brothers and two sisters,” and then on the
next page she names five brothers and three
sisters.

Other errors are sprinkled throughout.
Cheville has Joseph II moving into the
Mansion House with his wife and child in
the spring of 1850 when he did not even
marry until 1856. The author also states that
Emma died before her son David H. Smith
suffered his mental breakdown. The com-
mitment papers from the lllinois Asylum
for the Insane state that David was commit-
ted on January 17, 1877. According to these
records, he had been mentally unstable for
two years or four years before Emma’s
death. She described her own reaction to
his breakdown as a “living trouble,” ex-
pressing "‘deep sorrow at his condition.”

Wirkus completely misses the 1835 edi-
tion of Emma’s hymnal. He indicates that
the 1841 collection was the first. He states
that all four of Emma’s sons were “very
active in the Re-organized [sic] movement.”
Fredrick died at age 26, never having joined
the church his brother headed. At one point
the writer claims Emma was forty-four
when she married Bidamon. A few pages
later he says she “must have been forty-
one.” (She was actually forty-three.)

The Relief Society is mentioned in both
books. Companions has a brief but accurate
account; Judge Me completely botches the
subject. Wirkus erroneously indicates that
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the idea for a women’s organization origi-
nated with Joseph. Then, after Joseph’s
death he has Emma say, “[The Quorum of
the Twelve] kept after me to do my work as
president of the Relief Society. I asked them
to release me, and though they didn't, I still
refused to go. How could [ direct the women
who looked at me as though I had gone out
of my mind?” The Relief Society organiza-
tion was dissolved by the time Joseph was
killed; the last official minutes had been
recorded three months earlier on March 16,
1844.

The award for the most serious shortcom-
ing 1 believe should go to Erwin E. Wirkus
in his Judge Me Dear Reader for his conclu-
sion that Emma Smith lost her mind when
Joseph was killed. He uses this idea to ex-
cuse her of actions he does not understand
and, in doing so, robs her of the dignity and
strength that were hers.

Had either Cheville or Wirkus consulted
the journals, manuscripts, statements and
papers, easily accessible in both the RLDS
and LDS Church libraries—as are scores of
additional archival sources—they would
surely have written with clearer insights and
fewer errors.

LINDA KiNG NEWELL is co-author (with Valeen
Tippitts Avery) of a soon-to-be-published biog-
raphy of Emma Smith.

GENERALIZED HATRED

The Women’s Room by Marilyn French.
471 pages. New York: Summit Books, 1977.
$10.95. Paper: 687 pages. New York: Jove
(Harcourt Brace Jovanovich), 1978. $2.50.

Mira, the protagonist of Marilyn French’s
best-selling novel, did not usually buy
women’s magazines, but she pored over
them at the dentist’s office: “Rate yourself:
are you a good wife? Are you still attractive?
Are you understanding, compassionate, nu-

by Elinore Hughes Partridge

tritive? Do you keep your eye-shadow
fresh?”” Mira had been perfect: she was care-
ful of her husband’s fragile ego, she never
struck her children, her house was immac-
ulate. “She had done it all, everything the
magazines, the television, the newspapers,
the novels, everything they told her she was
expected to do.” It wasn’t enough.

Few of us aspire to perfection, but we
have an idealized image, even if we resist it,
of what we are expected to be as woman,
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wife and mother. The Mormon culture
places unusually heavy burdens on wife and
mother. (The same is true of the expecta-
tions of man, husband, father, but that’s not
what this particular book is about.) Since
we almost always fall short of our goals, and
it’s easy to forget that we are not alone in
our failures, we often bear the additional
burden of guilt.

The tyranny of expectations, both exter-
nally imposed and internally developed, is
just part of the cause of the misery of the
women French describes. The stories of
Mira’s friends mirror the lives of some
women living in the suburbs in the late
fifties and early sixties and others living in
Cambridge as graduate students in the late
sixties who have been victimized by social
institutions and oppressed physically and
verbally by men. I was often touched by the
stories but not because 1 cared about the
women in the novel. It was, rather, because
I was reminded of women | have known.

These episodes read like case histories.
They are presented to make a point rather
than to create a believable world. They are
trivial in the root sense of that word—cross-
roads gossip—commonplace, unshaped by
the artistic magic of good fiction, not given
the distance that provokes insight or allows
catharsis.

The gossip is always absorbing, however,
often fascinating. We hear some familiar
horror stories: Husbands walk in from work
impeccably dressed, demanding services
from disheveled women who have been
scrubbing floors, chauffeuring children, set-
tling quarrels, wiping up vomit and juggling
two different dinners to satisfy schedules
and tastes. These men can’t understand their
wives’ fatigue; they imagine them gossiping
with the neighbors all day or sitting with
their feet up in front of the television set,
nibbling chocolates or sipping wine. A
woman who screams at her husband is
placed in a mental hospital where she re-
ceives electric shock treatments to restore
her domestic docility. A girl is violently
raped and accused by police and lawyers of
having provoked it. A feminist activist is
literally blown apart by police bullets.

The narrative point of view which French
adopts is at once the most intriguing and
irritating aspect of the novel. We follow
Mira through her childhood, her life in the
suburbs, a divorce and her enrollment in

graduate school. At the same time, a first-
person narrator confides in the reader and
comments upon characters and action. In an
interview (N.Y. Times, Nov. 4, 1977), French
said that she adopted this split narrator in
order to present the experiences of an or-
dinary woman, with whom her readers can
identify, and to provide a perceptive com-
mentator. When she speaks of Mira, the
narrator is not overtly condescending. The
portrayal of Mira as third-person protago-
nist, however, reveals more than a little self-
hatred. While I would like to know more
about the narrator, who realizes some of the
ambiguities and paradoxes inherent in a
complex life in which one must make
choices, ] grow weary of Mira, who is self-
absorbed, puritanical and egoistically self-
congratulatory when she finally shakes off
some of her puritanism. Although the de-
vice creates a nice tension at first, I can’t
quite believe the merging of identities at the
end.

Although the book presents episodes and
ideas with which all but the most compla-
cent women can identify, representative
characters become stereotypes and righ-
teous anger too often becomes unreasoned
hatred. I would hope that this novel might
make women feel less lonely, that it might
articulate’ unexpressed resentments and
help to alleviate guilt. ] would also hope that
it might make men feel less frustrated about
trying to understand women’s resentments.
I would even hope that the real injustices
documented in the book might arouse the
complacent few. However, 1 fear that the
novel polarizes human beings into US-
THEM categories.

French warmly describes the strong sup-
port and love that women can give to other
women, but the sympathy Mira extends to
her neighbors and her fellow graduate stu-
dents she does not extend to her husband
or her parents. The narrator says to the
reader: ““You think I hate men. I guess I do
... I don’t like this position. | mistrust gen-
eralized hatred.” I do too. We sometimes
need anger, in order to act. We also need
generous amounts of compassion and for-
giveness for men and women alike. Unfor-
tunately, Marilyn French’s compassion, in
The Women’s Room, does not include men.

EUNORE HUGHES PARTRIDGE is a noted style ana-
lyst who lives in Ogden, Utah.
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