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Voices from the Dust: Women in Zion
Women's Voices: An Untold History of

the Latter-day Saints 1830-1900, by Ken-
neth W. Godfrey, Audrey M. Godfrey, and
Jill Mulvay Derr (Salt Lake City, Utah:
Deseret Book Company, 1982)), 448 pp. in-
cluding chapter notes and index, $9.95.

Reviewed by Elouise M. Bell, associate
professor of English at Brigham Young Uni-
versity. Her specialties are creative writing
and women's studies, especially journals and
diaries.

T H E SUBTITLE OF THIS BOOK indicates its pri-
mary shortcoming. This is, indeed, one
more history of the Mormons. The chapter
headings could be those of any similar work
giving a general overview of the growth of
the church in America: "Becoming a Mor-
mon," "Kirtland," "Missouri," "Nauvoo,"
"The Trek Westward,' "Immigration,"
"Colonization of the Great Basin," "The
1870s: A Decade of Collective and Per-
sonal Achievement," and finally "Perse-
cution, the Manifesto, and Statehood."
Though the subtitle claims that this is an
untold history, in fact, the story we have is
one we have heard many times; and it is
not substantially different because it is be-
ing told by women. We must ask the ques-
tion: What do we have in this book that
we did not have in others? What have we
learned that we did not know?

We must applaud the book on two
counts: it does use the journal and letter
genres to tell the story, and that is encour-
aging, giving these forms more attention
than they have hitherto had; and it does
record the voices of twenty-five women and
make a start toward acknowledging wom-
en's roles in the settling of Zion. Certainly,
getting bits of their stories between book
covers does something towards greater rec-
ognition for our Mormon foremothers. But
the significant question is: How much real
understanding has been generated through
Women's Voices?

Perhaps the problem is suggested in
the introductory quote, "Upon these we
bestow more abundant honour," taken from
1 Corinthians. It reveals the editorial bent
of the book, and with that bent, its short-
comings. The women whose voices are
heard here are, in the eyes of the editors,
Latter-day Saints first, and women second.
While this is a legitimate perspective, it is a
perspective which determines the selection
of material and, thus, the vision that re-
sults. The effort is to honor the valiant of
Zion — this time the women. There is
nothing wrong with that; yet had Women's
Voices been weighted more toward under-
standing and less toward "honor," the book
might have been more useful.

I have read Mormon women's journals
and letters, and found therein a rich diver-
sity of tone, attitude, experience, percep-
tion, and life view. That diversity is missing
from Women's Voices, even though it covers
a wide span and includes a wide cross-
section of women. The reader who comes
to Women's Voices to gain new insights
about the experiences and inner lives of
nineteenth-century Mormon women will
find instead a concentration on the spiritual
aspects of their lives. This concentration
produces its beauties, but will not satisfy a
scholarly interest in women's history. (See,
for example, Joanna L. Stratton, Pioneer
Women: Voices from the Kansas Frontier,
published by Simon and Schuster, 1981).

In so saying, I must point out that the
introductory essay, though brief and gen-
eral, comprehensively identifies important
common themes that emerge from the man-
uscripts. The role of the journal or of let-
ters as "an outlet for frustration and grief"
surely bears intensive examination in the
plentiful private writings of Mormon
women. The reality that Mormon women
worked for pay is underscored, another sub-
ject meriting fuller exploration. The edi-
tors' observation that these women "lived
much of their lives in a subculture separate
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