious 
virtue (third 

quality of). 

 

 
 

 

Cognitive 

Dissonance 
Ambivalence 

as religious 

virtue. 

 
 

 

Cognitive 

Dissonance. 
 

Ambivalence 

as a religious 

virtue. 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

Ambivalence 

as a religious 
virtue. 

 

 

 

 

Ambivalence 

as a religious 

virtue. 
 

 

Ambivalence 
as a religious 

virtue. 
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discouragement is not a 
healthy mental state to be in. 

Online forums, blogs, retreats 

and podcasts have helped 

with this anomie. Another 
thing that has been beneficial 

is discussions with older 

thoughtful skeptics—people 

who have found peace within 

their spiritual ambivalence. 

 
 

Online forums such as 

blogs helps/aids 

ambivalence. 
 

Speaking with people 

who have found peace 

with ambivalence 

helps.  

 

 
 

Blogging to 

cope/aid 

ambivalence. 
 

Speaking of 

ambivalence 

positively with 

others. 

 
 

Methods/strategies to 

cope with patriarchy or 

to avoid mental 
conflicts. 

Ambivalence as both 

positive and negative. 

Methods/strategies to 

cope with patriarchy or 

to avoid mental 

conflicts. 

 

 
 

Cognitive 

dissonance 

reduction. 
 

Ambivalence 

as a religious 

virtue. 

Cognitive 

dissonance 

reduction. 

 

Memo  

In the statements above it is clear that church policies/doctrines and one’s Mormon identity 

comes into conflict with one’s feminist ideals, and that this causes mental struggles. They blog 

about experiencing faith crisis – often in relation to their feminist awakening or their ability to 

“discern truths” – and how this crisis, sometimes referred to directly as a cognitive dissonance 

or an ambivalence, disintegrates or makes difficult either their “testimony” or church 

attendance. This seems to be particularly evident in relation to specific church statements or 

policies regarding women and homosexuals. As a result of the LDS church choosing to support 

California proposition 8 which opposed same sex marriage, many women reported that they felt 

conflicted and sad. Secondly, this conflict and the struggle it involves causes the same 

individuals to choose paths/everyday actions where the feelings of conflict are solved or made 

somewhat manageable. Several women for instance choose not to participate in some of the 

church ceremonies, in particular ceremonies deemed sexist. One woman for example eventually 

chose to avoid ceremonies altogether and only visit the temple during night when she volunteers 

for cleaning. Another way to cope is to find likeminded Mormons to speak with, something 

which is primarily done through blogging. Many women report that the blog made them feel 

validated in their conflicted feelings and that writing and communicating about it allowed them 

to learn how to live with it.   

 


